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Preface

Neither art nor science stands still in representing 

our visible and invisible worlds. Marketing, as both art 

and science, can’t stand still either.

P e t e r  d r u c k e r , arguably the leading observer of manage­
ment today, suggests that businesspeople stand on the 
threshold of the “knowledge society.” In this society, a company’s com­

petitive advantage will come from an historically underdeveloped asset: 
the ability to capture and apply insights from diverse fields, not just 
from business. Drucker notes that many CEOs of large U.S. firms who 
were “appointed in the past ten years were fired as failures within a year 
or two,” partly for not cultivating this asset.1 Their failures ultimately 
resulted from woefully flawed paradigms for navigating an increasingly 
precarious environment— a situation not unlike that of the crew on the 
Titanic. Indeed, most marketing managers operate from a paradigm— a 
set of assumptions about how the world works— that prevents them 
from understanding and serving customers effectively.

Elliot Ettenberg, chief executive officer of Customer Strategies 
Worldwide LLC in New York City, summarized the current state of 
affairs in a recent article published in The Economist. In Ettenberg’s 
words, “Everything else has been reinvented— distribution, new prod­
uct development, the supply chain. But marketing is stuck in the past.”2 
The article argues that a far deeper and better understanding of con­
sumers is “a much harder task than describing the virtues of a product. 
While consumers have changed beyond recognition, marketing has

ix
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not.”3 These changes in consumer behavior include increased skepti­
cism about business (especially marketing), more assertiveness, greater 
sophistication, less loyalty to companies and individual brands, and 
major concerns about privacy and security

The world has changed, but our methods for understanding con­
sumers have not. We keep relying on familiar but ineffective research 
techniques and consequently misread consumers’ actions and thoughts. 
The products and communications that we create based on those tech­
niques simply aren’t connecting with consumers.

In this “knowledge-explosion epoch,” then, the limitations of our 
current marketing paradigm loom ever larger. Despite the fact that 
many of the assumptions underlying this paradigm characterize West­
ern thinking in particular, they undermine the quality of thinking 
that informs marketing everywhere in the world. How so? Because 
businesses based in non-Westem cultures have adopted Western ways, 
and Western firms have exported their biases to their non-Westem 
operations.

The Challenge of Change
So why don’t we just change our paradigm? Because it takes courage 
and patience to alter deeply entrenched existing paradigms. As history 
has shown, people who can’t envision a different worldview often fight 
to maintain the current one. The Catholic Church, for example, couldn’t 
accommodate a heliocentric view of the universe, prompting Galileo to 
renounce the earth’s revolving around the sun. When someone chal­
lenges our current thinking, we human beings tend to resist.4 Our resist­
ance increases when the challenge forces us to reconsider not just what 
we think (that is, the content of an idea) but also how we think (the 
process). For example, learning that customers do not think in words 
forces us not only to embrace an unfamiliar idea about the thought 
process but also to think differently about communicating with cus­
tomers. Vincent P. Barabba of General Motors notes, “Managers will 
throw a lot of money at a problem before they’ll ever consider having to 
change the way they think about it.” Overturning a paradigm requires 
changing many formal and informal assumptions, expectations, and
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decision-making rules that govern our thoughts and actions.5 Unfortu­
nately, the phrase paradigm shift has become so cliched that when people 
utter it, they generally mean a new fad rather than a fundamental shift in 
thinking patterns.

Another problem is premature dismissal. Too often, managers dis­
card sound ideas without giving them a fair hearing. This intolerance 
often has roots in an unhealthy if hidden disdain for learning. In an 
address to an international group of agribusiness leaders at the Harvard 
Business School, Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, vice chairman and CEO of 
Nestle— a company that actively seeks to understand brain functioning 
and emphasizes organizational learning— observed that marketers 
“treat personal common sense as superior to science-based knowledge 
and to what the humanities have to tell us.” Another CEO of a leading 
global consumer products firm goes even further: “If [marketers] read 
popular business magazines, they feel on top of things. They disdain 
anything else. People with these attitudes would not last in any other 
profession.” This appraisal may seem harsh, but all of us can name dis­
dainful colleagues.

That said, resisting new ideas is actually healthy as long as we don’t 
do so simply because they fall outside our cognitive or emotional com­
fort zone. We must suspend our judgment about an unfamiliar idea when we 

first encounter it and ask ourselves, “Would we value this idea if it were 
true?” If we answer yes, then we should critically examine the merits of 
the idea. The endnotes throughout this book should help readers do 
just that. They provide both supportive and contrary sources about par­
ticular ideas and findings, identify the diverse domains that are relevant, 
and forever change how we ask questions about customers, interpret the 
answers, and use that information. The endnotes are pathways into 
frontiers where different fields intersect.

The most troubling consequence of the existing paradigm has been 
the artificial disconnection of mind, body, brain, and society. Though 
systems theory is not new to managers, it hasn’t dented their conceptu­
alization of consumer or manager behavior and how they affect one 
another. Only by reconnecting the splintered pieces of their thinking 
about consumers can companies truly grasp and meet consumers’ needs 
more effectively— and thus survive in today’s competitive and rapidly 
shifting business environment.
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Connections among Communities
As disciplines grow, they specialize and fragment, presenting two chal­
lenges to marketers. The first challenge is to acknowledge that the dis­
tinctions made between disciplines do not reflect how people actually 
live their lives. Thankfully, we human beings don’t experience life the 
way companies or universities delineate it. The second challenge is that 
we must explore many disciplines, since the most promising knowledge 
frontiers typically exist at the boundaries between fields rather than at 
the fields’ respective centers.

In many ways, this book is about connections, including those 
among or between:

• disciplines ranging from neuroscience and linguistics to anthro­
pology and evolutionary psychology

• new ideas and the new ways of thinking that they may require
• the unconscious and conscious mind
• managers’ and customers’ minds
• neurons and neural clusters in the brain
• mind, brain, body, and society
• the power of metaphor and its central role in thought
• the malleability of memory
• emotion and reason
• verbal and nonverbal expression
• universally shared human perceptions and values

These connections reveal a consumer very different from the one many 
managers imagine. To underscore the difference, the book develops sev­
eral central themes:

• Most of the thoughts and feelings that influence consumers’ and 
managers’ behavior occur in the unconscious mind.

• Insightful analysis of consumer thought and behavior requires 
an understanding of how mental activity occurs.

• Consumers do not live their lives in the silo-like ways by which 
universities and businesses organize themselves.
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• The mind as we think of it doesn’t exist in the absence of the 
brain, body, and society.6

• The mind of the manager (including both its unconscious and 
conscious elements) and the mind of the consumer (and its 
unconscious and conscious elements) interact, forming the 
“mind of the market.”

Our existing thought systems can accommodate change up to a 
point. But when enough new insights and changes in our thinking accu­
mulate, the resulting strain demands a paradigm shift. Radically new 
assumptions, expectations, and decision rules emerge, like a butterfly 
morphing from a caterpillar. As in the gradual twisting of a kaleido­
scope, a multitude of small modifications eventually yields a substan­
tially different picture.

A Quick Tour through the Book
How Customers Think is organized into three parts. Part I, Preparing for 
an Expedition, begins with a frank look at the state of marketing today. 
Chapter 1, A Voyage from the Familiar, examines the difficulties many 
companies face in becoming customer-centric. We explore the fallacies 
about customer thinking that underlie these difficulties and that mar­
keters must leave behind. Then we ready ourselves to imagine a whole 
new way of “thinking about thinking”— a new marketing paradigm.

In chapter 2, A Voyage to New Frontiers, we look more closely 
at the new marketing paradigm. We consider the advantages of the 
interdisciplinary approach and explore the new paradigm’s implica­
tions. We encounter some startling realizations: For example, as much 
as 95 percent of consumers’ thinking occurs in their unconscious 
minds; much thinking surfaces through metaphors; consumers’ mem­
ories are much more malleable than we thought; and marketers’ 
unconscious minds influence consumers’ thinking as much as their con­
scious minds do.

The chapters in part II, Understanding the Mind of the Market, 
detail the features of the new paradigm through examples of how com­
panies today apply the paradigm’s principles, with remarkable results.
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Chapter 3, Illuminating the Mind: Consumers’ Cognitive Unconscious, 
explains the unconscious mind and why marketers should study it. The 
unconscious mind (which the conscious mind allows us to consider) is 
one of the most important forces behind our decisions. It accounts for 
95 percent or more of all cognition.

Chapter 4, Interviewing the Mind/Brain: Metaphor Elicitation, dis­
cusses how to match research questions with the appropriate research 
methods. The chapter spotlights metaphor. We discover how often 
metaphors crop up in human communication and how vital they are 
for understanding consumers’ deepest thoughts and feelings. Market 
researchers can use innovative interviewing techniques to help con­
sumers express their thinking through metaphors. The insights gained 
through these processes often remain far beyond the reach of tradi­
tional research methods. An appendix to this chapter provides more 
detailed guidance about eliciting deeply held consumer thoughts and 
feelings.

Because we must answer many important questions by exploring 
the unconscious mind, chapter 5, Interviewing the Mind/Brain: Re­
sponse Latency and Neuroimaging, describes two new techniques for 
tapping into the unconscious mind and interpreting our findings. Still 
in their infancy, response latency and neuroimaging techniques comple­
ment metaphor elicitation techniques. The chapter also discusses sev­
eral limitations of focus groups, which many managers still consider 
effective for interviewing the mind.

Chapter 6, Come to Think of It, explores the nature of thought and 
how conscious and unconscious cognitive processes work together. It 
addresses the importance of identifying thoughts about a topic that oth­
erwise different consumers share. We examine how thoughts bundle 
together— and why those associations matter to marketers. We also dis­
cuss how consensus maps can capture the connections among con­
sumers’ thoughts and help us identify opportunities for enhancing the 
effectiveness of our marketing efforts.

In chapter 7, Reading the Mind of the Market: Using Consensus 
Maps, we look at the malleability of the mental models that a market 
segment shares and how various marketing efforts can reshape them. 
Marketers can remap these models by introducing new concepts or by
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reinforcing or even underplaying existing ones, while also introducing 
new associations among constructs or changing the strength of associa­
tions among them. We also look at how different consensus maps or 
shared mental models interact with one another.

Chapter 8, Memory’s Fragile Power, discusses how memory works 
and emphasizes the reconstructive nature of memory. That is, con­
sumers’ memories are always changing— often without their awareness. 
Each time they revisit a memory, they change it, sometimes a little bit 
and sometimes a lot. Marketers can affect this reconstructive process by 
influencing the kinds of consumption-experience memories that con­
sumers create.

Chapter 9, Memory, Metaphor, and Stories, weaves together themes 
from preceding chapters. The chapter shows how memory, metaphor, 
and story connect. Memories are story-based; consumers reconstruct 
them each time and use them to re-present past experiences. But memo­
ries are also metaphors; they “stand in” for other thoughts and expe­
riences. The overlap of memory, metaphor, and storytelling strongly 
influences consumers’ consumption experiences and behaviors. By pro­
viding particular metaphors, marketers can guide customers in weaving 
their stories of past, current, and future experiences in the marketplace. 
Consumers, in turn, use their own metaphors to express thoughts and 
feelings about those experiences.

Chapter 10, Stories and Brands, shows how memory, metaphor, 
and storytelling contribute to brand building. It demonstrates how 
brands are represented by bundled constructs, or consensus maps 
that filter how consumers perceive, process, and respond to market­
ing stimuli. A brand is itself a metaphor for this meaning. The chap­
ter argues that consumers and marketers cocreate these meanings, 
these outcroppings of the mind of the market.

In part III, Thinking Differently and Deeply, we expand the pic­
ture beyond customers’ and consumers’ thinking. Chapter 11, Crow­
bars for Creative Thinking, shows managers ten ways to “break out of 
the box” when thinking about consumers and marketing— and how 
they can help their colleagues to do the same. This chapter doesn’t rec­
ommend wholesale changes in thinking, but rather using temporary 
alternatives when customary habits of mind fall short. Drawn from
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various disciplines, the principles here can help marketers to manage 
consumer relationships more effectively.

Chapter 12, Quality Questions Beget Quality Answers, develops a 
theme common to several of the “crowbars” in chapter 11. The theme 
suggests that new ways of thinking start with better ways of asking 
questions. The chapter provides eight guidelines for developing the core 
research question to address, independently of the method used to in­
vestigate it. Every answer to an effective question contains the seed of 
another important question. The questions that marketers pose to con­
sumers and the way they present them greatly affect the quality of infor­
mation gathered.

Chapter 13, Launching a New Mind-set, is a caution against 
slipping into “business as usual” attitudes and practices. The sinking 
of the Titanic resulted from a failure to question two and a half 
decades of practice. These practices, in turn, encouraged the crew to 
disregard available information indicating that they should change 
course. The iceberg and certain design flaws in the Titanic simply 
enabled flawed thinking to wreak its toll. Similar patterns of thinking 
prevail today among managers, and a similar fate awaits them if they 
fail to rethink what they know about marketing. The ideas in How Cus­
tomers Think are a starting point for better representing the mind of the 
market. Marketing managers, like any artists or scientists, should 
not hesitate to challenge those who insist on being frozen in an old 
paradigm.

Sources of Insight
The ideas in this book derive from current research by leaders from 
multiple disciplines. Despite its seemingly unrelated origins, this 
knowledge is vital for understanding and managing consumer relation­
ships. While the book draws heavily on insights from many fields 
beyond marketing, 1 selected these insights based on their relevance to 
marketing practice. Four sources have especially influenced the selec­
tion of knowledge for inclusion in this book.

One source is the Mind of the Market Laboratory at the Harvard 
Business School, including members of its corporate Advisory Council.
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The Mind of the Market Lab, which I codirect with Stephen M. Kosslyn, 
a world leader in cognitive neuroscience, provided a testing ground for 
many of these ideas. The Mind of the Market Lab is itself an unofficial 
offspring of Harvard University’s Mind/Brain/Behavior Initiative (MBB). 
MBB is an interdisciplinary group of internationally known scholars that 
meets regularly to explore problems such as addiction, the meaning of 
(irrationality, placebo effects, memory distortion, learning and brain 
plasticity, and the impact of society on brain development. In the course 
of several years of involvement in MBB and the Mind of the Market Lab, 
I have benefited from interactions with some of the world’s most gifted 
scholars and executives.

In the same spirit, I have benefited greatly from my interaction with 
graduate students in the Customer Behavior Laboratory, a course 1 teach 
at the Harvard Business School, most recently with Professor Luc 
Wathieu. In addition to sharing their early work experience and re­
sponses to new ideas, many of these students remain in touch, relating 
their experiences as they apply ideas in this book in their work. They 
have provided many examples of successful implementation of these 
insights. They have also shared examples of the problems that can arise 
when managers ignore these ideas.

A third source involves the many practitioner and academic review­
ers of various drafts of this manuscript (acknowledged individually else­
where). Their collective expertise spans all of the ideas presented here. 
These individuals offered invaluable insight into which ideas to include 
and which examples would best illustrate them.

A fourth source of ideas and examples comes from Olson Zaltman 
Associates, led by Dr. Jerry C. Olson, a world leader in consumer psy­
chology. He and my immediate OZA colleagues and their clients have 
provided me with the opportunity to apply and further develop impor­
tant ideas in a wide variety of marketing settings. The partnerships OZA 
has created with forward-thinking practitioners inform many of the 
insights shared in this book.

Finally, in these chapters you’ll encounter certain terms borrowed 
from a wide range of disciplines, and so some of their meanings may dif­
fer from common usage. The following glossary groups these terms in a 
way that tells a story about consumer thinking and previews the ideas in 
this book.7
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Glossary of Key Terms
Thinking: The use of mental processes; activities of the brain

involved in storing, recalling, or using information, or in gener­
ating specific feelings and emotions. Also called cognition and 
mental processes. For example, when a woman who was par­
ticipating in a General Mills study about nutrition noticed a 
new breakfast food on her friend’s countertop, she recalled and 
compared her children’s reactions to other breakfast foods 
against her assessment of the new food and its manufacturer 
(“They usually lead the pack”).

Thought: The outcome of thinking, conventionally called beliefs, 
attitudes, and evaluations. For example, the above thinking pro­
duced the thought in the woman’s mind, “I’ll try that product,” 
which she expressed by saying aloud, “I’ll give that a shot.” 
Sometimes we confuse “thinking out loud” with the actual 
process of thinking and with the thoughts that we express “out 
loud.” Although we may be aware of a memory or a new idea 
having popped into mind, we are likely oblivious to the inter­
nal processes that yielded it. Thus, any “thinking out loud” 
occurs after the fact and is almost certainly incomplete.

Conscious thought: Thoughts that we can articulate because we are 
fully aware of our own existence, sensations, and cognition. 
Also called the cognitive conscious mind. For example, the 
woman’s decision to try the product was a conscious thought that 
she shared with her friend. It emerged from many thoughts, 
some of them conscious but most of them unconscious, such 
as her favorable view of the company, her need to find more 
appealing food for her children, and her willingness to take 
a risk.

Unconscious thought: Thinking outcomes of which we are unaware 
or vaguely aware and struggle to articulate; mental activity out­
side conscious awareness. Also called the cognitive uncon­
scious mind. Obviously, using our conscious mind for actions 
like tying our shoelaces or chewing food would simply take too



Preface I xix

long; thus our unconscious mind has helped us survive and 
evolve as a species.

Concept: An unambiguous, sometimes abstract, internal represen­
tation that defines a meaningful grouping or categorization of 
living and nonliving objects, events such as experiences, and 
thoughts. We have concepts for “new product,” “family,” “chil­
dren’s food preferences,” “manufacturer of nutritious food,” 
“nutrition,” “tree,” “dog,” and so on. Concepts help us inter­
pret new information and experiences and decide how to act 
on them.

Construct: The label or name tag a manager or researcher gives to a 
conscious or unconscious consumer thought that the manager 
or researcher has identified. Marketers can use constructs to 
understand consumers’ thinking and to communicate among 
themselves and with consumers about products. For example, 
the General Mills research and management team found that 
many consumers express different versions of the thought, 
“They are junk-food magnets,” when describing their chil­
dren’s nutritional behaviors. This thought bundles together 
three concepts: children, junk food, and attraction. The Gen­
eral Mills managers and researchers gave this thought bundle a 
name— “negative nutrition”— a construct that they defined in 
a specific way and illustrated with several quotations and sen­
sory metaphors from consumers. The team later discovered 
that this construct called many other constructs to mind for 
consumers.

Neurons: Brain cells active during thinking. (Neurons do other 
things as well.) Neurons receive signals from other neurons or 
from sensory organs, process these signals, and often pass them 
along to other neurons, muscles, or bodily organs. Thoughts 
and emotions arise from the activation and interconnection of 
these brain cells.

Neural cluster: A group of neurons that are activated and stimulate 
each other when we think. They hold hands, so to speak. Also 
called a neuronal cluster. These neural clusters produce 
thoughts, labeled by constructs.
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Neural pathway: The route followed when one neuron or group of 
neurons affects others; the connections among clusters. Every 
thought has an associated neural cluster, just as every residence 
has an address or every community has specific geographical 
coordinates. For example, the woman’s thought about her kids, 
“They are junk-food magnets,” stems from the activation of a 
particular cluster of neurons. Since different neural clusters 
stimulate one another using neural pathways, the woman’s 
different thoughts may involve many different clusters.

Brain: The organ that houses neurons used in thinking. (Brains 
also house many other functions.)

Cerebral cortex: The brain’s convoluted or wrinkled surface, where 
many of our mental processes occur.

Mind: The product of conscious and unconscious thinking in the 
brain, produced by interactions among groups of neurons and 
involving thoughts and feelings.

Mental model: A set of associated thoughts formed when neural 
clusters influence each other; used to process information from 
and respond to an abstract event. A mental model is like a road 
map that identifies different communities and their connecting 
routes. Consumers use this map whenever they encounter 
something new or contemplate a decision. For example, a 
study of mothers in Italy on the topic of children’s nutrition 
detected connections in their thinking among the following 
thoughts: being a teacher, how other mothers view them, 
rewarding children, pride, their own childhood memories 
about eating, and self-esteem. These associations sometimes 
took on positive qualities and other times, negative ones.

Consensus map: A mental model that different people use in similar 
ways or that a group of people share. A consensus map repre­
sents the convergence of consumer thinking on a common 
mental model. For example, in the above study of Italian moth­
ers, individual study participants expressed more than twenty 
of the same thoughts, resulting in more than twenty constructs. 
Moreover, for most of the participants, each construct con­
nected to at least one of the other constructs in exactly the 
same way. Since individual consumers have such remarkably
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similar mental models, businesses can segment markets 
according to consensus maps.

Human universals: The categories of thought and action found in 
every culture, regardless of how diverse, such as justice and 
punishment, protecting the young, and caring for the ill. Uni­
versals include several core metaphors such as journey, bal­
ance, and transformation as well as fundamental archetypes. 
Consensus maps reflect these universals for a given group or 
segment, no matter how broad or narrow the group’s defini­
tion. In fact, the more deeply we understand consumers who 
share a common problem, the more we notice similarities 
among those consumers. Furthermore, these shared common 
denominators remain stable over time, making them a much 
sounder basis for marketing strategy than surface-level differ­
ences.

Metaphor: The representation of one thought in terms of another. 
This book uses the term broadly to include analogy, simile, and 
many other nonliteral devices to convey information. For 
example, the woman’s children aren’t literally “junk-food mag­
nets.” The woman was simply using the idea of a magnet to 
convey certain qualities about her children’s attraction to junk 
food. Metaphors are vehicles for transporting unconscious 
thoughts to conscious awareness when marketers probe for the 
thinking behind them. When the interviewer in this study 
asked the woman to say more about the expression “a cat with 
nine lives” (stimulated by a picture of the family cat that the 
woman brought to the interview), she responded with com­
ments that suggested qualities of resilience, focus, determina­
tion, patience, parental obligation, the teacher role, and nurtur­
ing. All of these constructs linked to the construct “family 
nutrition.” Other consumers used different metaphors to 
express these same ideas.

Figurative language: The use of metaphor to convey thoughts and 
help interpret customers’ deepest shared thoughts and feelings.

Literal language: The use of the exact meaning of words or other 
images to convey thoughts. Such language can take various 
forms; for example, an oral statement that the consumer first
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experienced the new product at a friend’s home, or a written 
statement in a survey about the probability of the consumer’s 
children liking the product. Managers not only identify but 
also interpret consumers’ deepest, shared thoughts and feelings 
by eliciting such spoken or written comments from consumers 
and then taking those comments at face value.
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Chapter One

A Voyage from the Familiar

Management is our universe, 

the consumer its center, 

and imagination its boundary.

A f t e r  y e a r s  o f  r e s e a r c h  and development, a consumer- 
goods company launches a new soft drink— only to see it 

dry up in the marketplace. Focus group participants salivate over a new 
personal digital assistant (PDA) and express their intention to buy— but 
don’t when the PDA goes on sale two months later. We ask customers 
what they want, we give it to them, and then we watch them snap up 
our competitor’s goodies instead. Why? Why do approximately 80 per­
cent of all new products or services fail within six months or fall signifi­
cantly short of forecasted profits?1 As the half-lives of existing goods and 
services shrink, firms need new products to grow revenues.2 The cost 
of mistakes is high— lost revenues, low customer satisfaction, low 
employee morale.

Believe it or not, the reasons for failure boil down to a common, 
deceptively simple truth: Too many marketers don’t understand how 
their own and their consumers’ minds interact. Consider figure 1-1. 
What do you see?

3
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FIGURE 1 - 1

W hat Do You See?

From M ind Sights by Roger N. Shepard, © 1990 by W. H. Freeman. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

At first, you’ll likely see one of two creatures, a rabbit or a duck. 
Now show this picture to a few friends or colleagues. Which did they 
see first? This exercise demonstrates a very important point: Two peo­
ple can look at the very same data and have two totally different inter­
pretations.3 It happens all too often in market research, frustrating 
managers and consumers alike. Managers say, “We showed you a rab­
bit, you swore that you’d buy it if we made its feet bigger, and so we 
did— but now you’re not buying it, and so we’re not listening to you 
anymore.” Consumers retort, “No, you showed us a duck and we told 
you that we wanted bigger feet on it. Now you’re offering us a rabbit 
with four huge paws. You don’t listen, and so we’re not talking to you 
anymore.” Both parties cite the same data to prove their respective 
points. This often causes managers to ignore customers because they 
believe that customers don’t know what they want, let alone what is 
technically possible. However, from a cognitive standpoint, no one can 
even respond to a radically new or unheard of product or service idea 
without some frame of reference, as ill-suited or ill-developed as it
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might be. Understanding existing frames of reference is essential if 
they are to be brought into alignment with the possibilities created by 
new technologies.

The Need for an Interdisciplinary Approach
George S. Day, the Geoffrey T. Boisi Professor of Marketing and director 
of the Mack Center for the Management of Technological Innovation at 
the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, notes that over 
the next few years, every industry will change dramatically because of 
technology. To exploit new opportunities, managers must know signifi­
cantly more than they currently do about how customers think and act.4 
That is, the conscious and, especially, unconscious dynamics of cus­
tomer thinking must be understood, since these dynamics determine 
the ultimate commercial success of the technology more than product 
design or delivery systems.

There’s much to learn. Leading neuroscience scholar Antonio 
Damasio, the M. W Van Allen Distinguished Professor of Neurology at 
the University of Iowa College of Medicine, notes, “More may have been 
learned about the brain and the mind in the 1990s— the so-called 
decade of the brain— than during the entire previous history of psychol­
ogy and neuroscience.”5

Open-minded managers are extending their comfort zones to 
explore unfamiliar disciplines, or communities of thinkers who share the 
same habits of mind about theory, procedure or methodology, and 
knowledge usage. For example, neurological research revealed that peo­
ple don’t think in linear, hierarchical ways; figuratively speaking, they 
don’t experience a cake by sampling a sequence of raw ingredients. 
They experience fully baked cakes. This insight prompted companies 
like Citibank, Disney, Kraft, McNeil Consumer Health Care, and John 
Deere to change how they engaged consumers. They’re now drawing on 
previously ignored research from an array of disciplines— musicology, 
neurology, philosophy, and zoology, along with the more familiar fields 
of anthropology, psychology, and sociology, among others— to under­
stand what happens within the complex system of mind, brain, body, 
and society when consumers evaluate products.
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Some managers are even importing experts, asking new questions, 
discovering powerful new knowledge, and then creating products and 
services that have unprecedented value in the eyes of customers. For 
example, the managers of one company met for two days with a neuro­
biologist, a psychiatrist, an Olympic coach, a specialist in adult intellec­
tual development, and a sociologist specializing in public health matters 
to examine new ways to use consumer incentives. The meeting gener­
ated several innovative and practical ideas, one of which the firm imple­
mented within two weeks. In the next seven months, the effectiveness of 
its consumer-incentive program soared by almost 40 percent.

Marketers are also gaining a new perspective on how their own 
minds work— how their subconscious mental processes influence the 
way they reach out to consumers, shape consumers’ responses (some­
times in unexpected and undesirable ways), and distort their own inter­
pretations of consumers’ behaviors and verbally expressed responses. 
Moreover, marketers have begun to see how powerfully the current 
marketing paradigm shapes the decisions, expectations, and actions 
of their colleagues— sometimes in ways that hurt strategy formation, 
budgeting efforts, and other key business activities.

Finally, marketers are beginning to realize that their own minds work 
in the same way consumers’ minds do. That is, a similar mix of conscious 
and unconscious processes influences them. In fact, many companies are 
starting to use metaphor elicitation methods to help draw back the cur­
tains on their own thinking as well as that of consumers.

When consumers and marketers interact— both of them operating 
from this maelstrom of mental activity— something called the mind of the 
market emerges. As we’ll see throughout the rest of this book, the ability 
to grasp or understand the mind of the market and creatively leverage 
this understanding represents the next source of competitive advantage 
for marketers.

Six Marketing Fallacies
“Marketers must understand how their thinking interacts with that of 
consumers.”6 We’ve heard it before, we believe it— but we don’t act on 
it. According to Chris Argyris, the James Bryant Conant Professor Emer­



A Voyage from the Familiar I 7

itus of Education and Organizational Behavior at Harvard University 
and a director of Monitor Company, that’s the difference between 
espoused theory and theory-in-use.7 “Espoused theory” is what we say we 
believe. “Theory-in-use” is the belief that underlies what we actually do. 
Sometimes espoused theory and theory-in-use coincide; oftentimes they 
don’t, and the theories-in-use reveal what managers really believe.

For example, many managers would say that, with few exceptions, 
conducting market research to confirm existing beliefs is a waste of 
resources. That’s their espoused theory. Yet, Rohit Deshpande, Harvard 
Business School professor and former executive director of the Market­
ing Science Institute, notes that over 80 percent of all market research 
serves mainly to reinforce existing conclusions, not to test or develop 
new possibilities.8 Managers act as if endorsing current views merits 80 
percent of their resources. That’s their theory-in-use.

As Argyris and other leading management scientists such as Jeffrey 
Pfeffer and Robert Sutton point out, knowing better does not automati­
cally lead to doing better.9 Bad habits die hard, especially in an orga­
nizational climate that provides no incentives to take risks, no fiscal 
resources to collect worthwhile information, and no time to think 
deeply about such information, let alone keep abreast of well-founded 
advances in disciplines that study human behavior.10

The resulting paradigm in use— the assumptions about how the 
world works that manifest themselves in marketing’s actions— prevents 
marketers from understanding and serving customers effectively. The 
following section provides a few examples of limiting theories-in-use to 
stimulate further thinking and encourage managers to depart from such 
limiting ideas and practices and to open themselves to more promising 
and well-founded new ideas.

Consum ers Think in a W ell-Reasoned or Rational, Linear W ay
Many managers still believe that consumers make decisions deliber­

ately— that is, they consciously contemplate the individual and relative 
values of an object’s attributes and the probability that it actualizes the 
assigned values, and then process this information in some logical way 
to arrive at a judgment. For example, consumers encounter an automo­
bile, consciously assess its benefits attribute by attribute, and decide
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whether to buy it. Or consumers pinpoint a particular need— trans­
portation— seek a set of options that could meet that need, evaluate the 
pros and cons of each option, calculate the cost of overall satisfaction 
per option, and then make a well-reasoned decision.

Consumer decision making sometimes does involve this so-called 
rational thinking. However, it doesn’t adequately depict how con­
sumers make choices.11 In fact, some of the very research that origi­
nally supported such thinking now pegs this kind of decision making 
as the exception rather than the rule. As it turns out, the selection 
process is relatively automatic, stems from habits and other uncon­
scious forces, and is greatly influenced by the consumer’s social and 
physical context.12

In reality, people’s emotions are closely interwoven with reasoning 
processes. Although our brains have separate structures for processing 
emotions and logical reasoning, the two systems communicate with 
each other and jointly affect our behavior. Even more important, the 
emotional system— the older of the two in terms of evolution— typically 
exerts the first force on our thinking and behavior. More important still, 
emotions contribute to, and are essential for, sound decision making.13

For example, a perfume’s fragrance— a product attribute— may 
evoke a particular memory and an associated emotion in a potential 
buyer. If the memory triggers a painful emotion, then the individual 
probably won’t buy the perfume, even if the fragrance, price, packaging, 
brand label, and other qualities meet her criteria. When the consumer 
departs from these criteria, expressed perhaps in a focus group or in 
response to traditional interviews, marketers will likely judge her 
behavior as irrational since they don’t understand why she rejected the 
perfume.14

Indeed, decision making hinges on the simultaneous functioning of 
reason and emotion, as the remarkable case of Phineas Gage reveals. In 
1848, while laying a railway bed in Vermont, Gage suffered a severe 
head injury when a blasting cap exploded nearby. The blow destroyed 
Gage’s capacity for emotion but left his reasoning skills intact. Before the 
accident, people who knew Gage described him as trustworthy and well 
balanced. Afterward, they deemed him crass, indecisive, and unsure of 
himself. He could no longer choose wisely.15 More recent studies of the 
effects of brain lesions demonstrate that when neurological structures
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responsible for either emotion or reasoning sustain damage, the affected 
individuals lose their ability to make the kinds of sound decisions that 
permit a normal life.16

Yet despite claims to the contrary, marketers frequently prefer not to 
get involved in consumers’ emotions.17 Most managers, once they iden­
tify an emotion, interpret its meaning based on how people generally 
use it in the popular vernacular. When pressed, they’ll explore emotions 
only superficially, failing to acquire a deep understanding of the 
“anatomy” of a particular emotion. The anatomy of an emotion refers to 
the many qualities that comprise it and enable an emotion to take on 
different meanings in different settings. For example, a study of the 
meaning of “joy” conducted for one of the world’s leading brands identi­
fied more than fifteen elements of this basic emotion. These insights are 
leading the firm to a major overhaul of the brand story.

Some companies, such as Coca-Cola, Unilever, Hallmark, Syngenta, 
Bank of America, Glaxo, American Century, and General Motors, are 
beginning to conduct “deep dives” on specific emotions in order to 
understand their subtle nuances and operation. Companies that rely on 
popular conceptions of emotions usually compound this error by focus­
ing on the more positive end of the emotional spectrum. (Fear is the one 
exception to this positive-emotion bias.) For example, they focus their 
attention on how joy influences consumer behavior while remaining 
unaware of the impact of disgust.18 Yet disgust— one of the most power­
ful human emotions— plays a major role in people’s selection of clean­
ing supplies, fabrics, food, and many services where joy is also present.

Consum ers Can Readily Explain Their Thinking and Behavior

The limitations of this second belief and the research practices it 
fosters stem from the assumption that most of our thinking takes place 
in our conscious minds. In actuality, consumers have far less access to 
their own mental activities than marketers give them credit for. Ninety- 
five percent of thinking takes place in our unconscious minds— that 
wonderful, if messy, stew of memories, emotions, thoughts, and other 
cognitive processes we’re not aware of or that we can’t articulate.19 
George Lowenstein of Camegie-Mellon University, a leader in applying 
psychology to economics, cautions us against exaggerating the role of
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consciousness: “Rather than actually guiding or controlling behavior, 
consciousness seems mainly to make sense of behavior after it is exe­
cuted.”20 Such information may be relevant, but it is also likely to be 
woefully incomplete. Self-reporting methodologies like telephone or 
shopping mall interviews or interviews in a person’s home that rely on 
conscious reflection might not provide any substantial insight into what 
really motivated a particular consumer action or decision.21

For example, marketers assume that consumers can readily inspect 
and easily describe their own emotions. In fact, emotions are by defini­
tion unconscious. To surface them, skilled researchers must use special 
probing techniques.22 The consumer whose purchase of a specific 
perfume is heavily influenced by a memory and associated emotion is 
unlikely to articulate this reason when a researcher explores the decision 
with conventional research tools. Why? The operation of our memory 
and emotions occurs below our thresholds of awareness. Most of what 
we “remember” and many of the emotions that those memories trigger 
lie beyond our convenient inspection, despite their powerful influence 
on us.

For example, when asked why they purchase an expensive brand of 
chocolate, people may be emphatic that they do so as a gift for others. 
But the truth may differ: Many of these same people actually make those 
purchases for their own immediate consumption. Moreover, the reasons 
for doing so involving guilt and joy lie beyond normal conscious inspec­
tion and require a skilled interviewer to help the consumer bring them 
to a level where they can be examined consciously.

In fact, forces that consumers aren’t aware of or can’t articulate 
shape their behavior far more than marketers might think. A manufac­
turer of ingredients used to make paints wanted to understand why 
firms were willing to pay some suppliers a price premium for an essen­
tially commodity product. The manufacturer identified some traditional 
reasons, such as an unwillingness to rely on any one source. But by 
probing deeply, it uncovered an even more important feeling (related to 
self-esteem) among purchasing agents. The company was then able to 
strengthen its relationships with purchasing agents by acknowledging 
the feeling most closely related to self-esteem during sales calls.

Still, marketers continue to misuse surveys and focus groups in an 
effort to get consumers to explain or even predict their responses to
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products. Standard questioning can sometimes reveal consumers’ think­
ing about familiar goods and services if those thoughts and feelings are 
readily accessible and easily articulated. Yet these occasions occur infre­
quently. Fixed-response questions, in particular, won’t get at consumers’ 
most important thoughts and feelings if the manager or researcher has 
not first identified them by penetrating consumers’ unconscious 
thought. Most fixed-response questions and focus group moderator 
questions address at a surface level what consumers think about what man­
agers think consumers are thinking about.

Consum ers' M inds, Brains, Bodies, and Surrounding Culture and Society  
Can Be Adequately Studied Independently of One Another

Marketers believe that they can neatly divide and understand con­
sumers’ experiences into “buckets,” such as what goes on in their minds, 
what their bodies are doing, and what’s unfolding in their surroundings. 
Moreover, they assume that what goes on in each “bucket” has little to 
do with what’s going on in the others.

In reality, consumers do not live their lives in the silo-like ways by which 
universities and businesses organize themselves. Rather, the mind, brain, 
body, and external world all shape one another in fluid, dynamic ways. 
To truly understand consumers, we must focus not on what’s happening 
with one of these four “parts” but on the interactions between the parts. 
So, for example, when we learn about consumers’ psychological pro­
cesses, our insights become richer and more actionable when we under­
stand those processes’ cultural and neurological origins. In fact, the 
mind as we think of it doesn’t exist in the absence of the brain, body, 
and society.23 In any system— especially living ones— each part con­
stantly influences and is influenced by the others. The most well-known 
examples involve blind taste tests in which the simple lack of brand 
information alters participants’ taste experience. Further, what is con­
sidered a food delicacy in one cultural setting would cause violent phys­
ical reactions in a different setting.

Of all the fallacies, this one will likely prove the most stubborn to 
correct. Nevertheless, research on the integration of mind, body, brain, 
and society will increasingly challenge the notion that all four of these 
components are disconnected.24 For example, studies have revealed that
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people from different cultures experience physical pain differently, 
depending on their view and treatment of pain. Other studies demon­
strate that social class influences the incidence of heart disease, even 
when factors such as education level, knowledge about health care, use 
of medical services, diet, lifestyle, and other factors are taken into 
account.

Consum ers’ M em ories Accurately Represent Their Experiences

Marketers also tend to think of consumers’ brains as cameras—  
mechanical devices that take “pictures” in the form of memories. Fur­
thermore, they assume that those memories, like photographs, accu­
rately capture what the person saw. They also believe that what a 
consumer says she remembers remains constant over time, and that a 
shopping experience a consumer recalls today is the exact same experi­
ence she recalled a week ago or will recall some months from now.

But our memories are far more creative— and malleable— than we 
might expect. Indeed, they’re constantly changing without our being 
aware of it and, as we shall see in chapter 7, memories are metaphors. 
For example, a major European retailer discovered that an experience 
recalled by survey respondents differed depending on the way the sur­
vey questions were sequenced (and even on the color of the paper the 
survey was printed on). That is, the cues involved in retrieving a mem­
ory, such as the sequencing of questions about it, alter what is recalled.

In another study, a major manufacturer of appliances found that dif­
ferences in the way a focus group discussion began produced very dif­
ferent recollections among consumers about what it was like to pur­
chase a specific appliance using the Internet. As a comparison point, the 
researchers used the memory that each participant reported to the per­
son who recruited him for the focus group. A “confederate” planted in 
each group and unknown to the moderator posed as an active partici­
pant. The confederate elicited different accounts— that is, different 
memories— from the real participants by beginning the discussion in a 
positive or negative way and by providing nonverbal cues such as 
frowning, smiling, and so on while real participants presented their 
views. Nearly every reported memory was changed, and in about half
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the cases some of the changes were significant. (In a follow-up tele­
phone call approximately two weeks later, most participants described 
yet a third version of the episode.) The results of this study revealed the 
well-known “mind guard” phenomenon. Through this process, one per­
son, by silent agreement within the group, becomes the protector of an 
emerging consensus and often harshly prevents new ideas from entering 
the discussion.

Consum ers Think in W ords

Marketers also believe that consumers’ thoughts occur only as 
words. Thus they assume they can understand consumers’ thinking by 
interpreting the words used in standard conversations or written on a 
questionnaire. Of course, words do play an important role in conveying 
our thoughts, but they don’t provide the whole picture.25 People gener­
ally do not think in words. For example, brain scans and other physio­
logical-function measures demonstrate that activations among brain 
cells, or neurons, precede our conscious awareness of a thought and pre­
cede activity in areas of the brain involving verbal language. In fact, 
these latter neuronal areas become active only later, after a person 
unconsciously chooses to represent these thoughts to herself or to others 
using verbal language.

Consum ers Can Be "Injected” with Com pany M essages and 
Will Interpret These M essages as Marketers Intend

The belief that consumers think only in words makes marketers 
assume that they can inject whatever messages they desire into con­
sumers’ minds about a company brand or product positioning. Because 
of this belief, marketers in effect view consumers’ minds as blank pages 
on which they can write anything they want— if only they can find a 
clever enough way of doing so. Thus marketers judge the effectiveness 
of, for example, an advertisement by asking consumers how much of 
the ad they recall and whether they liked the presentation. The beliefs 
behind these marketing approaches run contrary to a rich tradition of 
research on how people create meaning.
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When consumers are exposed to product concepts, company sto­
ries, or brand information, they don’t passively absorb those messages. 
Instead, they create their own meaning by mixing information from the 
company with their own memories, other stimuli present at the mo­
ment, and the metaphors that come to mind as they think about the 
firm’s message.

For example, consumers can accurately repeat messages from health 
care authorities about the recommended frequency for oral care checkups 
and the reasons why they should visit a dental hygienist every six months. 
Dentists and other health care professionals tell this story repeatedly. Yet 
although many consumers can replay this story when asked, they actually 
experience another, quite different story. This other story includes signifi­
cant skepticism about the true need to visit a dentist every six months. A 
dental-referral service obtained this insight and the consumer thinking 
behind it only after carefully analyzing the metaphors that consumers 
used to describe their dental-office visits. For example, one consumer 
used a picture from a child’s fairy-tale book, specifically Little Red Riding 
Hood, to describe his feelings that health care professionals fabricated this 
advice. As this visual metaphor was explored further and the interviewer 
probed beyond the initial charge that the advice is made up, the person 
described dental professionals as the deceptive wolf. This revealed his 
judgment that they are motivated only by self-interest.

The lesson in these examples? The messages consumers take away 
from a communication may be very different from the ones that a com­
pany intended to convey. Moreover, simply asking people what story 
they heard or believe is behind a marketing message does not reveal 
what story they have actually created for themselves.

Improving Practice
Taken together, problematic theories-in-use such as those mentioned in 
this chapter, among many others that managers must move away from, 
suggest several underlying themes that marketers must understand if 
they hope to advance their work. For one thing, consumers’ decision 
making and buying behavior are driven more by unconscious thoughts
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and feelings than by conscious ones, although the latter are also im­
portant. These unconscious forces include ever-changing memories, 
metaphors, images, sensations, and stories that all interact with one 
another in complex ways to shape decisions and behavior. In addition, 
consumers aren’t like machines; marketers cannot take them apart in 
order to understand and change them, as we might disassemble a clock 
to see how it works or to fix it. Rather, consumers are complex living 
systems and not subject to the kind of manipulation so confidently 
claimed in the popular press. As such, they operate from conscious and 
unconscious forces that mutually influence one another— and that are 
difficult for outsiders to see and measure, let alone alter.

In falling prey to the six misconceptions just outlined, marketers 
make some predictable errors that can destroy even the most carefully 
thought out product launch. These errors fall into three categories: mis­
taking descriptive information for insight, confusing customer data with 
understanding, and focusing on the wrong elements of the consumer 
experience.

“Knowing That” versus “Knowing W hy”
Many marketers view consumers’ thinking and behavior as com­

modities that lack subtlety or depth. This assumption is especially obvi­
ous in the case of business-to-business marketing. Thus marketers fail 
to dig more deeply into the forces below surface-level thinking and 
behavior while conducting market research. For example, knowing that 
customers prefer a container that has a round shape rather than a square 
shape is important. Knowing why they prefer this shape is even more 
important, because it may suggest a desirable configuration that is nei­
ther round nor square.

So when a Canadian container manufacturer discovered too late 
that the preferred package design revealed by a careful conjoint study 
among its client’s customers was simply the lesser of three evils, they 
had to undertake a costly redevelopment process. Had they understood 
the “why” behind expressed customer preferences, they would have dis­
covered their error in time to produce a still better design right from 
the start.
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The error hurt both the manufacturer and its client. The manufac­
turer could have collected essential information for a small additional 
cost in the original investigation. Instead, it found itself collecting data 
at a much greater cost, repeating the conjoint study. However, even this 
expense was small compared to the lost time and the damage to the 
firm’s relationship with its client.

The manufacturer’s error did not lie in its use of conjoint analysis 
but in the firm’s failure to dig more deeply into the “why” behind the 
“what” of customer thinking before conducting the analysis. Though all 
the details are not important here, these managers and research-team 
members made a major— and incorrect— assumption. They believed 
that customers would interpret a midpoint on a scale used in the study 
as indicating indifference (no strong feelings one way or the other). In 
fact, they interpreted the midpoint as signifying ambivalence (conflict­
ing strong feelings). If the company had known this ahead of time, it 
could have used this knowledge to guide the design of its research and 
better interpreted the results.

Data Quantity Does Not Assure Data Quality

Along these same lines, marketers believe that by gathering a huge 
quantity of consumer data, they’ve automatically acquired a deep un­
derstanding of consumers. But data volume and understanding are not 
the same. Indeed, most data that managers tend to collect— such as 
demographic data, purchase intent, and attribute preferences— yield 
only surface-level information about consumers. These data are not very 
helpful by themselves, because they serve largely as proxies for other, 
more important forces or decision influences.

For example, managers seldom stop to ask what chronological age 
is really measuring. One firm discovered that differences between two 
age groups actually involved differences in the importance of social con­
nection and independence. Rather than relying on age, the firm found a 
better way of grouping people based on these variables and greatly 
improved the value of their segmentation strategy. In this case, the man­
agers stopped to ask what really lay behind the differences in the two 
age groups— aside from the fact that their subjects were born in differ­
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ent time periods— and sought more direct and reliable measures of 
social connection and independence.

Worse still, marketers collect the wrong types of data primarily 
because these types are easy to obtain. This is akin to the old joke about 
the drunk who is searching for his glasses under a street lamp. When a 
passerby asks the drunk where he lost his glasses, the drunk points to a 
distant spot in the darkness. Incredulous, the passerby asks the drunk 
why he’s not looking in that distant spot. The drunk replies, “Because 
this is where the light is.” Poor-quality thinking cannibalizes high-qual­
ity thinking. In fact, poor-quality thinking confuses fast answers with 
wise answers, ignoring that quality thinking takes time.

Why is a deep understanding so much more valuable than surface- 
level data? It enables marketers to apply the knowledge they gain from 
data to new situations. For instance, a company that understands what 
the phrase “nurturing my clothes” means to consumers in terms of fab­
ric softeners might not only produce a more successful softener; it might 
also develop other valued clothing-care products that eliminate wrin­
kles, preserve colors, and extend fabric life.

A deep understanding of consumers also enables marketers to find 
common drivers of behavior shared by otherwise diverse target markets. 
That is, the deeper one digs into consumers’ thoughts and feelings, the 
more one finds commonalities across segments. These commonalities will 
likely be more important determinants of choice and tend not to change 
very quickly. For example, one firm offering oral care products conducted 
an in-depth study of how consumers in Asia, Europe, and North and 
South America experienced the concept of oral care. Four key factors 
influencing the choice of oral care products were identified as present in 
each of these regions. Three of these had been missed by prior research. 
The firm greatly streamlined its advertising development process and 
budget by focusing on these four factors, while also being attentive to the 
different ways in which these factors surfaced in different countries.

Without a deep understanding of consumers— that is, without 
knowing consumers’ hidden thoughts and feelings and the forces be­
hind them— marketers can’t accurately anticipate consumers’ responses 
to product designs, features, and ideas that cannot be tested directly 
with consumers because of time, budget, or competitive reasons. This
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ability to anticipate consumers’ responses based on deep knowledge 
about them lies at the heart of skillful marketing. As many writers on 
technological innovation stress, a deep understanding of customers is 
the only sound basis for developing marketing strategy for discontinu­
ous innovations.

However, true understanding takes work. For example, to grasp 
what “nurturing clothes” really means, a company must go beyond 
gathering information about just the functional and psychological bene­
fits of clothing care (for example, longer clothing life or the wearer’s 
attractive appearance). Specifically, the company must understand what 
“nurturing” means to consumers on a deeper level. (For many, it means 
serving as a caregiver.) The firm must also know why and when con­
sumers feel their clothing merits nurturing. Many consumers view their 
clothing as a personal “container” or an extension of the self. Thus, 
when they feel the need to nurture themselves, they may also need to 
nurture their clothing— as a major producer of women’s hosiery recently 
discovered.

Marketers only compound the problem of surface-level data when 
they extract surface meaning from the data. Specifically, they rely on 
their first impressions of the data rather than allowing time for deeper 
or more counterintuitive insights to emerge. Often their first impres­
sions prove incorrect or incomplete. For example, a European-based 
automaker experienced this problem when it concluded too quickly 
that word-of-mouth communication among consumers was the culprit 
behind a serious problem plaguing the company. The company then 
developed a strategy to combat negative word of mouth. Since the com­
pany hadn’t taken the time to discover the deeper causes behind the 
problem, the new strategy failed to solve the problem. Indeed, the situa­
tion only worsened in the meantime.

The Com plete Consum er Experience
In addition to confusing lots of data with lots of understanding, 

marketers also attend to the wrong level of consumer experience. 
Specifically, they focus 90 percent of their market research on the attrib­
utes and functional features of a product or service and their immediate 
psychological benefits, at the expense of their emotional benefits. For
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consumers, emotional benefits stem in part from the important values 
and themes that define and give meaning to their lives. Though a prod­
uct’s attributes and functional benefits are important, they represent just 
a small part of what really drives consumers.

For instance, a Nestle Crunch Bar has immediate sensory benefits 
such as taste, texture, and sound. But these benefits also evoke powerful 
emotional benefits, such as fond memories of childhood and feelings of 
security. When Nestle focused its marketing efforts on just the sensory 
benefits of the candy bar, it not only lost sales— it also opened the door 
for competitors to eat their way into the chocolate-bar business.

Marketers also underestimate the scope of the consumer experi­
ence.26 They believe that this experience consists of responses to specific 
events that unfold in specific periods of time— such as what happens 
during the time someone spends at a category display in a supermarket 
or between a TV advertisement and a visit to a store. They focus on 
these aspects of the consumer experience primarily because they can 
most easily address them.

But viewing the consumer experience in this way can be hazardous 
to a company’s financial health. A German snack-food company discov­
ered this first-hand when it realized that mothers’ decisions to buy the 
company’s product in stores depended only partly on product place­
ment, point-of-purchase cues, and pricing. The more powerful forces 
behind the women’s purchasing decisions consisted of their beliefs 
about teaching proper nutrition practices to their children, among other 
things. As it turned out, these beliefs included principles governing how 
and when to reward children with exceptions to nutritious eating (that 
is, with snack foods). Until the company learned to present its product 
in a way that was consistent with ideas about good nutrition and special 
treats, it missed out on major sales opportunities.

Finally, marketers rarely grasp the full extent of the consumer expe­
rience because they don’t ask enough questions. Rather, they form 
answers based on first impressions, and then ask only those questions 
that verify their hypotheses. For example, because of anecdotal evidence 
reinforced by focus-group research, a manager at a major U.S. credit- 
card company decided that young adults prized ownership of credit 
cards for one reason in particular. She thus had a hypothesis in mind 
that implied a basic research question focusing on this specific reason.
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An expensive survey was designed that (not surprisingly) “proved” her 
hypothesis— because she had framed the more specific survey questions 
specifically to confirm her conclusion. Moreover, she had done so with­
out being consciously aware of the bias in her survey design.

If this manager had not focused on one particular answer, she might 
have learned that the initial question wasn’t the most valuable one to 
ask. In fact, she could have explored a more fundamental question 
about the meaning of credit-card ownership that could have yielded 
much richer information. Indeed, just as she was conducting her survey, 
a competitor began looking beyond the idea that young people value 
credit cards for the one reason the manager had identified. The competi­
tor uncovered multiple underlying reasons— and discovered that they 
can change for individual customers depending on the context each 
time they use their cards. The competing company designed a far more 
effective marketing campaign based on its new knowledge— and won a 
significant share of this target market.

We must envision and embrace new ideas and find new ways to 
gather information if we hope to create a new paradigm. Managers who 
want to conduct truly insightful consumer analysis must progress 
through the lower two levels depicted in figure 1-2, acknowledging that 
mental activity emerges from the interaction of social and biological 
processes. Otherwise, they’ll face the same precarious future as the 
ousted CEOs that Drucker describes.

FIGURE 1 - 2

Insightful Consum er A nalysis
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Customer-centricity
Nothing affects an income statement’s bottom line as much as its top 
line— gross billings, the initial parameter within which all other “lines” 
operate. Marketing owns the top line, ultimately a measure of a firm’s 
customer-centricity, the degree to which it focuses on latent as well as 
obvious needs of current and potential customers. High customer-cen­
tricity involves two acts of hearing or listening:

1. The customer “hears”— truly understands— that a firm’s offer­
ings merit a purchase.

2. The firm hears— truly understands— through skillful listening 
what current and potential customers are saying in their native 
language about their deep thoughts and feelings.

These qualities suggest two simple propositions:

1. The more skilled marketers are in listening to customers, the 
more effective their marketing strategies will be in establishing 
the value of the firm’s offerings.

2. The more clearly current and potential customers understand 
the value of the firm’s offerings, the larger the top line will be.

A customer-centric firm, then, avoids technological arrogance— the 
notion that customers are passive and must be aggressively sold rather 
than skillfully heard. Skillful listening tells the management team how 
large a challenge they face, especially in terms of meeting latent needs. 
This intelligence leads to better teamwork and a winning business 
model and marketing plan.

A customer-centric firm understands how people can interpret the 
same data differently, why they see one creature more readily than 
the other, and how to respond so that those who must see a duck 
can do so without preventing others from seeing a rabbit. It also 
enables those customers who think that they want to see a rabbit also 
to see the duck when that’s in their best interest. This extraordinary 
core competence requires insights from several disciplines about how
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the mind works. Indeed, much of How Customers Think involves 
helping both managers and their customers to see beyond their first 
impressions.

Embracing New Knowledge through Imagination
To change the current marketing paradigm, we must envision com­
pletely new ways of thinking and open ourselves to ideas that initially 
may seem trivial or irrelevant to business. A lively imagination, and even 
a sense of play, can help.

To that end, let’s start our paradigm-shifting voyage by exercising 
our imaginations. Picture yourself hosting a dinner party. This party is 
no ordinary gathering. Your guests range from zoologists and art histori­
ans to physiologists, financiers, and neurosurgeons. They’re milling 
around, sampling the hors d’oeuvres, and introducing themselves to one 
another. Even more unusual, you’ve provided them with a list of ques­
tions to discuss, including:

• Why does art matter in everyday life?
• What role do memories play in daily life?
• What is eating yogurt like?
• How do people feel about genetically engineered foods?
• What constitutes caring?
• What does cleanliness mean?
• What do global account managers experience?
• How does having a major new insight feel?
• Why pay a premium for a commodity ingredient?
• What role does breakfast play in the relationship between a 

mother and her children?
• What does “feel good” mean?

Granted, such a diverse group of guests would probably not mingle 
easily at a real party. But if you did orchestrate such a gathering, the 
resulting conversations would yield priceless information for marketers 
who want to understand how consumers decide whether to buy their 
products or services.
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Thus, this book serves as a surrogate party. The quotation that 
appears at the beginning of this chapter expresses its central tenet. Our 
ability to tap into consumers’ minds is limited only by our imagination; 
that is, our ability to reproduce images and concepts, reshape or recombine 
them into new images and concepts, and anticipate what the experience of 
these new thoughts might be like.27

We desperately need imagination to transform how we do business. 
Not only do we need more imaginative strategies for understanding 
consumers, we also need new ways of thinking about and using the 
information we glean from these efforts. We need both imaginative know­
ing and imaginative doing.

The Tyranny of “Or"
Envisioning this strange party can help us stretch our thinking 
processes, but the party has another purpose as well: to break down the 
artificial distinction between theory and practice or, as the line is some­
times drawn, between basic and applied research.

Vincent Barabba calls the building of artificial and unnecessary dis­
tinctions “the triumph of the tyranny of ‘or’ over the greater good of 
‘and.’” Barabba is right: Many topics do not fall exclusively into either 
the theoretical or the practical realm (any more than they belong to only 
one discipline). Theory and practice are nested within one another. 
When we split them apart and leave them that way, we lose valuable 
insights. Scientists often split things apart, but with the goal of better 
understanding how they work together.

Marketing managers— who already feel overwhelmed by proliferat­
ing data, tougher decisions, conflicting advice, and a ticking clock— will 
find many of the ideas in this book brand new and disquieting, because 
they come from places where most marketers rarely tread. But readers 
can rest assured: The ideas discussed here all meet two important crite­
ria for breaking down the walls between theory and practice and 
between disciplines. First, they are firmly grounded in the scientific research 
of multiple disciplines— that is, the formal research that supports every 
idea in How Customers Think meets each discipline’s standards of internal 
and external validity.
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Beyond traditional standards of validity, the ideas in this book also 
address real consumer phenomena— that is, they have “implementable 
validity” According to Chris Argyris, implementable validity means that 
an idea lends itself to effective action. However, putting an idea into 
action requires that we use the knowledge explicitly, such as thinking 
aloud about it in the form of a causal proposition. For example, phar­
maceutical research validates the following causal proposition: Medica­
tions have greater efficacy when physicians use metaphors to explain 
how or why a new medicine works. A parallel business-oriented causal 
proposition might be: A company can enhance consumers’ experience 
with its product by using metaphors that communicate how or why the 
product works. Drake Stimson, a marketing director at P&G, credits 
this principle for making Febreze the most successful new product 
launch in Procter & Gamble’s history. By using metaphors effectively in 
its introductory advertising for Febreze, a product based on a patented 
new molecule, P&G basically doubled first-year sales over what conven­
tional thinking would have predicted.28

The term “customer” in the book’s title reflects a tradition in market­
ing that embraces both business customers and ultimate consumers, 
although the book covers more of the latter than the former. Marketing 
managers in both industrial and consumer settings have applied nearly 
all the ideas in this book in both business-to-business (B2B) and busi- 
ness-to-consumer (B2C) contexts. However, readers shouldn’t confuse 
the successful use of valid ideas with their widespread use. Otherwise, we 
wouldn’t need this book.

Viewed with an open mind, these ideas can unlock the riches 
offered by a diversity of perspectives and help managers win satisfied 
customers. Multiple perspectives can also help marketers avoid the 
all-too-typical trap, captured in figure 1-3, in which managers and 
researchers mistake their own reflections for those of consumers.

In your journey through this book, keep in mind that, above all else, 
the book is about quality thinking—which takes time, energy, the occa­
sional suspension of disbelief and doubt, and an attitude of serious play. 
Quality thinking also requires the courage to look bad or feel silly or 
uneasy for a short time in order to succeed in the longer term. As with 
multiple viewings of an engaging photograph or painting, each subse­
quent encounter with an intriguing idea can reveal something different.
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As you’ll see, this book draws on the latest research from a wealth of 
disciplines. These insights often offer alternative— and far more effec­
tive— ways of seeing and understanding consumers. The book also 
includes examples of how real marketers, in real companies, have 
applied this understanding successfully. By understanding more deeply 
and more fully the true nature of the consumer’s mind, marketers can 
ask the right questions, get the right data, and interpret that data in 
fresher, more effective ways. The first step to this deeper understanding 
is to begin imagining what a new worldview might reveal.





Chapter Two

A Voyage to New Frontiers

We are not candy-coated biological pellets rattling around 

in a social world independent of our biological world.

— Anne Harrington, “Getting Under the Shin”

O F the many different social and biological disciplines from 
which marketing can benefit, brain science is one of the 

most important. To understand the emerging paradigm for consumer 
research, marketers must appreciate the power and complexity of the 
human brain.

This remarkable organ contains 100 billion neurons, or cells, and 
perhaps as many as 1 trillion. The cerebral cortex, the outer covering of 
the brain where cognition occurs, is about the area and thickness of a 
cloth napkin at an upscale restaurant. Relatively new in evolutionary 
terms, the cortex houses about 30 billion neurons that form a vast net­
work of about 1 million billion connections, creating neural circuits that 
stimulate conscious and unconscious thought and behavior. How vast 
is this network? The number of particles in the known universe is 10 
followed by approximately 79 zeros. The number of neural-circuitry 
connections possible is 10 followed by more than a million zeros.1 
It’s vast.

In reuniting artificially splintered fields of study, the new paradigm 
reestablishes the connections among brain, body, mind, and the social 
world that the old paradigm artificially detached. These four compo­
nents are connected in one seamless, dynamic system. They each influ­
ence— and are influenced by— one another. For example, our brains

27
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interact with the social and physical world around us; the body medi­
ates this partnership. The body senses information about the world, 
generates chemical and physical responses that create emotions and 
thoughts, and moves in response to the brain.

The alliance of brain, body, mind, and society is mutually informing 
and fully codependent.2 One can’t exist without the others. The brain’s 
nearly countless neurons and interneural associations receive part of 
their ordering from the external world. For instance, social forces 
strongly influence which neurons gain or lose prominence or impor­
tance and which connections among them will form, be reinforced, or 
become extinct.3 Michael Tomasello, a cognitive scientist and codirector 
of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Germany, 
points out how social forces have shaped the human brain:

The 6 million years that separate human beings from other great apes is 
a very short time evolutionarily, with modern humans and chimpanzees 
sharing something on the order of 99 percent of their genetic material.. . .  
There simply has not been enough time for normal processes of biological 
evolution involving genetic variation and natural selection to have cre­
ated, one by one, each of the cognitive skills necessary for modem 
humans to invent and maintain complex tool-use industries and tech­
nologies, complex forms of symbolic communication and representation, 
and complex social organizations and institutions.4

So how have humans acquired these cognitive skills so quickly? 
According to Tomasello, the key mechanism has been social or cultural 
transmission, which works exponentially faster than organic evolution. 
Our social environment has developed concurrently with our biological 
characteristics and intellectual capacities.

Figure 2-1 depicts the interconnectedness of brain, body, mind, 
and society as a three-dimensional pyramid with four corners. For 
every individual (whether marketer or consumer), each of the four 
components occupies a corner of the pyramid and influences every 
other component. Whenever one component changes, the others do as 
well, below our awareness in the cognitive unconscious. Occasionally, 
the results of these interactions enter our conscious thoughts. Have you 
ever savored a “delicacy” in the presence of a guest from a different cul-
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FIGURE 2 - 1

The New Paradigm of an Integrated Mind-Brain-Body-Society

Brain

ture and noticed that guest grimacing in disgust? Or has another cul­
ture’s “delicacy” disgusted you so that you got queasy just looking at it?

Marketing lies at the hub of these interactions. That’s why the 
other fields of discovery are critical to effective marketing practice. 
Companies like General Motors, Experience Engineering, IBM, 
Hewlett-Packard, Procter <$r Gamble, and the Coca-Cola Company are 
learning more about consumer needs, satisfaction, and loyalty by 
studying the totality of the brain-mind-body-society system’s four 
components than by examining the parts individually. A leading Euro­
pean electronics firm recently launched a research program to under­
stand how the tactile experience of personal communication devices 
varies among consumers around the world and how those differences 
manifest in their usage behavior. However, too many managers study 
customers as if only one of the four components mattered and end 
up eliciting the wrong information from consumers, interpreting it 
incorrectly, and developing products and services that underwhelm 
the marketplace.

Why? Because turning one’s worldview inside out is scary, difficult 
work.5 After all, we form our assumptions about how the world works 
very early in life— long before we learn how to examine our beliefs 
objectively. Our worldview is deeply embedded and hard to see, let 
alone change. Also, scientists whose work could help us open up the 
pyramid often communicate unintelligibly and seemingly inconsistently 
to nonscientists.6
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Anne Harrington, science historian and director of Harvard Uni­
versity’s Mind/Brain/Behavior Initiative, offers an evocative image that 
may help managers more easily understand the systemic nature of the 
pyramid:

[Hjuman beings a re. . .  like sponges. Sponges, of course, are animals 
who are saturated by the ambiance in which they live, and whose physi­
ology presupposes the presence of that ambiance. It would not make 
sense to speak of the physiology of sponges on the one hand, and the 
watery “context” in which they live on the other hand; the water is part 
of the internal works by which these animals function.7

We are not, as Harrington notes further, hard, candy-coated biological 
pellets rattling around in a social world that is independent of our bio­
logical world.

The partnership between the brain and society takes on even more 
weight when we start thinking about the mind of the market— that all- 
important interaction between marketers’ and consumers’ conscious 
and unconscious minds. As with consumers, marketers’ experiences 
with the outside world strongly influence their thoughts, abilities, and 
emotional responses. For example, if you grew up with parents and 
teachers who encouraged you to notice anomalies or unusual occur­
rences, then you may be especially adept at spotting emerging con­
sumer trends. If you enjoy embarking on risky new adventures outside 
of work, you may take more risk with a new market research method in 
your job. Such interactions between mind and environment also fea­
ture feedback loops that either reinforce or discourage a manager’s 
behavior. For instance, if an adventurous type works in an organization 
that discourages risk taking, he or she may eventually take fewer risks 
at work.

Among consumers, the experience of a problem, the search for 
goods and services to solve it, and the evaluation of these offerings all 
derive from the mind-brain-body-society partnership. For instance, the 
social context assigned to an object can produce markedly different 
physiological reactions. In one experiment, people were presented with 
an odor that the researchers told them came from an aged cheese. Most
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people reacted in a mildly aversive way to it but indicated a willingness 
to taste the cheese. The researchers told another group of participants 
who received the same odor that the smell came from old gym socks. As 
you might expect, these people recoiled from the odor.

The Mind of the Market
As we saw above, the mutual-influence structure represented by the 
brain-body-mind-society pyramid shapes the thinking and behavior of 
each marketer and each consumer. What happens when a “marketer 
pyramid” and a “consumer pyramid” come together, when marketers 
and consumers interact? The result appears in figure 2-2. As the figure 
shows, marketers and consumers influence one another on both a con­
scious and unconscious level. Marketers have failed to tap into the 
unconscious level where pyramid dynamics are most active.

As an illustration, consider the possible influences at work in the 
purchase of a car. A man who drives a sports car may have deep-seated 
emotional reasons, not just practical ones, for buying it. He may want 
others to perceive him as youthful, daring, sexy, and aggressive. Cultural 
influences, such as advertising and the car-buying habits of other peo­
ple, may have fostered those internal desires. They may have roots in

FIGURE 2 - 2

The Mind of the Market

Consumers Marketers
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childhood events, like seeing a suave young uncle in a red-hot sports car 
with an attractive passenger.

At the same time, these internal desires and early influences are 
what make advertising or other forms of social influence so effective. 
These desires enable the aspiring sports-car driver to create meaningful 
experiences based on the information he sees in an ad and his experi­
ences in test-driving, purchasing, and using the vehicle. Thus, “outer” 
marketing activities play an essential role in evoking the “inner world” 
of consumers. A consumer’s decision to buy a particular product doesn’t 
arise solely from either world— it arises from the interplay of those two 
worlds. The failure to understand that a consumer’s inner world can 
powerfully transform a marketer’s outer-world message leads to most 
product-development failures.

In the last few years, tremendous advances in sociology, anthropol­
ogy, cognitive neuroscience, and psychology (to name but a few fields) 
have helped managers to understand the dynamics shown in figures 2-1 
and 2-2.8 We’ve learned more about how marketers’ unconscious 
assumptions and expectations influence which questions they choose to 
ask consumers, how they frame those questions in a survey, whom they 
select as participants in a study, and which analytical tools they use.9 
These unconscious processes shape what information consumers pro­
vide— and what they don’t.

Unconscious processes among consumers also influence their 
responses to marketers’ questions. For example, the order in which 
researchers pose questions can make a big difference in the answers they 
receive, as the following example illustrates. A consumer-satisfaction 
question in a survey conducted in Japan by a European automaker con­
sistently indicated a high satisfaction rating. A question about repair fre­
quency followed later in the survey. When the automaker asked the 
question about repair frequency first, the satisfaction rating decreased 
and the reported repair frequency increased. Both changes were signifi­
cant. By sequencing the questions differently, the survey designers 
unknowingly primed consumers’ responses in different ways— all with­
out anyone’s awareness. The carmaker’s managers accidentally became 
aware of the priming, and the company had to revisit its conclusions 
about consumer satisfaction in its global markets.
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A Closer Look at the New Paradigm
If the brain-body-mind-society pyramid represents the heart of the new 
paradigm, then how might the rest of it appear? To envision this, keep 
these two principles in mind from figures 2-1 and 2-2:

• Culture and biology go hand-in-hand.
• The mind of the market emerges from the interaction of con­

sumers’ and managers’ conscious and unconscious minds.

The contours of the new paradigm reveal startling truths about the 
nature of human communication, thought, emotion, and memory. We 
glimpsed these realities in chapter 1; in the rest of this chapter, we’ll 
examine them more closely. Remember to suspend your judgment to 
avoid prematurely dismissing an idea; instead, ask yourself, “If this idea 
were true, would it change how I think or what I do?” If the answer is 
yes, then explore further.

Thought Is Based on Images, Not W ords

Human thought arises from what neuroscientists call images. These 
topographically organized neural representations occur in the early sen­
sory cortices— an admittedly rather technical description. When neu­
rons are sufficiently activated— that is, when a sound, sight, or other 
stimulus turns them on and causes the connections between them (the 
synapses) to fire— we may experience those electrochemical discharges 
as conscious thought.10 An important difference exists between how 
a thought occurs (neural activity) and how we consciously experience a 
thought, if at all, once it occurs. So we must carefully distinguish among 
how thought happens, what stimulated it in the first place, and how the 
thought is expressed afterwards. Words can trigger our thoughts and 
enable us to express them. That’s why people believe that thought 
occurs largely as words.

The neural activities, or images, involved in thought are not necessar­
ily images as we usually think of them. However, since about two-thirds
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of all stimuli reach the brain through the visual system, we often experi­
ence images (as neuroscientists think of them) visually as well as ver­
bally and in other ways. Stimuli leading to a thought may take many 
forms.11 For example, the neural activity stimulated by the fragrance of 
coffee on a walk to work may produce a picture in our mind’s eye of 
reading the morning paper at the coffee shop. We may even hear a 
response in our mind’s ear— “Yeah, I’ve got time” or “No, I’d better 
not”— or even voice these conclusions aloud when walking with some­
one else.

Neural activity may be stimulated by sound, touch, motion, back­
ground feelings such as moods, and emotions.12 The neural activity may 
also be expressed in these and other ways. For example, a Coke adver­
tisement can stimulate neural activations. The consequences of these 
activations— for instance, the recall of an experience of sharing a Coke 
with a friend, reaching for a Coke, and tasting it— involve other neural 
activations. Thus different kinds of images or thoughts are linked to one 
another and occur together.

As we’ve seen, verbal language factors into the representation, stor­
age, and communication of thought.13 But despite its great importance 
in facilitating thought, verbal language is not the same as thought.14 Yet 
managers persist in seeing thought as word-based. Indeed, “the view 
that thought is internalized conversation is widespread,” Jonathan H. 
Turner explains in his book, On the Origins of Human Emotions: A Socio­
logical Inquiry into the Evolution of Human Affect. Turner continues:

But a moment of reflection would reveal this to be impossible. If thinking 
were merely covert talk, we would seem very dim-witted, since talk is a 
sequential modality and hence very slow.. . .  [While] we can often slow 
the process of thinking down by “talking to ourselves,” this kind of think­
ing is the exception rather than the rule----- [The] subordination of other
sensory inputs under vision shapes the way humans actually think: in 
blurs of images, many of which don’t penetrate our consciousness.15

Examples of people who have thought without language— ranging 
from deaf-mutes in preliterate societies to adults with brain dysfunc­
tion— have received substantial attention.16 Nobel Prize winner Gerald 
Edelman has observed that “conceptual capabilities develop in evolu-
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tion well before speech.”17 Stephen Pinker, Peter de Florez Professor in 
the Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, asks and answers the following question:

Is thought dependent on words?. . .  Or are our thoughts couched in some 
silent medium of the brain— a language of thought or “mentalese”— and 
merely couched in words whenever we need to communicate them to a 
listener?. . .  The idea that thought is the same thing as language is an 
example of what can be called a conventional absurdity.. . .  There is no 
scientific evidence that languages dramatically shape their speakers’ way 
of thinking.18 (emphasis in original)

Cognition, then, shapes language, not the other way around. We 
develop particular verbal terms to express thoughts— neural activities—  
that matter to us. Of course, these important concepts are reinforced as 
new generations of speakers learn existing terms. The connotation of 
“Please be quiet" differs from that of “Shut up!” because we have devel­
oped a need to express the shades of meaning in each phrase. The exis­
tence of these phrases doesn’t create the different thoughts and feelings 
that they express. If a phrase or word has no relevance or meaning to us, 
then we won’t retain it. When we encounter new ideas through verbal 
communication, they root themselves within a preexisting system that 
gives them relevance. Different cultures emphasize different thoughts; 
that’s why each verbal language has expressions not found or readily 
translated by other languages.19

We must view “language” in a multimodal way that includes many 
channels of communication, not just literal speech. This principle fac­
tors into the use of psychodrama wherein body language helps surface 
insights about individual and organizational issues that verbal language 
alone can’t reveal. Similarly, a key pan of metaphor-elicitation tech­
niques involves the creation of visual stories or collages that uncover 
consumers’ and managers’ hidden thoughts and feelings.20 By engaging 
the language of visual imagery, we enable a richer verbal description of 
inner feelings. For example, in a study of the hosiery-wearing experi­
ence, women who created collages were able to articulate far more 
clearly than those who did not create collages the nature of their con­
flicting feelings about wearing hosiery.



36 I Preparing for an Expedition

M ost Com m unication Is Nonverbal

Experts generally agree that most human communication (as much 
as 80 percent) occurs through nonverbal means. These means include 
touch; vocal intonations; gestures; body posture; distance; sense of time; 
eye contact, gaze, and pupil dilation; and visual cues such as apparel 
and adornments. Through these nonverbal channels, people exchange 
messages and meaning.21

Tone and manner of speech (also known as paralanguage) also influ­
ence this exchange. For example, a person who says “Yeah, right!” may 
communicate the exact opposite message by using a sarcastic tone of 
voice. The way in which we present our spoken statements— especially 
if we combine tone of voice with other cues such as gestures— conveys a 
great deal of meaning. The resulting message may communicate our 
true feelings or thoughts far more than our spoken words do. Marketers 
who rely too much on analyses of printed consumer transcripts miss out 
on these messages. For example, an R&D lab at a major communica­
tions company performed a voice-pitch analysis of customer responses 
to a service satisfaction question. Voice-pitch analysis is a method for 
isolating various psychological states present while a person is speaking. 
The lab concluded that a high level of uncertainty was present in many 
of the most positive responses given. That is, although the literal state­
ment customers provided indicated high levels of satisfaction, the 
uncertainty expressed in their voices indicated considerably less satis­
faction. Had the company relied only on literal verbal language, they 
would have had false confidence in their service delivery systems.

Knowing how to interpret paralanguage is important in many mar­
keting settings, such as telemarketing, face-to-face selling, and voice­
over advertising. Researchers have conducted some especially intriguing 
studies involving “voice masking,” in which a speaker’s actual words are 
masked but his or her tone of voice remains distinguishable to study 
participants. According to these studies, our judgment about the value 
and merit of a speaker’s statements hinges on our evaluation of his or her 
tone of voice. For example, if we think that a speaker sounds honest or 
sincere, we will likely give his or her literal message— the actual words 
he or she is speaking— more weight. Indeed, in the event of an apparent 
contradiction between tone of voice and spoken statements, listeners
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will believe the former over the latter. Thus, the paralanguage of sales 
personnel or spokespeople in a televised commercial may influence con­
sumers’ behavior far more than the literal content of their message.

Edward T. Hall’s classic work The Silent Language provides further 
evidence of the power of paralanguage. Hall identifies ten “primary mes­
sage systems” involved in human communication.22 Only part of one of 
the systems he identified— interpersonal communication— involves 
verbal language. The other nine systems rely on nonlinguistic forms of 
communication.

This surprising power of paralanguage becomes less surprising 
when we examine the development of spoken language. As it turns out, 
spoken language emerged relatively recently in human evolution. More­
over, written, phonetic-based language developed even later, about 
5,000 years ago, as a byproduct of our ability to detect the edges of 
shapes.23 With so much evolutionary practice, our brains are far better 
at sensing and interpreting paralanguage than they are at understanding 
spoken or written language. Yet most market research tools rely on lit­
eral language to capture information, synthesize and report survey 
responses, draw conclusions from focus groups, and trace literal data 
such as those from scanners. Thus, a great mismatch exists between the 
way consumers experience and think about their world and the methods mar­
keters use to collect this information.

Metaphor Is Central to Thought

Metaphors, the representation of one thing in terms of another, 
often help us express the way we feel about or view a particular aspect of 
our lives. For example, if a man says, “My hair is my signature,” he does­
n’t mean that he uses his hair to sign his name. Rather, he means that 
something about his hair signals what kind of person he is to others. 
This metaphor is therefore rich with meaning about identity, individual­
ity, and the significance of other people.

Metaphors stimulate the workings of the human mind.24 By one 
estimate, we use almost six metaphors per minute of spoken language.25 
Through brain-imaging technologies, researchers better understand the 
neural bases of metaphor. For example, although both halves of the 
human brain enable literal and figurative language (which includes
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metaphor), the right half is more strongly associated with metaphoric 
language.26

Why do we think so often in metaphors? They help us interpret 
what we perceive in the world around us; indeed, they help us perceive 
the world, period. They help us see new connections, interpret our 
experiences, and draw new meaning from those experiences.27 Meta­
phors also affect imagination.28 Philosopher Mark Johnson explains, 
“Without imagination, nothing in the world could be meaningful. With­
out imagination, we could never interpret our experience. Without 
imagination, we could never reason toward knowledge of reality.”29 
Speaking metaphorically, metaphor is the engine of imagination. In fact, 
the use of metaphor together with visual imagery lies at the heart of all 
major advances in science, according to Arthur I. Miller, professor of 
history and philosophy of science at University College London.30

Metaphors are so basic to our thinking that marketers and their 
audiences alike are often unaware of them. As we’ll see, market re­
searchers can glean valuable knowledge by encouraging consumers to 
use metaphors. Why? Because metaphors can help bring consumers’ 
important— but unconscious— thoughts and feelings to the surface.31 
Indeed, metaphor constitutes a powerful tool for unearthing the hidden 
thoughts and feelings that have such a profound influence on con­
sumers’ decision making. Indeed, consumer researchers around the 
world have found using metaphors effective in helping people to bring 
their unconscious experiences into their awareness and then to commu­
nicate those experiences.32

Many metaphors also reveal what’s called “embodied cognition”—  
the referencing of our sensory and motor systems to express our think­
ing.33 Examples of such metaphors abound: “I hope you see what I 
mean” or “get the point”; “I don’t wish to get too far ahead of myself’ or 
“in over my head”; “I hope these ideas don’t put you off” by “being beneath 
you” or “sounding unbalanced”; and “I want these ideas to reach people” 
with different “viewpoints.”

Emotion’s Partnership with Reason
As we saw in chapter 1, most market research methods are biased 

toward reason and away from emotion.34 Marketers collect and interpret
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survey and other consumer information as if consumers’ decisions 
stemmed primarily from conscious, logical processes. Why? It’s less 
messy to interpret the resulting responses from consumers. Consumers 
share only the logical aspects of their decision-making process because 
marketers ask for those aspects— and conscious, logical thoughts are 
much easier to articulate than emotions.

Few managers would dispute the importance of emotions in their 
own and consumers’ decision making (their espoused theory), yet in 
their behavior they persist in their pro-reason bias (their theory-in-use). 
Managers and researchers collect and present information as if decisions 
derive from conscious processes (in particular, from logical inference), in 
which emotion has only a bit part in the drama of making decisions. This 
approach reflects a bias, itself a reflection of powerful emotional drivers, 
that decision making ought to involve as little emotion and as much rea­
son as possible. This bias, in turn, may produce unreliable data.

The pro-reason bias in research is half-right. It is also half-wrong. 
Multiple, complex reasoning systems do work together during decision 
making. And as we saw in chapter 1, so do multiple systems of emo­
tion.35 More important, both sets of systems collaborate. Reason and 
emotion are not opposites; they are partners who occasionally disagree but 
depend on one another for success. Joseph Turner elaborates:

To select among alternatives requires some way to assess the relative 
value of these alternatives, and this ability to assess alternatives is tied to 
emotions. Emotions give each alternative a value and, thereby, provide a 
yardstick to judge and to select among alternatives. This process need not 
be conscious; and indeed, for all animals including humans, it rarely is. 
Thus to be rational means also to be emotional; and any line that 
we draw separating cognition and emotion fails to understand the 
neurology of cognitions. One can’t sustain cognitions beyond working 
memory without tagging them with emotion.36

That is, if an idea doesn’t have emotional significance for us, we’re not 
likely to store it and therefore won’t have it available for later recall.

Studies of patients with particular patterns of brain damage (in­
cluding the classic example referred to earlier involving Phineas Gage) 
reveal that when reasoning systems are intact but emotional capacities
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damaged, poor decisions result. The same outcome occurs when emo­
tional systems are intact and reasoning capacities damaged. The separa­
tion of reason and emotion, however convenient, is misleading, accord­
ing to Antonio Damasio:

The lower levels in the neural edifice of reason are the same ones that 
regulate the processing of emotions and feelings.. . .  Emotion, feeling, 
and biological regulation all play a role in human reason. The lowly 
orders of our organism are in the loop of high reason.37

The emotion-reason partnership argues for using research methods that 
enable both reason and emotion to surface and reflect their coexistence 
and mutual influence.38

Most Thought, Emotion, and Learning O ccur without Aw areness

According to most estimates, about 95 percent of thought, emotion, 
and learning occur in the unconscious mind— that is, without our 
awareness.39 As important as it is, consciousness is the end result of a 
system of neurons processing information in largely unconscious 
ways.40 Feelings, the conscious experience of emotions, are only the tip 
of the iceberg. Now picture, if you will, a few seals lounging on the top 
of the iceberg. The few seals represent our limited ability to hold more 
than a few chunks of information at this tip of our consciousness at any 
one time. If new seals arrive, others must go.

In marketing, much knowledge about consumer decision making is 
based on information gathered through verbal protocols (telephone 
interviews, group meetings, questionnaires) that rely on self-reflection 
and self-awareness. In other words, these methods are largely confined 
to seeing only what is on the tip of the iceberg. However, as leading neu­
roscientist Joseph LeDoux cautions: “We have to be very careful when 
we use verbal reports based on introspective analyses of one’s own mind 
as scientific data.”41

So much of our knowledge is unconscious or tacit that we can never 
be fully aware of all that we know. We often devise surprising new 
answers by synthesizing information at hand, which is a basic function
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of our inductive and deductive thinking skills. These unconscious 
thinking processes use existing “data” to produce conscious thoughts 
that consist of new answers.42 For example, long-intimate couples can 
usually answer questions about how their partners would react to unex­
pected events because of their deep understanding of each other. This 
understanding enables them to infer their partner’s future reactions 
based on past behavior. Similarly, managers who deeply understand 
their consumers may accurately anticipate their responses to a new 
product before the firm presents it. By synthesizing existing knowledge, 
a manager may know implicitly whether a proposed consumer incentive 
will achieve a particular unit sales goal. Sales personnel know automati­
cally when to begin closing a sale, although they may struggle to explain 
this knowledge.

Because most knowledge is hidden, surfacing it presents a major 
challenge. Managers can use metaphors involving both conscious and 
unconscious processes to address this challenge. By evoking and analyz­
ing metaphors from consumers, marketers can draw back the curtains 
on consumers’ tacit knowledge, encourage consumers to look in, and 
then share what they see so that managers can create enduring value for 
customers in response to the insights revealed.

The Importance of Socially  Shared Mental Models

As we’ve seen, thought occurs when neurons become active. Differ­
ent groups of neurons— thoughts— communicate back and forth with 
one another. One thought literally leads to another, which may lead 
back again to the earlier thought. Sets of connected neuronal groups 
constitute mental models, or what researchers sometimes call scripts or 
schema. Mental models help us interpret the flood of stimuli and infor­
mation that our brains absorb from the world around us. Because we 
simply can’t process all of the incoming information entering our brains, 
we need a system to filter it, to group it, and to otherwise render it more 
understandable.

For the sake of efficiency, our mental models help us decide which 
information to attend to and what to do with it. For example, people’s 
mental models determine their approach to ill-structured problems,
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their attraction to a particular auto design, their disposition toward 
snack foods, and their conduct in an upscale boutique shop. Can you 
imagine a situation where mental models are absent?43 Probably not.

Moreover, groups of people— as diverse as purchasing agents for 
chemicals used in industrial paints, European consumers of Coca-Cola, 
or parents bringing their children to Disney World— share important 
features of their individual mental models.44 Called consensus maps, 
these shared features can yield valuable insights for marketing strategy 
development.45 In fact, consensus maps are possibly the single most impor­
tant set of insights that a manager can have about consumers. Consensus 
maps, when surfaced through metaphors, reflect consumers’ uncon­
scious and conscious thoughts and feelings as well as the commingling 
of emotion and reason.

As you might imagine, human beings possess an extraordinary 
number of mental models, although most of them lie dormant at any 
one time. When they are activated by our experiences, we’re generally 
not aware of their activation. We often become aware of our mental 
models only when an experience dramatically contradicts those models 
and the expectations that lie at their core.

The notion of mental models is well established in the social and 
management sciences.46 Quantitative methods in these fields have 
greatly improved our ability to depict mental models, especially those 
elements that otherwise different individuals have in common. The task 
of managing mental models— or, more important, the consensus maps 
that reflect a market segment’s common thinking— is less well devel­
oped as a formal activity. However, as managers use new insights from 
various disciplines to understand consumers’ deeper thoughts and feel­
ings, they will likely become more proactive in reshaping their cus­
tomers’ consensus maps.

The Fragile Power of M em ory
People tend to think of a memory as a snapshot of a past experience 

that can fade or be lost over time. However, if we view the human expe­
rience as the intersection of mind, brain, body, and society, then mem­
ory becomes a creative product of our encounters, beliefs, and plans. 
This creative product develops at a preconscious level; that is, we’re not
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aware of its development. Rather than a printed photograph, managers 
will see a memory reconstructed each time it’s recalled. Sometimes, the 
differences from one activation to another are small and unimportant, 
such as recalling our name. Other times, they are larger with great con­
sequence, as we have learned from eyewitness testimony research.47

Furthermore, marketing is a major source of influence on what con­
sumers recall. That is, marketing efforts such as product and service 
development and delivery not only make memories possible in the first 
place, communications about them also alter consumers’ subsequent 
recollections of product or service experiences. This is one of the impor­
tant ways in which managers’ conscious and unconscious minds influ­
ence consumers’ minds. As we shall see, memory is story-based and, 
together with universally shared archetypes and core metaphors, mem­
ory affects the stories or coherent meanings that consumers create about 
brands and companies. The consensus maps shared by consumers rep­
resent a kind of diagram or outline of these important stories.

The rapid accumulation of insights about human behavior reveals the 
outlines of a new way of understanding consumers’ thoughts and 
behavior. While the conscious and unconscious minds are active part­
ners, consumers’ unconscious minds contain the vast majority of rele­
vant information for managers. As we’ll see in part II, marketers can 
uncover this information through a variety of innovative research tools 
and techniques.
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Chapter Three

Illuminating the Mind

Consumers' Cognitive Unconscious

Most of what we know we don't know we know.

It usually seems that we consciously will our 

voluntary actions, but this is an illusion.

— Daniel Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will

Imagine A filter that enables you to see, in color, the varia­
tions in the heat intensity of objects. Through such a filter, a 

fresh loaf of bread cooling for fifteen minutes resembles a rainbow as 
different parts of the loaf lose heat at varied rates. The bread retains its 
usual shape and texture, but looks far more interesting through this fil­
ter. Now imagine a similar filter applied to consumers’ unconscious 
thoughts. More colors appear than any fireworks show could ever hope 
to display. These new colors represent the hidden treasures in the shad­
ows of the mind— the cognitive unconscious. Learning to see and use 
these colors is the major frontier managers must explore as they seek 
new insights into consumers’ thinking and behavior. Indeed, most in­
fluences on consumer behavior reside at this frontier; consumers en­
counter these influences and process them unknowingly.1 Firms that

47
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most effectively leverage their explorations of this frontier will gain cru­
cial competitive advantages.

Equally important, consumers will benefit as well. The limitations 
managers face using surface-oriented research methods are also limita­
tions on consumers. Consumers are empowered, instead, when research 
methods are used that allow them the freedom to explore and express 
their innermost thoughts and feelings along with those on the surface.

The term cognitive unconscious, sometimes called the unconscious 
mind, refers to the mental processes operating outside consumers’ 
awareness that, together with conscious processes, create their experi­
ence of the world. As used in this book, the term does not refer to psy­
choanalytic concepts, although those too have an important presence in 
the unconscious mind and merit treatment all on their own.2 Before we 
explore the unconscious mind, let’s discuss its relationship with the con­
scious mind.

Being Human
We share a great deal with other creatures.3 For instance, 98 percent of 
our genes are common to those of chimpanzees. They and other species 
maintain elaborate social hierarchies, as do we. Ants, for example, have 
castes; systems to organize labor and food cultivation; characteristics 
such as altruism, sacrifice, care for the injured, and sharing in times of 
scarcity; and the ability to mount preemptive military strikes, follow 
norms of reciprocity, and so on.4

Their intricate communication structure, which is based on taste 
and smell rather than sight and sound, enables them to coordinate com­
plex activities and to convey such things as the exact location of food 
and whether to pursue it. Other creatures display degrees of thinking, 
emotions, feelings, and certain kinds of intentionality— the sense that 
doing one thing leads to another. The latter might take the form of giv­
ing a false impression for individual gain, such as fooling a predator or a 
competitor for food, or attracting a mate.3 Much of what we know about 
human emotion comes from the study of other animals due to such sim­
ilarities.6 Thus, neither social activities nor the existence of emotions 
and feelings are uniquely human. Rather, our ability to reflect on these
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states and activities and to make considered judgments about them makes 
us special. The human aptitude for self-awareness and self-reflection, 
then, is what differentiates us from every other living creature. We refer 
to this ability as “high-order consciousness,” or just “consciousness,” in 
this book.

Consciousness is a developmental process in humans. An infant’s 
capacity for awareness grows as it learns what the mind is and what the 
mind does.7 At around eighteen months, children begin to consider 
hypothetical situations involving basic human concerns such as aban­
donment, fear, change, and love— matters that begin to involve aware­
ness of awareness.8 Our state of consciousness varies over our lifetime 
and even over the course of a day. Elements of it appear and disappear 
while we work, walk, sleep, and dream.

High-level consciousness serves an important purpose. In response 
to the question, “What is consciousness for?” the late Harvard Univer­
sity philosopher Robert Nozick answered, “to help us make considered 
choices.”9 These choices, and the higher levels of consciousness they 
require, are created through social and technological changes.10 High- 
order consciousness evolved to cope with an increasingly complex 
social world that demanded the ability to leam in new situations.11 For 
consumers, these complexities can be challenging and even a source of 
complaint. For six consecutive years, consumers in developed econo­
mies have rated the proliferation of product choices one of the top five 
issues of concern.12 Consumers like the idea of many choices, but not 
the mentally taxing efforts to cope with them.

Where Does It Come from Now?
Hungarian goulash has a particular flavor; when you take a bite there is 
one overall taste. Any chef will explain, however, that the combination 
of spices and ingredients mix and mingle through the cooking and eat­
ing process to create a unique essence that is goulash. Diners may not 
consider the preparation involved; they taste only the result. High-order 
consciousness is a little like Hungarian goulash. We focus on the overall 
outcome, not on the complex process that produces it. Whatever its 
evolutionary origins or developmental history, high-order consciousness
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emerges from, and is defined by, its base ingredients: lower levels of awareness 
and unawareness.13

Whether or not the base of the goulash or the source of high-order 
consciousness is initially recognized, it comes about only through the 
exercise of other activities and component parts. John R. Searle, a lead­
ing contemporary philosopher at the University of California at Berke­
ley, notes that for something to be unconscious, we must in principle 
be able to bring it to a conscious level.14 Gazing at our goulash, a food 
connoisseur most likely couldn’t describe in detail how a particular fla­
vor came about, but after enjoying the total taste experience, he could 
probably deconstruct it. Vague awareness and unconscious information 
emerge in our conscious mind and we can guess what’s in the goulash 
after all.

The 9 5 -5  Split
Consciousness is crucial in daily life for many obvious reasons. How­
ever, an important fact and one of the key principles of this book is the 
9 5 -5  split: At least 95 percent of all cognition occurs below awareness 
in the shadows of the mind while, at most, only 5 percent occurs in 
high-order consciousness.15 Many disciplines have confirmed this 
insight. John Haugeland explains this idea eloquently:

Thus, compared to “unconscious processing” . . .  conscious thinking is 
conspicuously laborious and slow— not a lot faster than talking, in fact. 
What’s more, it is about as difficult to entertain consciously two distinct 
trains of thought at the same time as it is to engage in two distinct con­
versations at once; consciousness is in some sense a linear or serial 
process in contrast to the many simultaneous cognitions that are mani­
fest in [unconscious action].16

Nobel laureate and neuroscientist Gerald M. Edelman and his col­
league Giulio Tononi note that the “occurrence of a single conscious 
state rules out billions and billions of other conscious states, each of 
which may lead to different potential consequences.”17 To come to con­
scious awareness a thought must emerge from its primary and highly
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crowded habitat in the unconscious mind. The processes that determine 
which of a near-infinite array of possible states from this habitat enters 
consciousness are themselves unconscious. “Most of the data available 
to us from the external world and from our bodies never enter con­
sciousness," wrote J. Allan Hobson, psychiatrist, director of the Labora­
tory of Neurophysiology, and a leading sleep researcher.

We process many inputs automatically, and we have no conscious idea of 
the vast amounts of data that are saved or discarded. But consciousness 
is supra automatic in that it is the mental attribute that allows us, occa­
sionally at least, to transcend automaticity.18

Consciousness allows us the freedom to understand unconscious events. To 
quote Edelman and Tononi once again: “Unconscious aspects of mental 
activity, such as motor and cognitive routines, and so-called uncon­
scious memories, intentions, and expectations play a fundamental role 
in shaping and directing our conscious experience.”19

Consciousness evolved to help us critically review past actions, plan, 
and organize choices to make in new situations. Not surprisingly, mar­
keting managers and researchers focus mostly on conscious consumer 
thinking. They ask consumers to think consciously about specific topics 
and respond within formats convenient for both consumers and man­
agers. They also observe consumer behavior directly or indirectly using 
large databases and providing their own highly conscious interpreta­
tions. These activities make sense; they seem easy and logical.

But this focus mistakenly ignores arguably the most significant fea­
ture of higher order consciousness: the ability to recognize and explore 
the unconscious mind.20 The 5 percent of our thinking that is highly con­
scious enables us to confront the other 95 percent of mental life below this 
stratum. This ability is also a quality of being human. We can contem­
plate what we’re aware of, but many other elements are at work. There­
fore, the managerial tendency to focus on conscious consumer thought, 
while understandable and natural, also blocks managers’ access to the 
world of unconscious consumer thought and feeling that drives most 
consumer behavior.

Owning a bicycle and knowing how to ride it are important for tak­
ing a bike trip. However, a meaningful journey requires a willingness to get
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on the bike. Similarly, the conscious mind permits meaningful travel in 
the unconscious mind only if we commit to such a journey. When man­
agers forgo such a trip to understand consumers, they are like the well- 
intentioned stranger who claims to know us from photographs, videos, 
or one arbitrary encounter, but lacks any real knowledge of who we are. 
Like the cartoon of the scientists in figure 1-3, these strangers look at 
themselves backwards and typically see only the conscious elements 
staring back.

If everyone knows that so much thinking is unconscious, then why 
do managers (and researchers) miss the mark? Partly because we be­
come enamored with (and distracted by) ourselves and our own reflec­
tions, like a puppy that enjoys chasing its own tail. As psychologist 
Daniel Wegner of Harvard University states, “The illusion of will is so 
compelling that it can prompt the belief that acts were intended when 
they could not have been. It is as though people aspire to be ideal agents 
who know all their actions in advance.”21 Our experience of consciously 
willing an action does not mean that we consciously produced it. Far 
from it.

Typically, we ask consumers to consider and comment on their own 
ideas and others’ in focus groups or to provide careful, conscious 
answers to careful, consciously developed survey questions. We analyze 
aggregate consumer data through the crafted lens of particular quantita­
tive models and experimental designs. Through these activities, con­
sumers and marketers alike get caught up in the explicit issues brought 
to their attention by researchers and managers. This approach feels right 
because it employs the very mechanisms that are the assumptions of the 
approach. The logic is of this sort: “The data collected, based on my 
assumptions, support those assumptions.” Indeed, consumers do learn 
from their satisfying and unsatisfying choices by identifying those biases 
or decision rules that led to their wise choices and to their mistakes. 
Relying on their innate storytelling capacities, consumers can reasonably 
account for their behavior when asked, especially when managers facili­
tate the storytelling with questions or other cues.

These reasoned accounts are unlikely totally wrong. The critical 
issue is how complete they are. If a puzzle has only three pieces and you 
have two of them, then you can probably figure out what third might 
be. If the puzzle has 500 pieces and you have only a few important ones,



It t i in iM liR i  the Mild: Ceisaners' C ig iit iv e  Uncensciws I 53

the larger picture will forever remain a mystery. Sometimes, the puzzles 
that marketers open have only a few pieces and other times, a great 
many. The latter case, typically the most important one, requires tap­
ping into high-order consciousness and digging deeper into the uncon­
scious mind for a more complete picture. The very existence of our 
high-order conscious mind gives us the capacity to understand the 
unconscious foundations on which it rests. Unfortunately, often we 
become entranced by our awareness of our awareness and ignore the 
unconscious mind that makes it all possible.

The Unconscious Mind in Action
We needn’t search long or far for examples of the unconscious mind 
in action.

• The social context of eating has enormous impact on consumers’ 
experience. This experience includes how foods taste, what 
sounds seem pleasant or harsh, and what strikes the person as 
repulsive or appealing. The exact same dinner will taste different 
depending on whether one is dining with a close friend or an 
unpleasant stranger.

• Many more units of a product are sold at a price of $9.99 than at 
$10.00. Certainly the one penny savings on identical products 
does not account for this.

• The correlation between stated intent and actual behavior is usu­
ally low and often negative. For example, more than 60 percent 
of consumers participating in an at-home test of a new kitchen 
appliance indicated after trying the product that they were 
“likely” or “very likely” to purchase the appliance in the next 
three months. Eight months after the product’s introduction, 
only 12 percent of these consumers actually made a purchase.
A survey among those who did not follow through on their 
stated intent found that most consumers couldn’t explain their 
behavior.

• Blind taste tests may suggest that consumers prefer formula­
tion A over formulation B by a significant majority. Yet when
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consumers know the formulations’ brand names and can see 
their packaging, they strongly prefer B.

• Consumers using both a store brand and a national brand of an 
over-the-counter medication insist that they know the two 
brands are identical except for price. However, when their 
symptoms are severe, the great majority of these same con­
sumers use the higher-priced name brand. Moreover, if the med­
icine is for a child or spouse, the purchaser will almost always 
select the national brand. Unconsciously, the buyer believes that 
the national brand works better and is therefore better for her 
loved ones.

• A stimulus that appears only for milliseconds and doesn’t regis­
ter consciously can affect responders’ future behavior. For exam­
ple, a European manufacturer was testing a sensing system that 
measured the speed of a vehicle and the distance of an object in 
the vehicle’s direct path. When the system detected a certain 
combination of speed and object distance, it displayed the mes­
sage “Brake!” on the vehicle’s windshield. In simulated driving 
tests, the system increased reaction times of test participants.
The R&D staff experimented with different message intervals, 
such as one or a few seconds during which the alert would 
appear. Interestingly, the fastest reaction time occurred when the 
message flashed subliminally, so quickly that people were 
unaware of reacting to it.22

• When judging sincerity in advertising, consumers unconsciously 
select many of the cues. Moreover, both creative staffs and con­
sumers remain unaware of consumers’ selection of these signals. 
For example, in a Mind of the Market study, Maya Bourdeau 
found that, in judging sincerity, both consumers and creative 
staffs unconsciously use criteria related to neoteny, or people’s 
fascination with infants and baby animals. Neotenous character­
istics include large, round eyes and high foreheads that remind 
us of infancy, innocence, and naivete. People perceive messages 
transmitted by a baby-faced person as more sincere because they 
see babies as innocent and honest. However, neither the con­
sumers nor the creative personnel in this study were consciously 
aware of the power of neoteny.
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These examples are, to use a cliche, just the tip of the iceberg of the 
unconscious mind. Nevertheless, they raise important challenging ques­
tions. Currently, managers’ notions that consumers engage in calculated 
rationality strongly guide their approach to consumers.23 But price, 
demonstrated product effectiveness, and even consumers’ confidently 
stated claims simply don’t reliably predict what consumers will actually 
do. When using traditional research methods, managers must augment 
the idea of calculated rationality with equally sensible but typically 
invisible insights.

From Unconscious Decision to Conscious Action
The areas of the human brain that involve choice are activated well 
before we become consciously aware that we’ve made a choice. That is, 
decisions “happen” before they are seemingly “made.” In fact, uncon­
scious judgments not only happen before conscious judgments, but 
they guide them as well. A cleverly designed study by Antoine Bechara, 
a neuroscientist at the University of Iowa, and his associates tested this 
idea. The study participants included normal individuals and patients 
who had suffered damage to the prefrontal lobes of their brains— the 
structures responsible for decision making.24 Bechara’s team asked both 
groups to perform a task using four decks of cards, two of which were 
advantageous decks and two disadvantageous. Playing mostly with the 
advantageous decks produced an overall gain of money, while the disad­
vantageous decks produced an overall loss. The researchers tracked the 
number of cards that each group drew from each deck and monitored 
changes in participants’ skin temperature, awareness of their progress in 
the game, and attitude.

The study generated interesting findings. For instance, before 
they realized that two decks were “bad,” but after they experienced all 
four decks, the normal participants generated high anticipatory skin- 
conductance responses when they pondered making a choice from a 
“bad” deck. They did not consciously know that they were about to pull 
a card from a disadvantageous deck. However, their high anticipatory 
skin-conductance responses before they took a card from the bad deck 
revealed their unconscious reaction to the game’s parameters. The
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patients with prefrontal brain damage displayed no such distinction 
even after they had identified the good and bad decks. In fact, they dis­
regarded this knowledge as they continued playing the game. At some 
level, the normal patients recognized that choosing from a bad deck was 
a bad strategy. They arrived at this decision without the added assurance 
provided by conscious knowledge. Whether they perceived it, the nor­
mal patients used their unconscious learning from prior experience to 
inform their future decisions.

Often our actions seem to derive from conscious decisions when we 
actually made them much earlier. For example, imagine that you are 
walking where people have seen poisonous snakes. Suddenly, you 
notice a coiled object under a bush. This sight triggers an immediate, 
unconscious activity involving the amygdala, a subcortical area of the 
brain involved in certain emotions. The activity in the amygdala triggers 
an immediate defensive act: You freeze or perhaps step back. This rapid, 
complex action involves a number of brain and other physical systems 
working simultaneously to produce an action that we can consider only 
after it occurs.25

Human beings store images in a part of the brain called the hip­
pocampal system. Images related to snakes comprise your explicit mem­
ories of actual interactions with snakes, garden hoses, or perhaps tree 
roots that resemble snakes. If you see an object that more closely resem­
bles a snake than a garden hose, then your innate plan for dealing with 
dangerous snakes kicks in. If you realize that the object is a garden hose, 
then your awareness unfolds unconsciously as you retrieve various 
images, compare them, and then evaluate them before consciously 
deciding how to react. If the object more closely resembles a tree root, 
then you resume walking. Your heart may race a little faster, your mus­
cles may tense, and you may even blush. None of these critical responses 
ever required conscious thought. If they did, our species would have 
gone the way of the dodo bird. After all, when faced with a possibly dan­
gerous snake, who has the time to think about a response? Our uncon­
scious processes often protect us better than our conscious processes do. 
A conclusion that we consciously experience (“That snake is dangerous”) 
already happened in our unconscious mind. Our awareness of it takes 
the form of an inner voice saying that it’s okay (or not) to continue what 
we were doing (strolling through the woods). That inner voice creates the 
illusion that we have made a conscious decision.
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The Neurological Foundation of the Unconscious Mind/Brain
As we saw in chapter 2, the brain is an extraordinary and still mysteri­
ous organ. Consider again the small but important cerebral cortex, 
which factors into thinking, speech, and complex movement patterns. 
The cerebral cortex has approximately 30 billion neurons, which serve 
as the building blocks for thought. And as it turns out, different neurons 
like to “talk” with one another. Thus, they form clusters akin to conver­
sation groups or chat rooms. These clusters form what are called con­
structs or specific thoughts and ideas. Moreover, these clusters like to 
communicate or gossip with one another. These “conversations” involve 
reasoning processes linking constructs. That is partly why the same idea 
may trigger different thoughts among different people or even in the 
same person at different times.

Most of the brain spends its time communicating with itself; only 
infrequently do we consciously witness these conversations.26 Put differ­
ently, conversations among neurons and groups of neurons are generally 
quiet; they involve a silent language we do not “see” or “hear.” What do 
neuronal groups talk about? They converse about actions, feelings, and 
thoughts. Occasionally, the results of these conversations bubble up into 
our consciousness, and we become aware of them. Other times, we may 
have a “feeling” that the conversations are occurring, but we may not be 
able to grasp their nature. Most of the time, though, we have no idea that 
they’re taking place. Whether we perceive it or not, the activity of the 
brain gives rise to the mind, which consists of tools for thinking.27 Cog­
nitive neuroscientists say that the “mind is what the brain does” and use 
the term “mind/brain” to denote this concept.

The Processes behind the Unconscious Mind
Consciousness is the awareness of awareness and is a prerequisite for 
healthy functioning in a complex society.28 It influences our ability to 
make choices— as well as marketers’ ability to understand consumer 
behavior. Market researchers can certainly acquire valuable information 
at consumers’ conscious level relatively easily through standard research 
methods. For example, through surveys they can obtain useful informa­
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tion about preferred package designs when they present consumers 
with clear alternatives.

However, approaches that depend on conscious thinking often do 
not go far enough. This isn’t surprising when we remember that con­
scious activity represents only about 5 percent of human cognition. As 
George Lowenstein suggests, the conscious mind explains actions pro­
duced by unconscious processes. And, as scientists in several disciplines 
point out, these explanations are often woefully incomplete. For 
instance, a product-development team at a graphics software firm used 
a focus group consisting of ten dissatisfied users of their new software to 
better understand customer complaints. The team predicted that the 
users would express dissatisfaction with the clarity of the instructions 
and the confusing nature of certain icons. Thus, they asked the modera­
tor to explore these areas. Indeed, discussions in the focus group identi­
fied the instructions and icons as main sources of trouble. The company 
improved these features— but complaints decreased only marginally. 
Later, while using in-depth, one-on-one storytelling to develop adver­
tising for this and related products, the firm identified another, more 
serious source of consumer dissatisfaction. A group setting relying 
on the conscious exchange of ideas had failed to surface this more seri­
ous issue.

Unconscious processes generally serve us well. In fact, as the earlier 
example about encountering a possible snake suggests, what people 
sometimes mean by intuition or gut reaction is really the manifestation 
of distilled wisdom accumulated in our unconscious mind. In the mar­
ketplace, unconscious processes enable us to make purchase decisions 
more efficiently and effectively than we could if we had to consciously 
process every relevant factor. Moreover, many unconscious processes—  
for example, our ability to acquire and use verbal and nonverbal lan­
guage— are innate.29

We acquire many other components of our unconscious mind sim­
ply through having different experiences.30 In fact, the unconscious 
mind learns quickly. We quickly transform good and bad experiences 
into tacit rules of thumb that guide us when we encounter new situa­
tions. We then adapt to those new situations and acquire new social 
norms without conscious thought. The unconscious mind also serves as 
a repository for skills and other forms of knowledge that we leant con­
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sciously but that become automatic through repeated use. These skills 
range from walking, tying our shoes, and dreaming in a second language 
to knowing when a consumer is ready to commit to a sales offer.

Working in partnership with each other, the innate and learned 
components of the unconscious mind powerfully enable us to take 
action. For instance, they can produce a response to potential danger so 
quickly that we become aware of the response only after it has occurred. 
Or they may cause us to continue working on a mental task even after 
we seem to have put it out of our minds; for example, when we sud­
denly recall a name that was “on the tip of our tongue” hours ago. This 
information retrieval often catches us by surprise because, at the 
moment it occurs, we’ve made no conscious effort to prompt it.

The Interaction of Consumers’ and Managers’ Unconscious Minds
Recall figure 2-1, which depicted how consumers’ and managers’ think­
ing interacts. It was noted that when managers think about consumers, 
they do so using both conscious and unconscious levels of thought, 
since important thinking tools reside at each level. The same is true of 
consumers when they consider a firm’s offerings. The managers’ con­
scious and unconscious levels of thinking commingle with one another 
and, ultimately, commingle with the same processes among consumers. 
In this way, the mind of the manager is present in the mind of the con­
sumer, and vice versa.

Two examples will help illustrate the subtle interactions that can 
occur between marketers and consumers. In a study of unconscious 
communication, dental patients received a placebo painkiller during a 
typically painful dental procedure. The patients experienced a lack of 
discomfort only if the dentists also believed that the treatment they 
administered was an authentic painkiller. Unconscious behaviors ema­
nating from these dentists reinforced their patients’ belief in the 
placebo. However, when the dentists knew that the treatment was not 
authentic and merely pretended it was, patients experienced consider­
able discomfort. (All patients involved in the study were undergoing the 
same procedure with the same likelihood of pain.) Something in the 
disbelieving dentists’ unconscious behavior signaled to the patients that
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the supposed painkiller was a sham. Patients processed and acted on 
this nonverbal cue unconsciously while consciously believing that they 
had received an authentic painkiller— and the dentists unconsciously 
colluded in maintaining this belief.

A second example comes from a proprietary experiment spon­
sored by a professional association. Not surprisingly, this study found 
that a salesperson’s confidence in a product (his belief in its efficacy) 
is an excellent predictor of sales success. But even more interesting, 
the representative’s confidence conveys in subtle, nonverbal ways a 
sense of authenticity that “adds great persuasive power even when 
[the equipment] is not the best available. Confidence contrived does 
not work.” Like the dentists who believed they were using a real 
painkiller, salespeople who truly believe in their product will influence 
customers in their favor. The unconscious expression of belief by 
sales personnel is a powerful cue that customers process both con­
sciously and unconsciously. Thus, the first “sale” must be to the sales 
representative.

A Closer Look at the Placebo Effect
Much of marketing is about placebo effects. The term placebo is Latin for 
“I shall please.” In common usage, it carries with it negative connota­
tions of fakery, trickery, falseness, and sham. This is unfortunate, 
because the so-called placebo effect is very real, and stems from actual 
neurological mechanisms. Although the technical quality of goods and 
services is crucial in providing satisfying consumption experiences, an 
important part of consumers’ total experience with a firm’s offerings 
results from what consumers believe and expect these offerings to 
deliver. When product quality declines, so do the added benefits created 
by the mind of the consumer.

How does the placebo effect work? Our beliefs, expectations, and 
possibly prior experiences cause biological changes roughly equivalent 
in magnitude and effect to those produced by chemical substances 
known to have the same effects. For example, naturally occurring 
painkillers in the brain, called endorphins, are similar in chemical struc­
ture to opium-derived narcotics and act much like morphine. When
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a placebo analgesic is administered to postoperative patients, many of 
them experience an easing of pain. Their belief that they have taken 
an authentic painkiller is enough to stimulate naturally occurring pain­
killers.

This and other research shows that, for many people, the belief or 
expectation of a positive outcome can trigger the same physiological 
processes and hence produce the same benefits as an artificial sub­
stance. In fact, in most studies of the effectiveness of a medication, 
between 35 percent and 50 percent of participants receiving the 
placebo treatment show the same improvements as those being treated 
with the actual medicine. This is not based on self-reports of patients, 
but on monitoring of physiological conditions. For example, one recent 
study involving antidepressants used brain-scanning techniques to 
show that patients who improved following placebo treatments and 
those who improved after receiving an actual antidepressant medication 
(38 percent and 52 percent, respectively) showed changes in activity in 
the same area of the brain.31 People who did not respond to either the 
placebo or the antidepressant showed no change in this same area of 
the brain. The placebo effect is so real and so grounded in neurochem­
istry that it occurs even in other animal species, such as rats, that pre­
sumably are not subject to “tricks of the mind” or high-order conscious 
expectation. Research of this sort indicates that the placebo effect can 
operate through conditioning, not just through conscious expectation 
and belief.

Most scientists generally accept that the placebo effect produces a 
significant amount of the benefit derived from an authentic medication. 
This benefit is additive; it supplements the benefits already provided by 
the active ingredients or intervention. For instance, one popular over- 
the-counter treatment for stomach distress doesn’t kick in until at least 
thirty minutes after ingestion. Flowever, many frequent users report sig­
nificant relief within the first twelve minutes. This relief is very real and 
is accompanied by changes in body chemistry. The actual treatment 
takes effect later, sustaining the positive experience. In doing so, it rein­
forces the expectation of more immediate relief—and therefore its deliv­
ery. This phenomenon demonstrates the combined action of expecta­
tion, conditioning, and authentic treatment. The power of this 
combination has far-reaching implications in the world of medicine and
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beyond. The benefits of placebo-only treatments, however, often decline 
rather soon. But when coupled with an authentic treatment, placebo 
benefits continue.

As we’ve seen, belief factors into the placebo effect. For example, 
participants in one experiment were told that a substance they would be 
asked to drink might induce vomiting. After drinking the liquid, nearly 
80 percent of the participants actually vomited. When they received a 
placebo “antidote” to stop their vomiting, their condition improved 
almost immediately. As you may already have guessed, the antidote was 
the same inert substance but in a different color.

An experiment reported by V S. Ramachandran demonstrates the 
power of the mind to reshape the body’s neurological systems.32 
Although not strictly in the domain of placebo effects, the experiment 
tapped into the mysterious world of what’s known as phantom pain. 
Common among amputees, phantom pain is pain perceived in a miss­
ing limb. This pain, often excruciating, may occur in various ways. In 
one sufferer, it took the form of a vivid sensation that the person’s miss­
ing hand was uncontrollably curling up in a clenched fist, causing agony 
as the fingers dug mercilessly into the palm. Using a special system of 
mirrors, the researchers asked the man to insert his intact hand into a 
transparent box that superimposed the reflection of the intact hand’s 
actions onto the reflection of the missing hand. Thus, the missing hand 
appeared to mimic the actions of the intact hand:

Robert looked into the box, positioned his good hand to superimpose its 
reflection over his phantom hand, and after making a fist with the nor­
mal hand, tried to unclench both hands simultaneously. The first time he 
did this, Robert exclaimed that he could feel the phantom fist open along 
with his good fist, simply as a result of the visual feedback. Better yet, 
the pain disappeared. The phantom then remained unclenched for sev­
eral hours until a new spasm occurred spontaneously. Without the mir­
ror, his phantom would throb in pain for forty minutes or more. Robert 
took the box home and tried the same trick each time that the clenching 
spasm recurred. If he did not use the box, he could not unclench his fist 
despite trying with all his might. If he used the mirror, the hand opened 
instantly.. . .  We have tried this treatment in over a dozen patients and it 
works for half of them.33
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Referring to another patient undergoing the same treatment, 
Ramachandran notes, “This is a mind-boggling observation if you think 
about it. Here is a man with no hand and no fingernails. How does 
one get nonexistent nails digging into a nonexistent palm, resulting in 
severe pain? Why would a mirror eliminate the phantom spasm?”34 
Much of Ramachandran’s book, Phantoms in the Brain, provides a neuro­
logical and social answer to this question. He explains:

Everything I have learned from the intensive study of both normal people 
and patients who have sustained damage to various parts of their brains 
points to an unsettling notion: that you create your own “reality" from 
mere fragments of information, that what you “see” is a reliable— but 
not always accurate— representation of what exists in the world, that 
you are completely unaware of the vast majority of events going on in 
your brain.35

This discussion of placebo effects demonstrates the power of the 
unconscious mind to produce very powerful and beneficial experiences 
over and above those expected from the technical merits of the product. 
Consider the extra experience that people have when they know that 
they’re consuming their favorite brand compared to the lesser experi­
ence of their brand in a blind taste test. We’ll probably discover that this 
special functioning of the mind accounts for loyalty to a brand or service 
provider, especially in commodity products. While the mind of the 
manager may ultimately yield the technical features of a product or serv­
ice, the mind of the consumer adds significant value about the con­
sumption experience. Rather than treating these consumer sources of 
added value as frivolous, we must understand and encourage them. 
They factor into the consumer’s storytelling process when creating 
brand meaning, covered in chapter 7.

Mechanisms Underlying the Unconscious Mind/Brain
A number of mechanisms support the operation of the unconscious 
consumer mind. We look more closely at these mechanisms in the fol­
lowing sections.
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Priming

Imagine that you’re conversing with someone, and the person hap­
pens to casually mention the word doctor during the conversation. Then 
he shows you a jumble of letters in which the letters “n,” “u,” “r,” “s,” and 
“e” are embedded, among many other letters. The person asks you to 
find a word in the seemingly random bunch of letters. As research 
reveals, under these conditions you would probably quickly find the 
word nurse in the jumbled letters. The prior mention of the word doctor 
has primed your thinking. It has caused you to focus your attention 
unconsciously in a way that another phonetically similar word (such as 
curse) would not. Though the priming process has a powerful effect on 
our thinking, we are generally unaware of it. For example, in the above 
scenario, you’d be unaware that the word doctor enabled you to identify 
the word nurse more quickly than you would have without priming.

Similarly, the music played in retail settings can significantly 
increase or decrease the amount of time consumers spend in the store, 
which can affect sales volume. In one experiment commissioned by a 
major European retailer, researchers found no significant differences in 
shoppers’ self-reported time spent in three store situations: no music 
played; music designed to decrease shopping time; and music designed 
to increase shopping time. However, shoppers’ actual time spent in the 
store differed as predicted across the three situations. Although most 
participants perceived the presence of background music in the store, 
few could accurately describe the style being played. Thus, their deci­
sion to stay in the store longer, or to leave more quickly, happened 
unconsciously. Moreover, the researchers found no differences in the 
impact of the music on time spent in the store between those who 
recalled music playing and those who did not. Even if the presence of 
the music didn’t register consciously, at least as measured by the ability 
to recall music later, it still influenced shoppers’ behavior without their 
knowing it.

Sometimes information can prime unwanted actions or thoughts. 
For instance, stop-smoking campaigns often backfire, prompting 
smokers to light up more often. This backfiring stems from so-called 
trigger cues. Even if a billboard communicates the obvious health haz­
ards of smoking, the giant cigarette in the graphic display may activate
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a smoker’s unconscious cravings. One advertising campaign designed 
to discourage illicit drug usage featured a visual of drug paraphernalia 
in unpleasant surroundings to highlight the disease and victimization. 
All the ad’s viewers consciously— and accurately— understood the mes­
sage in the ad, regardless of whether they’d used drugs or were recover­
ing drug addicts. However, the images only heightened recovering 
addicts’ desire to relapse. The ad made these individuals’ recovery so 
difficult that it was withdrawn. We will revisit the topic of priming later 
in this chapter.

Adding Information That "Isn't There"
Our senses, acting on environmental cues, help us create our under­

standing of the world around us. For example, in the words of Harvard 
University biologist John Dowling, visual perception is “reconstructive 
and creative. . . . The image that falls on the retina is two-dimensional, 
yet we live in a three-dimensional world. . . . Not only does the visual 
system use the information impinging on the retinas, but it draws on 
visual memories and experience to construct a coherent view of the 
world.”36 The third dimension comes from unconscious inferences 
drawn by applying our tacit knowledge and rules.37 Thus, we uncon­
sciously use judgments based on one set of cues to create judgments 
about other matters. Figure 3-1 is an example of this phenomenon.

After viewing this figure for three or four seconds, people ranging 
from fifth graders to senior executives offer remarkably similar accounts 
of the scene. As they see it, the figure shows a large creature with an 
angry expression on its face chasing a smaller creature who looks fright­
ened. Note that this “story” comprises several elements: social relation­
ships (one creature chasing another), emotions (anger and fear), inten­
tion (render harm and seek safety), and physical orientation (large and 
small, and locomotion).

As you may have guessed, both creatures are identical in every way. 
Without being aware of it, we use several visual cues to infer the story in 
the picture. In this case, the converging lines suggest a hallway or tunnel 
and create the optical illusion that one of the creatures is farther in the 
distance than the other. A lifetime of experience with depth perception 
tells us that, if two objects look identical in size but one appears farther
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FIGURE 3 - 1

Two Creatures in a Hallway

From M ind Sights by Roger N. Shepard, © 1990 by W. H. Freeman. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

away, then it must be larger than it actually looks. Since we “see” one 
creature as farther down the hallway, we “know” that it’s bigger than the 
creature that appears closer. If the converging lines disappeared, then 
we’d deem the two creatures identical in size. When the two appear the 
same size, viewers will likely not infer that one of them is chasing and 
menacing the other; this particular social element evaporates.

Yet figure 3-1 has another intriguing lesson: Even after we learn that 
the creatures are identical in every way, one still looks bigger to us. Our 
unconscious processes keep producing an experience that contradicts 
and prevails over our conscious knowledge. Moreover, after learning the 
truth about the creatures in the drawing, people who initially judged



Illuminating the Mind: Consumers’ Cognitive Unconscious I 67

one creature larger than the other still take longer to scan the “larger” 
creature in their mind’s eye.

The perception of an angry look on the “larger” creature and a 
frightened look on the “smaller" creature, together with the judgment 
that one is chasing the other, reflects the ability of the unconscious mind 
to add emotional meaning to and define relationships between charac­
ters in a scene. This phenomenon speaks volumes about our natural, 
automatic capacities to generate stories based on just a few cues as we 
discuss in chapter 9, Memory, Metaphor, and Stories.

What does all this imply for marketers? Physical, social, and psy­
chological settings and a consumer’s emotional state— all of which com­
prise what researchers call context— profoundly shape consumers’ inter­
pretation of images, as well as sounds, smells, and other incoming 
sensory information.38 Visual cues, such as the lines suggesting a hall­
way, prompt us to generate information (“One creature’s chasing the 
other” or “The big one’s angry”) that simply does not exist in the actual 
image. How our brain receives and processes sound causes us to judge 
the direction from which the sound is coming, the distance of its source, 
and the event causing the sound. These judgments create other judg­
ments telling us, for example, whether we should feel threatened or 
comforted, angry or amused. However, we are aware only of the judg­
ments, not the sophisticated processing that produces them. As with 
placebo effects in medicine, our minds are very active creating or pro­
viding qualities not otherwise presented by a stimulus, be it a supposed 
painkiller or wine from a famous vineyard.

Let’s explore this process further. When viewing figure 3-2, most 
people will “see” a triangle (as well as pizza and the video character Pac- 
man). Many people will even see the white inside the triangle to be 
brighter than the white outside of it. New brain-imaging techniques 
show us that the brain records the lines as if they were actually present.

In the same way, consumers record as present an experience with a 
product or service that they expect to be present even if it’s not. Absent 
information is counted as present. Thus, if consumers know they are 
sipping their favorite beverage, they add special qualities to the con­
sumption experience such as smooth taste, smoky flavor, a relaxing feel­
ing, and so on. In a blind taste test, these added qualities do not materi­
alize, because in such tests brand name does not play a part in 
participants’ expectations. Blind taste tests can help marketers develop
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FIGURE 3 - 2

What Do You See Besides Pacmen?

new product formulations before introducing them as brands. However, 
in these early developmental stages, marketers should also analyze the 
impact of environmental cues, such as package design, brand name, and 
logo, on the consumption experience.

Brand meaning is even more elusive than marketing researchers pre­
viously thought, because consumers’ predispositions generate thoughts 
and feelings toward the brand that unconsciously influence their reac­
tion to that brand. They fill in missing information, which becomes as 
real to them as if it were physically present in a product or in promo­
tional materials. Consumers add qualities to a familiar brand just as they 
see the missing lines in figure 3-2. These qualities are experienced as 
real and duly recorded in the brain as such. They are real, because con­
sumers’ minds (more than the brand) have supplied them with that 
information. Remove any knowledge of the brand, and the special qual­
ities tend to disappear.

Subtracting Information That Is There
Our minds also subtract information. Information one would ex­

pect to be visible isn’t. We often believe we take in more information 
than we actually do. For example, in one study, researchers showed par­
ticipants a short video in which a pendulum in the center of the picture
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swings dramatically back and forth. With the first version of the video, 
mud splashes appear randomly on the screen. In this version, viewers 
didn’t see the pendulum moving. With a second version of the video, in 
which the mud splashes are removed, viewers did notice the movement 
of the pendulum— and were surprised that they missed it in the earlier 
version.

In another experiment, participants counted the number of times a 
basketball is passed among a small group of people, as shown on a 
video.39 In the video, a gorilla walks past the group— but viewers don’t 
mention seeing the animal. When the researchers showed the video 
without first asking the subjects to count, the gorilla becomes the most 
conspicuous element of the scene. In the first version of the experiment, 
the focus on counting causes people to unconsciously subtract the 
gorilla, a presence otherwise remarkable.

We subtract details from our experiences because we have a limited 
capacity to hold information at a level of conscious inspection. We can’t 
afford to attend to cues that are not obviously relevant to the task at 
hand if we want to perform that task well. Yet participants’ subtraction 
of the gorilla in the previously described experiment doesn’t necessarily 
mean that they completely discounted the gorilla from the experience. 
In all likelihood, had these same participants seen a photo showing a 
large number of different animals (including a gorilla) soon after view­
ing the film, their eyes would have moved first to the gorilla.

This tendency to subtract information explains the frequent phe­
nomenon in which people recall an advertisement but not the product 
being advertised. What engages our attention is not the brand but some 
other element of the message. In another example, a manufacturer of 
marine engines brought a group of boat builders to a marine-engine 
production plant to impress on them the quality and care with which 
the engines were manufactured. The plant manager had developed a 
specific list of “learning points” he wanted to convey to the builders. 
After the visit, the builders recalled very few of these points while eval­
uating the experience. Upon investigation, the company discovered 
that several graphic and clever safety and motivational posters intended 
for employees had distracted the visitors. These posters were removed, 
and during the next visit the boat builders successfully retained the 
learning points.
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Figure 3-3, also shown in chapter 1, graphically demonstrates a 
variation of the information-subtraction phenomenon. When viewing 
this figure, most people first see either a duck lying on its back or a rab­
bit nibbling grass. Very few people will see both animals at once.

After staring at it, people eventually see whichever animal they 
missed at first. The two views will then continue to alternate; viewers 
see one animal and then the other. Even when they know that both ani­
mals are present, most people can still see only one at a time. Seeing one 
animal requires them to deny unconsciously the presence of the other; 
they know it’s there but can’t see it.

This phenomenon, in which awareness of one idea requires the sup­
pression of another, helps explain why people may view a brand differ­
ently at different times. The context in which a brand is viewed will 
favor the surfacing of one interpretation over another. Thus, a duality or 
paradox emerges in consumers’ perceptions of a product or service. For

FIGURE 3 - 3

What Do You See?

From M ind Sights by Roger N. Shepard, © 1990 by W. H. Freeman. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.
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example, a person may describe Coca-Cola as invigorating or relaxing in 
one setting and as an American symbol or a universal icon in another 
context. Package recipients judge the delivery of a package by Federal 
Express as slow or fast depending on their own social and psychological 
conditions— even if the actual delivery timing is constant. For instance, 
if a recipient is eager to receive the package, he will perceive the delivery 
time as slow.

These alternating perceptions involving the interaction of uncon­
scious and conscious processes suggest that firms must be particularly 
sensitive to that element of a duality that occurs most often in con­
sumers’ conscious minds and what may cause a shift to the uncon­
scious. Companies can then build in cues in the design of a service set­
ting or a product and its packaging and advertising that will encourage 
activation of the more “silent” element in the duality.

The unconscious mind represents a significant frontier where marketers 
may establish secure beachheads of competitive advantage. Certainly no 
firm can claim to understand consumers without colonizing this land of 
opportunity. Indeed, companies must grasp how conscious and uncon­
scious thinking interact with and shape one another if they want to 
mine the treasures hidden in this frontier. Equally important, marketers 
must also understand how their own unconscious minds influence mar­
keting mix and other key decisions. Finally, the mind of the market con­
sists of the interactions of both managers’ and consumers’ conscious and 
unconscious thinking, adding yet another challenging complexity. The 
mind is what the brain does, and managers must pay considerable 
attention to the mechanics and paradoxes that characterize it.





Interviewing the Mind/Brain

Metaphor Elicitation

C h a p t e r  F o u r

Imagination is the soul of the mind 

and metaphor its primary nourishment.

The elaboration of metaphors is an 

imaginative form of rational thinking.

— Richard E. Cytowic

M a r k e t in g  p r o f e s s io n a l s  have numerous research meth­
ods at their disposal, including one-on-one interviewing, 
surveys, ethnographic studies, projective techniques, and focus groups. 

All have their strengths and weaknesses. This chapter begins with a 
short commentary on research methods, then focuses on metaphors that 
transport unconscious, tacit thought to a conscious level where it may 
be examined. The next chapter reviews two additional methods for 
interviewing the mind.

About Research Methods
All research methods involve compromises with reality.1 Researchers pre­
fer more than one method whenever possible, because human thought
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and behavior are too complex for any one method to capture fully. Also, 
when different methods converge on the same insight, the researcher 
can feel greater confidence in its soundness. Excepting focus groups, 
which have little grounding in any science, the most commonly used 
market research methods all have situations in which they are and are 
not appropriate to use.

Marketers must develop and use research methods that dig deeply 
into the mind of the market by taking new approaches as well as 
improving upon old ones. Traditional quantitative and qualitative meth­
ods work well in several circumstances: when managers have substan­
tial brand and category knowledge, when little has changed among con­
sumers or in the competitive environment, where consumers can readily 
articulate what they think, and where issues of recall are not present or 
relevant. For example, the brand manager who wants to know what 
opinion leaders think about an established brand might use a survey, 
especially if she knows the relevant drivers of purchase. If she wants to 
study the opinion leaders’ vocabulary, she could conduct a focus group 
exclusively of such leaders.

Tactical issues usually suggest traditional techniques. For example, 
statistical analyses of questionnaire data or opinions expressed in focus 
groups can help identify the most attractive package design. Marketers 
can use scanner data to determine which products to promote together 
or whether to discontinue a particular promotion; in-store observations 
and scanner data together to assess the value of particular product 
placements within stores; statistical analyses of scanner data, simulated 
settings, and store exit interviews to assess the effects of lighting, music, 
and other in-store environmental cues on purchase volume; and user 
observations to determine the utility of an established product or a pro­
totype of a new product.

Standard research methods address basic marketing issues such as: 
How do purchase frequency and store preference differ among market 
segments and are they changing? How has market share changed 
among competing brands? Do consumers prefer product attribute bun­
dle A over bundle B? Is the taste of formulation A preferred over formu­
lation B?

Standard methods falter in addressing such important issues as: 
What frame of reference do people use when thinking about a brand?
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Why do consumers prefer one attribute bundle over another? What role 
does a product play in consumers’ lives? How do consumers feel about 
the basic problem a product is designed to solve? What do people mean 
by “good health,” “luxury," “managing money,” or “a company I can 
trust”? Why are consumers loyal to a particular brand? What are the 
dimensions of the customers’ total experience with a product? What 
latent needs are causing consumers to use a product differently in differ­
ent situations?

In these cases, marketers need methods that go beyond what cus­
tomers can readily articulate— that get at what people don’t know they 
know. This is more critical than ever before, as rapid technological 
change requires managers to understand consumers’ latent needs. Put 
differently, people’s responses to very new products and services are 
governed by their deeply held and hard-to-express thoughts and feel­
ings rather than by surface-level attitudes and opinions. The more radi­
cal the product, the more important is the unconscious mind in 
accounting for the acceptance or rejection of the innovation.

The most limiting aspect of research, however, does not stem from 
inherent compromise but from human nature. That is, the person using a 
method— rather than the method itself—most determines both the benefits 
and problems that the method will generate. These limitations come largely 
from the inappropriate matching of a method to a problem. Sometimes, too, 
researchers forget or ignore the compromises that a method entails and 
present findings as more robust and reliable than warranted.

Trained in mathematical sociology, I favor survey research and tech­
niques that require thoughtful statistical analysis. Advances in mathe­
matical analyses permit more sophisticated inferences and promise 
to dig deeper into customers’ and consumers’ unconscious minds.2 
These inferences, however, must still be informed by important 
advances about how customers think. They must also build on deep ini­
tial explorations into relevant thoughts and feelings, the building blocks 
of sound quantitative inferences. The new insights from several disci­
plines introduced here, plus recent advances in qualitative investiga­
tions to be discussed here, should benefit the more quantitatively ori­
ented researchers.

I highly regard various observational techniques when skilled 
observers use them, whether in laboratory settings, a consumer’s home,
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a retail store, a customer’s office, or a manufacturing plant. At the same 
time, these techniques simply cannot uncover all the important aspects 
of consumers’ unconscious and conscious thoughts and feelings. Given 
the prominence of the unconscious mind, or the cognitive unconscious, 
we must augment existing research methods with methods designed 
specifically to probe unconscious cognition.3

“Penetrating the Mind by Metaphor”4
As we saw in chapter 3, the unconscious gives the orders and the con­
scious mind carries them out. Or, as Gerald M. Edelman and Giulio 
Tononi, authors of A Universe of Consciousness: How Matter Becomes 
Imagination, put it, “Unconscious aspects of mental activity, such as 
motor and cognitive routines, and unconscious memories, intentions, 
and expectations play a fundamental role in shaping and directing our 
conscious experience.”5

If the unconscious mind is so powerful— and so elusive— must 
managers and consumer researchers despair of ever surfacing the treas­
ures within it? Happily, no. Researchers from various disciplines have 
developed numerous devices for mining the unconscious and using 
those revelations to create real value for consumers.6

One particularly intriguing device involves metaphors.7 By inviting 
consumers to use metaphors as they talk about a product or service, 
researchers bring consumers’ unconscious thoughts and feelings to a 
level of awareness where both parties can explore them more openly 
together. The appendix to this chapter provides guidance for doing this.

Because metaphors can reveal cognitive processes beyond those 
shown in more literal language, they can also surface important thoughts 
that literal language may underrepresent or miss completely.8 For this 
reason, specialists in clinical psychology and psychiatry are increasingly 
using metaphor elicitation to help patients make unconscious experi­
ences progressively more conscious and communicable.

Metaphors direct consumers’ attention, influence their perceptions, 
enable them to make sense of what they encounter, and influence their 
decisions and actions.9 Therefore, understanding and influencing con­
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sumers’ thoughts and decisions— and designing more valuable offerings 
for them— requires an exploration of the metaphors they use.

Like much research on metaphors, this book treats them broadly to 
include similes, analogies, allegories, proverbs, and the like. All of these 
forms express one thought in terms of another. Historically, novelists 
and poets have used vivid imagery in metaphors to express love, desire, 
pain, and life in general. However, metaphor making is a fundamental 
aspect of the mind.10 Indeed, metaphors have a neurological foundation, 
which accounts for their prominence and operation.11 Different social 
contexts, ranging from a people’s overall cultural environment to small 
social cliques, affect the way these wirings operate.

More firms are using metaphors as a formal way of understanding 
their customers.12 Some use consumers’ metaphors to develop entire 
new lines of business. For example, Hallmark launched a new division 
based on the insights gained from consumer metaphors relating to 
memory. A major European-based cosmetics company has used three 
core metaphors it discovered in consumers’ thinking to develop new 
beauty-care product lines. Still other firms, such as Bank of America, 
Samsung Electronics, Procter & Gamble, Schieffelin and Somerset, 
DuPont, and Diageo, have used consumer metaphors to generate new 
product and service ideas. Other companies, including Glaxo Well­
come, Immunex, Hewlett-Packard, McNeil Consumer Healthcare, Mer­
cedes, and the Story Development Studio, have made explicit use of 
metaphors for understanding auto design preferences; the experience of 
medical conditions such as high cholesterol, rheumatoid arthritis, and 
erectile dysfunction; home health care issues; and audience reactions to 
film and television programming content. In all cases, these firms spent 
considerable time understanding the basic nature of metaphoric 
thought, not just examining the consumer metaphors they found inter­
esting. Then they adapted their communications and offerings to meet 
the needs represented in consumers’ metaphors, based on knowledge of 
how metaphors work. Metaphors have a strong presence in advertising. 
For example, the muscle-bound man climbing out of a bottle to clean 
floors, the giant in the washing machine, and the Rock of Gibraltar all 
represent security and strength. The challenge, however, is to make 
tacit thinking about metaphor explicit so that the powerful role of
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metaphor in consumer (and manager thinking) can be leveraged more 
effectively.

Metaphors can hide as well as reveal thoughts and feelings.13 An 
example comes from a study conducted for the Lifetime Television net­
work on how women see their day. One interview participant brought 
with her a picture of a solitary tree growing in a barren landscape. Ini­
tially, the interviewee used this picture to describe her sense of loneli­
ness, a lack of help in raising a preschool-age son, and the absence of 
recognition of her struggles. In short, the tree represented the woman’s 
solitary effort. Later, when the interviewer revisited the image in a differ­
ent way with the interviewee, an additional— and dramatically differ­
ent— interpretation of the picture emerged from the interviewee. 
(Remember the rabbit-and-duck picture in chapters 1 and 3?) In this 
alternative interpretation, the tree represented the woman’s sense of 
achievement and her courage in the face of difficult odds. Other women 
who used different metaphors echoed the dual meaning of the lonely 
but strong tree. As a result, the network incorporated these ideas into a 
film script about strong but lonely women.

When properly elicited and interpreted, consumers’ metaphors can 
uncover deep as well as surface-level thoughts.14 Wini Schaeffer, a 
Motorola manager, describes how the use of metaphors has “enormous 
implications for positioning products. . . . You get answers to questions 
that you never thought to ask. I can’t imagine you’d get that from a 
survey.”15 DuPont researcher Glenda Green describes how metaphor- 
based research provided the first positive things they could act on 
in their marketing of hosiery. The metaphor research provided “inten­
sity, texture, and depth that we’d never gotten from other studies . . . 
bringing out subtleties related to sexual issues that you don’t get in 
a straight interview. Also, rather than a love-hate attitude toward hosiery, 
we discovered something more complex, a like-hate relationship.” As a 
result, hosiery manufacturers and their distributors changed their ads to 
include images of sexiness and allure along with images of super- 
competent career women. One company began including cards with a 
yin-yang symbol in its packaging to acknowledge the like-hate feelings 
woman held, and on the other side of the card, a personalized quote to 
convey a message of understanding and female affirmation.16
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If managers understand the full range of metaphors consumers use 
to think about a product, they can design more effective communica­
tions about the brand and increase the likelihood of a purchase. For ex­
ample, managers at a major Midwestern bank found that their small- 
business customers used metaphors relating to vitality when evaluating 
banking services. In response, the bank designed more meaningful ma­
terials to communicate with these customers in a way that spoke to the 
need for vitality. A leading architectural firm has used metaphor-elicitation 
techniques with their residential and commercial clients to help align 
architect and client thinking.

A Closer Look at Embodied Cognition
Many metaphors consist of references to physical motion, bodily sen­
sations, or sensory experiences. This “embodied cognition” isn’t sur­
prising: We begin creating metaphors early in life in order to make 
sense of our world. The systems we experience most intimately at this 
and later stages throughout our lives are related to our bodies. Con­
sequently, many metaphors rooted in our sensory and motor systems 
link the outside world with the brain. Here are just a few everyday 
examples:

“I hear what you are saying” reflects comprehension.
“You’ll see” forewarns or predicts a future state.
“Those rules stink” indicates repugnance and dissatisfaction.
“What a touching scene” conveys a special feeling about a situation.
“She’s a pain” indicates irritation.
“Don’t get ahead of yourself’ suggests slowing down.
“She’s a go-getter” describes motivation.
“He’s falling behind in his payments” describes tardiness.
“I’m feeling really up” describes a mood.
“He lords it over us” portrays an attitude.
“Lend a hand” refers to a request for or offer of assistance.
“I got a kick out of that” describes a type of reaction.
“She’s in it up to her neck” suggests trouble.
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Numerous disciplines provide evidence that abstract thought is 
often rooted in sensory and motor systems. That is, we use our senses 
and our bodies as metaphors to represent ideas that have nothing to do 
with the specific sense or body part. Since these systems have one pur­
pose— to inform us about the world and help us navigate within it— not 
surprisingly, we rely on them to help us represent our abstract thoughts 
and actions.17 Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio has this to say about 
embodied cognition:

The lower levels in the neural edifice of reason are the same ones that 
regulate the processing of emotions and feelings, along with the body 

functions necessary for an organism’s survival. In turn, these lower levels 
maintain direct and mutual relationships with virtually every bodily 
organ, thus placing the body directly within the chain of operations that 
generate the highest reaches of reasoning, decision making, and, by 
extension, social behavior and creativity. Emotion, feeling, and biological 
regulation all play a role in human reason. The lowly orders of our 
organism are in the loop of high reason.18

And as linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson 
explain:

[From a biological perspective,] it is eminently plausible that reason has 
grown out of the sensory and motor systems and that [reason] still uses 
those systems or structures developed from them.. . .  [This] explains why 
our system for structuring and reasoning about events of all kinds should 
have the structure of a motor-control system.19

Embodied cognition in metaphors is universal among human 
beings. Every culture and every society uses such expressions, although 
they may emphasize different senses and motor systems in expressing 
particular thoughts. Box 4-1 provides additional examples of embodied- 
cognition metaphors, all of which are present in one form or another in 
all cultures. Because embodied cognition is so basic and automatic, we 
often fail to appreciate such metaphors’ special power to reveal more 
complex, hidden meaning.20
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Box 4-1

Sample Metaphor Categories

Linguist Andrew Goatly has identified several metaphor categories 
that apply across cultures.21 Notice the prominence of embodied cog­
nition, as well as references to the impact of the natural world on our 
physical world, in this classification scheme. Metaphors from diverse 
market research projects conducted by Olson Zaltman Associates 
illustrate each category.

Human qualities: Dead, lively, living, overwork, bring to mind, dis­

sect, mutilate, flesh out, body, backbone, head, shoulder, heart, 

scar, hand. The project conducted for Lifetime Television concern­
ing how women picture their day brought forth the following quo­
tation in reference to an image of a heavily damaged ceiling: “That 
is how my heart feels all day. It wears a big scar.”

Plants/vegetables: Take root, uproot, transplant, plant, blossom, 

bud, barren, green, seasoned, peel, grow. While exploring the 
learning environment at General Motors, one executive described 
his responsibilities this way: “The first thing I had to do was to nur­
ture new ideas and have patience while they grow. Give them a 
chance to bloom."

Games: Volley, ball's in your court, kick off, start the ball rolling, 

opponent, goal, strike out, foul, win. The CEO of a services firm 
who described difficulties in recruiting talented personnel 
explained her initial philosophy for finding promising talent: “We 
didn’t want people who hit singles all the time. We wanted the 
grand slammer, the person who scores touchdowns, not goals."

War/fighting: Battle o f wits, in-fighting, truce, attack, strike, 

defend, resist, bombard, fire away, shoot mouth off, shoot down 

ideas, point blank, ammunition, flak, double-edged sword, com­

bative. The same services-firm CEO also noted: “We were shoot­
ing ourselves in the foot. In any event, we have stopped sabotag­
ing ourselves and are pretty aggressive with anyone promising.”

(continued)
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Liquids: Spout, leak, pour, spit, brim over, dry up, in midstream, 

torrent, stream, against the tide, mainstream, new wave, hold 

water, drained, test the waters, hot water. A study on what it 
means to have breakthrough thinking in globally networked 
organizations illustrates the liquidity of ideas. As one CEO partici­
pating in the study commented, “One breakthrough idea can be a 
tidal wave sending people scurrying to higher ground for protec­
tion__ But people are just afraid to swim in moving waters, they
prefer wading in a stagnant pool.”

Walking/running: Run over/through, as the saying goes, he 

goes over and over, stop, ramble, wander, sidestep, roundabout, 

falter, halting, stumble, retreat, find your way, passage, maze.

A project involving trial users of Febreze, a spray-on product 
for removing odors from fabrics, produced a number of motion 
metaphors: “People will be tripping over themselves to get 
this stuff.” “Before using this on my clothes you could see 
people step back from me when I got near; I guess it was all my 
smoking.”

Food/drink: Food for thought, half-baked, raw, sweet, rehash, 

spill, drink in, chew on, ruminate, digest, regurgitate. A project for 
the Story Development Studio analyzing a script for a feature film 
invoked several food and drink metaphors: “I thought it would be 
just warmed-up leftovers from Police Academy.” “This had my 
stomach going." “It’ll be just another puke film.”

Money: Cheap, rich, payback. A study for Citibank concerning 
retail banking operations provides these examples: “The place 
oozes money... not because it’s a bank, but the marble floors and 
even the smell inside says ‘class’ like a house from the ‘Rich and 
Famous.’” In a study of attitudes toward financial planners, the 
money-as-wisdom metaphor was evident: “If they [financial plan­
ners] are so smart, why aren’t they rich?”

Cloth/clothing: Texture, material, weave, tag on, tailor, fabricate, 

decorate, embellish, padding. The Lifetime Television project 
involved many clothing metaphors. For example: “You just don’t 
outgrow some memories the way you do your jeans.” “I wish the
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creeps could be in my shoes even for an hour, even fifteen min­
utes__ They’d button their mouths up fast.”

Movement/transfer: Drop, release, throw, pass, take back, ex­

change, put, pose, place, catch, gather, extract, find, store, hold, 

hang on, vacillate, tough going, advance. A Procter & Gamble 
study of consumers’ weekly grocery experiences provides this 
example: “I wish I could just chuck the whole experience out the 
window." Someone who engaged in boutique shopping said: 
“[Vjisiting a boutique even if I don’t buy anything is a kind of rush. 
It sort of raises my mood."

Vehicles/vessels: Launch, go under, captain, crash, run, embark, 

torpedo, lifeline, pilot, wreck, harbor. Another project addressing 
parent-child relationships produced several vehicle-related 
expressions: “After an hour with the kids shopping for school, I’m 
a complete wreck. They drive me crazy.” “Dealing with him is like 
being on a roller coaster, except that on a roller coaster you know 
it’s going to end soon."

Weather: Atmosphere, climate, sunny, dark, gloomy, hot, cold, 

cloud, frosty, storm. A project about motivation among R&D teams 
in an electronics company provides these examples: “[The team 
leader] blows hot and cold; you just can’t forecast his reaction.” 
“The team can be all excited until he calls the meeting to order, 
and then it’s like a cloud moving across the sun.” “Compared to 
my last company this is a breath of fresh air.”

Vision: See, overlook, watch, search, transparent, faint, murky, in­

distinct, enlighten, screen, picture, sketch, sparkle, bright, blind, 

focus, short-sighted. Vision is a fundamental metaphor for expres­
sing comprehension (“I see what you mean”), an unusually 
perceptive person (“She’s a true visionary"), an attitude (“See?” as 
in “I told you so"), and so on. Probably no other sense is used so 
often in metaphor in so many different ways. For example, a proj­
ect on sincerity in advertising generated such expressions as “I 
could see right through them," “It’s all smoke and mirrors," and 
“They try to pull the wool over your eyes"—all of which referred to 
the firms that had created the ads.

(continued)
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Places: Lot, sphere, spot, near to, away from, enter, exit/leave, 

occupy, fill/empty, void, abandon, possess, sucked into, tied to, 

exclude, boundary/line. A project on spirituality encountered refer­
ences to “finding an inner void," “filling a void," “abandoning my 
roots," “falling into a rut," “becoming one with the universe,” and 
“leaving old ways behind." An investigation of people's attitudes 
toward germs generated expressions such as, “They are every­
where,” “Germs know no boundaries," “It’s like a doctor’s office, 
not a lived-in home."

Social Constructions
As box 4-1 suggests, people in all cultures face the same basic problems 
and key events in life; not surprisingly, they display similar responses to 
those problems and events at a fundamental level. For example, every 
society has developed belief systems involving justice and punishment, 
commerce, and the production of goods and services. Many social 
beliefs and practices pertaining to community, religion, family, games, 
and work have coevolved with and even influenced our physiology.22 
Expressions of these fundamental domains appear in every society’s day- 
to-day speech, although different societies use different expressions. For 
instance, consider the domains of family and community, religion, and 
sports.

F a m i l y  a n d  c o m m u n i t y :

• “She’s in a family way” refers to a pregnancy.
• “She’s like a sister to me” conveys a sense of bonding.
• “Somehow we never connected” describes the absence of a solid 

relationship.
• “She got left out” refers to social exclusion.

R e l i g i o n :

• “He’s the high priest of comedy” suggests professional status.
• “What an angel” expresses appreciation.
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• “She’s full of the devil" describes a character trait.
• “Whatever possessed me” indicates loss of control.
• “Stop preaching at me” rejects someone’s behavior.
• “He received the family’s blessing" describes acceptance.

S p o r t s  o r  p l a y :

• “She hit a home run with that speech” represents success.
• “He scored points with employees” reflects making a good 

impression.
• “He struck out” expresses failure.

These core institutions— sports, religion, politics, family, law, and 
many others— inspire a number of expressions that we use to convey 
thoughts completely unrelated to those institutions. Moreover, many of 
these expressions combine social, sensory, and motor metaphors. For 
example, “heads of state” command “foot soldiers,” and in most societies 
“higher up” is better than “lower down.”

Metaphors in Action
So far, we’ve had just a glimpse into how some companies have used 
metaphor elicitation to better understand consumers. But managers 
have also used metaphor to help understand their own thinking. The 
following examples shed light on both uses of metaphor.

“They Try to Skin You"

In this study, researchers asked consumers to collect pictures from 
any magazines, newspapers, and other sources of their choice that rep­
resented the thoughts and feelings that came to mind when they 
thought or heard about a particular credit-card company. Participants 
were to bring these pictures to an interview and talk about them there.

One consumer offered a picture of a meat cleaver to express the 
treatment she experienced from this firm. “They try to skin you,” she 
commented. Later in the interview, her interpretation of the image
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shifted. Originally, she had spoken of the company as being the aggres­
sor, but later she described the meat cleaver as a weapon she used 
against the company Specifically, in a composite image that she created 
near the end of the interview, she depicted the meat cleaver as severing 
a credit card. In the picture, several other former consumer “victims” 
wielded the handle of the knife. By engaging in this activity, these 
consumers transformed themselves into “victors” in a battle with the 
company. Without the added stimulus of the pictures, such deep 
thoughts and feelings as these might have remained hidden during 
the interviews.

“Godzilla Should Go Aw ay”

Metaphors can also help managers understand their own thoughts 
and actions. For example, one global industrial-goods manufacturer 
used metaphor elicitation to explore executives’ experiences with inno­
vation within the company. (More and more firms are using this tech­
nique to address internal organizational issues, especially issues about 
change, learning, and diversity.)

Below is an excerpt from one three-hour interview. The italicized 
words are those of the interviewee. The picture of Godzilla that is refer­
enced is just one of several pictures that the manager was asked to find 
before coming to the interview that would help describe the experience 
of being innovative in the company.

[Tjhere is a picture of Godzilla. Godzilla depicts people who are the 
protectors of the old way of doing things. Maybe that is management.

How do you feel toward the Godzillas when it comes to
innovation?

I feel that Godzilla should go away and let the people learn how to 
defend themselves or go on the offense to stop whoever is coming. I 
would call this ingenuity and innovation. Down the leg of Godzilla is 
the word “Princeton” because of the style Princeton uses when it plays 
basketball, a very slowed down style, very methodical, but they do 
win most of the time. So I'm not saying that’s a bad process, but I 
think it hinders the innovation process, because it slows it down.
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So, how would you relate that to the way you approach innovation?

I would be on a different team— one that’s full of a lot of people who 
can play on a team, but have individual characteristics.

Any reason why Godzilla is as big as it is?

Yeah, Godzilla is tough to handle, very strong, built on “This is the 
only way of doing things,” which has worked [in the past]. It’s hard to 
beat Godzilla.

As a metaphor, Godzilla represented this manager’s view of senior 
managers who protected old ways that impeded learning, moved 
methodically and slowly, and, ultimately, obstructed innovation. This 
particular manager preferred to be on a team that valued and encour­
aged individual expression. At a deeper level, she expressed feelings 
about the power of the status quo, a lack of speed at the company, the 
need to fight a discouraging internal attitude, and isolation.

As it turned out, many others in the firm shared these feelings. The 
revelations generated by the metaphors compelled senior management 
to take action. They decentralized and simplified the process of initiat­
ing new plans and procedures to offer additional autonomy to people. 
Months later, an audit found that more new ideas emerged successfully 
in the eight months after these changes than had emerged in the prior 
two and a half years.

“Negotiating with a Gorilla with a Huge Chip on His Shoulder”

Another study, this time about how industrial customers viewed 
corporate image, involved a picture of a gorilla. In this project, man­
agers talked about what they believed purchasing agents thought of 
their company. This information was then contrasted with findings from 
interviews with purchasing agents about their views of the company. 
While some ideas overlapped, especially those relating to product qual­
ity, their thinking clearly diverged in certain areas. Two of the purchas­
ing agents, reflecting the thoughts of many others, brought in pictures 
of gorillas. In one case, the gorilla reflected the company’s obstinacy in 
negotiations. In another, it depicted an insensitivity to the purchasing 
agent’s needs. In contrast, managers from the vendor brought positive
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pictures to describe how purchasing agents saw them, such as people 
shaking hands, a doctor speaking with a patient, someone tending a gar­
den, and a mother and child baking a cake together. Subsequently, the 
vendor worked to close the gaps between the managers’ and purchasing 
agents’ perceptions of the company and developed a survey based on 
the issues surfaced by metaphor elicitation. The firm now uses this 
method periodically to monitor purchasing agent attitudes.

Values-Cues Research

General Motors uses metaphors in its Value-Cues Research program 
for designing vehicles, advertising, and dealership appearances. In a 
recent study, GM hired researchers to ask consumers to bring objects 
expressing “optimism” to a one-on-one interview. One participant 
brought an image of a champagne flute. The interviewee explained that 
the flute’s simple, open design expressed many things, including the 
dawning of a new day. GM’s designers then used this understanding 
to convey optimism in their car designs. One design-team member re­
marked, “It would be impossible to do this relying only on verbal cues. 
Getting customers to express themselves in the same design vernacular 
we use goes right to the heart of how we connect with them.”

In another metaphor-elicitation project, General Motors’ designers 
asked consumers to show them photos of “friendly” watches. Respon­
dents chose watches that were easy to read and could stand up under 
abuse. The dominant design features of these watches included a large 
face, easily legible numbers, and a low-tech, nonindustrial “feel.” Study 
participants also chose watches that appeared “fun.” “Fun” was ex­
pressed through color; “innocent, silly” shapes; a round face; and 
designs “that make you smile,” look comfortable, and invite comments 
from others.

To its amazement, the design team also learned that “slight changes 
in design can drastically change the metaphor conjured up by cus­
tomers.” With watches, as with human faces, the difference between a 
mean and friendly look can be very subtle indeed. That’s why the Value- 
Cues Research program uses “in-depth one-on-one interviews rather 
than focus groups to probe deeply and figure out why a subtle change in 
design produces a major change in the metaphors used to describe one
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design option versus another,” according to Dr. Jeffrey Hartley, a psy­
chologist and manager of Brand Character and Theme Research at Gen­
eral Motors.

By asking consumers to use nonautomobile examples, the re­
searchers gained a more complete understanding of the diverse mean­
ings of “friendly” as potentially relevant to automobiles. In fact, in most 
of its metaphor-elicitation research, Olson Zaltman Associates asks con­
sumers to bring in pictures that don’t show the product in question, but 
depict their thoughts and feelings about that product, service, or experi­
ence. Thus, in a study of the essence of Mickey Mouse, OZA asked con­
sumers not to choose pictures relating to or including Mickey or Disney 
in general. As a result, consumers thought more deeply about the topic 
and produced more valuable insights than otherwise would have been 
the case.

Metaphors Involve Mental Models
Metaphors do not exist as words in memory, but as networks of abstract 
understandings that constitute part of our mental imagery.23 We call 
these networks consensus maps when a group of people shares them. Fig­
ure 4-1 shows a simple consensus map of consumers’ understandings of 
Chevrolet trucks in terms of a rock, in response to Chevy’s “Like a rock” 
advertisement, one of Chevy’s most successful. The company designed it 
based on metaphor-elicitation research with consumers; as a result, it 
effectively identified the associations present in the thinking of dedi­
cated Chevy truck owners and then, through advertising, established 
these associations in the thinking of a broader truck-buying public (see 
figure 4-1).

The phrase “like a rock” inspires four basic associations in con­
sumers’ minds: “rock” with “take abuse”; “Chevy” with “reliable”; 
“Chevy” with “rock”; and “take abuse” with “reliable.” When consumers 
make a connection between the idea of a Chevy truck and the idea of a 
rock, they attribute certain rocklike qualities, such as the ability to take 
abuse, to Chevy trucks and translate them into notions of reliability and 
ruggedness. Figure 4-1 shows how these qualities enter consumers’ 
awareness directly through advertising or other marketing decisions.
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FIGURE 4 - 1

Metaphor Structure for Chevy Trucks

Rock Chevy Truck

Take Abuse Reliable, Rugged

These qualities in turn are embodied in the Chevy truck logo. Thus the 
mutual influence between marketers and consumers flows back and 
forth, as each responds to the other’s metaphorical communication.

Another example of how companies both represent and influence 
consumers’ thinking through metaphor is the Folgers “Coffee Dancer” TV 
commercial. The ad shows a young woman waking up in the early morn­
ing, enjoying a cup of coffee, becoming increasingly alert, and finally par­
ticipating in an energetic dance rehearsal, presumably later that same 
morning. The music in the ad starts out slow and then quickens its pace, 
mirroring the woman’s physical movements. The associations here 
include “Folgers Coffee” and “dance”; “dance” and “energy”; “Folgers Cof­
fee” and “being alert”; and “energy” and “being alert.” The ad further sym­
bolizes the idea of alertness through its depiction of the connection 
between energy and dance. The creative staff of an advertising agency 
also developed this idea based on its analyses of the metaphors that con­
sumers used to describe the experience of drinking coffee.

Clearly, social and physical experiences interact strongly to produce 
the metaphors in our minds. Figure 4-2, which shows how one con­
sumer thought about smoking and the neutralization of cigarette smoke 
in her home, provides a simple framework for thinking about these 
associations. The figure also reveals the ways in which social and physi­
cal experiences work together to influence how consumers communi­
cate about their problems and how marketers can present information 
about the products intended to solve them.

A company created this figure by eliciting consumers’ metaphors 
describing their experiences with smoking and with using a smoke-neu­
tralizing product for fabrics during in-home trials. One respondent’s 
data illustrates this point. Like others in the same study, this person
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FIGURE 4 - 2

The Interaction of the Social and Physical Experience

Physical World

Social
World

Problem

Solution

Sensory__________________________Motor

. . .  others are watching me. . .  ; . . .  can’t wait to get out. . .

Container
movement

. . .  aren’t stink • . . .  they think I’ve
bombs anymore . . . ! kicked the habit. . .

1

found cigarette-smoke odor to be more than just a sensory experience; it 
affected her image as a person, a homemaker, and a mother.

According to this consumer, the smell of smoke stuck to her kids’ 
clothing, her furniture, and the inside of her car. She commented, “I feel 
others are watching me when my kids visit their home.” This statement 
conveys a social problem (disapproval by others) linked to the sense of 
vision (cell 1 in the figure). Later in the interview, the woman said, “1 
know when they drop by here to pick up their kids they can’t wait to get 
out.” This statement also reflects a social problem (“They can’t wait") but 
is linked to physical motion through expressions such as “pick up” and 
“get out” (cell 2 in the figure). At another point in the interview, while 
discussing how the odor-neutralizing product worked, this same partici­
pant commented, “Now when my kids go over to a friend’s house, they 
aren’t stink bombs anymore.” Thus the consumer sees the product as a 
solution to a social problem because it defuses a “stink bomb” (the smell 
of cigarette smoke on the kids’ clothing; cell 3). The kids’ no longer 
smelling of cigarette smoke suggests cell 4, revealed by the woman’s 
comment, “they think I’ve kicked the habit.” This same consumer 
described using the product on her car upholstery. She said it enabled 
her to offer rides to friends without embarrassment. “So long as I get rid 
of the butts, they think I’ve kicked the habit”— another example of cell 4.

Notice that the consumer’s statements have direct and indirect refer­
ences to “containers,” things that hold other things. This participant 
mentioned containers such as “a stink bomb,” a home (both her own
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and others’ homes), her car, and clothing and upholstery (which absorb 
cigarette smoke). Thus the researchers placed the word “container” in 
the center oval to show that it is a more fundamental thought— a core 
metaphor— that generates the thoughts located in each of the four cells. 
Another candidate for this center oval is the idea of movement: walking 
stink bomb; a bomb explodes, spreading its contents; her kids’ “going 
over to” friends’ homes; other parents’ picking up their kids and being 
impatient to leave her home; people riding in her car; her “kicking the 
habit”; and so on.

Using Metaphors to Discover Products 
That Meet Consumers’ Needs
The significance of metaphors for marketing managers comes from their 
centrality to consumers’ imagination. Understanding consumers’ meta­
phors enables managers to imagine the nature of consumers’ needs with 
respect to discontinuous innovations outside of consumer experience 
and beyond the reach of more conventional, literally oriented research 
tools. With that information in hand, managers can tailor their commu­
nications to consumers, as mentioned earlier. But even more important, 
they can envision new, more effective ways to respond to those needs 
through specific products and services. The interplay of consumers’ 
own metaphors with those used in marketing communications also 
enables consumers to imagine how companies’ offerings might satisfy 
their needs.

In short, metaphors are the primary means by which companies and con­
sumers engage one another’s attention and imagination. Consumer needs 
are metaphors representing potential product ideas to managers who 
can interpret those needs in terms of new products or enhancements to 
existing products. Similarly, consumers see a firm’s offering as a meta­
phor— a representation of a potential solution to a problem.

The metaphors a company uses in its advertising messages strongly 
influence how consumers interpret the messages or see a product’s 
value. Thus firms must take great care in selecting metaphors.24 Simi­
larly, the right metaphor can cause consumers to “see” information in an 
ad that is not actually present anywhere in the ad’s text or graphics. For



Interviewing the Mind/Brain: Metaphor Elicitation I 93

example, when consumers view a beverage ad depicting a koala bear, 
most of them conclude that the beverage is intended to be consumed 
warm. By contrast, when they view an ad showing a polar bear, they 
conclude that the drink should be consumed cold. In one study, an ad 
showing a koala bear paired with a cold beverage produced confusion 
among consumers.

Establishing the relevance of a product innovation to a consumer 
need is a challenging task for managers. It requires uncovering the 
metaphors consumers use when thinking about a problem or need and 
using those metaphors to develop new products, modify existing offer­
ings, and demonstrate a connection between the products and the con­
sumer’s problems. The task becomes even more challenging when con­
sumers don’t understand their own needs or how new technologies 
relate to them. In this case, using metaphor elicitation to help con­
sumers articulate their experiences can prove essential. According to 
Stephen Cole, an expert on the use of metaphors for developing mail 
surveys and perhaps the only experienced market researcher holding a 
doctorate in the field of philosophy:

Nearly all of the most successful new products I’ve studied in several 
industries over the years have involved managers or engineers 
making clever use of buyers’ metaphors in conceiving, designing 
and introducing new products. The biggest flops [occur] when 
metaphors are ignored as a way of establishing a real connection 
with buyers.25

Identifying Core Metaphors
Like the thoughts and feelings they represent, some metaphors are 
surface-level and explicit while others are deeper and more tacit or 
unconscious. Understanding these deep or core metaphors can help 
marketers identify some of the most important but hidden drivers of 
consumer behavior.

Recall from box 4-1 how several basic metaphor categories or 
themes emerge from everyday phrases and from figure 4-2 how the 
statements in each cell imply deeper thoughts about containers and
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movement. Two additional examples will clarify the contrast between 
surface-level and core metaphors.

Indigestion and the Core M etaphor of “Balance"

A consumer participating in a research project for an over-the- 
counter treatment for indigestion commented on a picture of dollar 
bills, “I know that when I eat rich food, I’ll pay for it later.” Another per­
son remarked on a picture of a chef: “Moderation is the key. You’ve got 
to leam what exactly is the right amount [of food] for you and what 
things accompany other things well.” Both people used metaphors of 
wealth and money— “rich” food and “paying for it.” But on a deep level, 
these metaphors also express the concept of balance. In the first case, 
the participant alluded to the idea of moral balance (the sin of over­
indulging is offset by paying later). In the second case, the individual 
implied the idea of material balance (not too much and not too little) and 
systems balance (eating foods that go together).

For both consumers, the concept of balance underpins their way of 
thinking about indigestion. The first consumer made other observations 
related to balance, such as: “Some days it’s like being on this seesaw. 
You’re up and then you’re down. You take something and then you’re up 
again for a little while before plunging back.” The second consumer 
implied a social imbalance when discussing a picture of the scales of jus­
tice: “It just isn’t fair that some people eat anything they want and get 
away with it, and I can’t. It’s not right.” Yet neither consumer explicitly 
mentioned balance or imbalance. Rather, the idea of balance is a kind of 
magnet around which many thoughts about indigestion cluster. These 
thoughts then take the form of surface metaphors to convey more spe­
cific ideas.

Owing to the prominence of the core metaphor of balance (ex­
pressed by nearly everyone in the study), the company decided to make 
this metaphor the keystone of its indigestion-aid advertising strategy. 
This concept replaced the idea of relief as the primary benefit of an in­
digestion aid. Balance and relief are related, but the core balance 
metaphor expressed consumers’ larger need: They sought products that 
would help restore and maintain their relief in order to experience bal­
ance, not the other way around. This shift represented a unique posi­
tioning in the industry, given that competitors stressed relief as the ulti­
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mate purpose of an indigestion aid (without understanding why con­
sumers wanted relief).

After the ads aired, the company credited the new strategy with an 
immediate significant increase in unit sales. Equally important, the 
company performed this metaphor-research project before issuing its 
creative brief to the advertising agency. By thinking about metaphors 
early in the creative process, managers could focus on deeper levels of 
consumer thought and not get bogged down by surface comments.

Telephone Help Lines: Force and Movement

An additional core-metaphor example comes from a study in which 
a major software provider explored consumers’ thinking about the com­
pany’s telephone help line. In the study, one consumer complained that 
trying to get “good service from a help line is like banging your head 
against the wall.” Another customer, speaking about the same help line, 
noted: “[They] respond in a flash. Like greyhounds chasing a rabbit.” 
While each consumer used different imagery and represented dramati­
cally different experiences, both expressions strongly suggested force 
and movement. Other consumers offered additional statements suggest­
ing force and movement: “the speed of molasses,” “getting me going 
again,” “stuck,” “slam down the receiver,” and so on. While “getting me 
going again” and “slam down the receiver" suggested increased move­
ment, other phrases— such as “the speed of molasses” and “stuck”—  
implied a lack of movement. This absence of force and movement is 
especially salient— that is, noticed— among consumers, because people 
expect help lines to “get them moving again quickly.”

In this example, force and movement are core metaphors that guide 
the expression of more specific (and sometimes contradictory) thoughts 
and feelings about telephone help lines. By focusing on the core 
metaphors, the company could tailor its communications and services 
so as to address all its customers’ needs, rather than make the all-too- 
common mistake of trying to address conflicting, surface-level needs.

The company’s managers used the metaphor-elicitation research 
to improve their help line in several ways. For instance, they trained 
help-line personnel to use movement and force metaphors during 
conversations with consumers (“Let’s conquer the problem,” “Let’s get 
you going quickly,” and “It’s a slam dunk”). The company also added the
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image of a lightning bolt near the help-line phone number on its pack­
ages and in its instructional materials. This image suggesting force and 
movement reassured potential purchasers that they could get fast, effec­
tive help when they needed it.

To identify core metaphors, managers and researchers must make 
judgment calls about consumers’ most profound, unconscious thoughts. 
This may sound difficult, but we all do this kind of thing all the time. 
For instance, a colleague may ask us what a person or experience is like, 
“in a word.” Managers use the same process to identify a new market 
segment based on the dominant shared characteristics within a group of 
potential or existing customers. Marketers simply must extend this 
practice to their analysis of surface metaphors so as to discover the core 
metaphors. The ability to identify core metaphors can be developed 
with modest training or assistance. It does not require a degree in litera­
ture or linguistics or psychoanalysis, but simply a little practice inter­
preting metaphor-elicitation data.

A Closer Look at Core Metaphors
Like other unconscious processes, core metaphors have a neurological 
foundation.26 Indeed, we can think of a core metaphor as akin to the 
root of a tree: It serves as the foundation of the tree’s trunk, branches, 
and leaves (which are akin to surface metaphors). While each part of the 
tree is unique, they are all pieces of a whole. However, the roots are 
essential for the emergence of the trunk and leaves.

Companies find core metaphors helpful in several ways.

• They generate ideas for positioning a product, such as providing 
balance.

• They guide the development of a firm’s image; for example, as a 
nurturing caregiver.

• They represent profound needs, such as the need to transform a 
feeling of depletion into one of being refreshed and energized.

• They guide the development of advertising strategy; for instance, 
showing a breakfast food as being especially relevant to the tran­
sitions that children make as they grow.
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• They signal new product opportunities; for example, when con­
sumers express a lack of immediate connection with sources of 
security while walking in parking lots or unfamiliar places.

Three Core Metaphors about the “Ideal Company"
In a study conducted by the Harvard Business School Mind of the Mar­
ket Laboratory, researchers asked consumers to share their thoughts and 
feelings about what a company that truly has their best interests at heart 
would be like. The participants’ responses shed additional light on how 
managers can identify core metaphors. In this study, consumers again 
brought pictures to interviews and used them as starting points for their 
stories. The quotations below are participants’ responses to interview­
ers’ probes. The immediate connection between images and words may 
not always be evident, even though the pictures played a key role in 
helping participants surface their thoughts. The quotes come from dif­
ferent consumers and reveal three core metaphors: resource, nurturing, 
and support. Follow-up research has shown these same core metaphors 
underlie how consumers in several different categories respond to the 
same issue.

Core Metaphor 1; Resource

Consumers view firms as resources. Specifically, they want compa­
nies to either provide them with knowledge or save them time. Indeed, 
time is a crucial resource for consumers and integral to their judgment 
of a company’s intentions. As the quotes below suggest, consumers want 
to know that a company is helping them conserve time and maximize 
the return they get from their investment in “time shopping.”

Most people are working, they’re raising a family, and when you’re look- 
ingfor something it takes too much effort. If you’re shopping sometimes 
you just want it to be easy. . .  not a lot of brain work. Something that 
you don’t really have to put a lot of effort or energy into.. . .  If lam 
shopping, I want it to be easy, pain-free, go in and get it and you’re 
out . . .  without the effort and the search.
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I’m pretty happy because this purchase is going to do what it says it’s 
going to do. I’m not going to have to return it. I’m not going to have to 
spend time tracking things down. It’s a time-saving device. So I’d say 
convenience and a time saver.

If [the product] works well or it tastes good, that makes me feel satisfied 
and l can move on. I don’t have to give it any thought. I don’t have to put 
energy into it. I don’t have to be angry about it. I don’t want to spend 
time being angry about something or having to then call the company or 
call and complain and get annoyed and get stressed out.

Consumers also evaluate companies in terms of their willingness to 
take time dealing with consumers, as the following remarks show.

You feel comfortable dealing with [customer service] when you have to 
call them on the telephone. They’re very nice to you. They don’t just try 
to push you off and make it a quick conversation. They take the time.

Every customer is important and they [the companies] want to make 
sure that they [the customers] feel welcome when they come to u s . . .  you 
truly believe that you’re the center of attention and you’re the most 
important customer to them at that time. When something goes wrong, 
they’re there as your backup; you can get in touch with them as they try 
to fix the problem. They don’t just want to sell you something. It makes 
me feel like I can depend on them.

Core M etaphor 2: Nurturing

Many participants in this study expressed the concept of nurturing 
in describing the ideal company

[The company] is a parent. Most parents wouldn’t take advantage of 
their children because they want them to grow. [The company] could also 
be a gardener. So it could be you and a plant or it could be a mother and 
son or daughter. A parent always watches over you.

Here is a picture of a mother holding her child on a beach. They’re at the 
edge of the water and she’s holding his hand as they’re entering the water. 
She’s taking care of him; she’s protecting him. She’s watching out for him.
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Her whole focus is on her child. In regard to a company, they’re focusing 
on the care of their client, the customer. They want to take care of their 
customer, and there’s safety in that. This child is safe, and you can feel 
safe with a company who cares, and whose focus is on their clients’ hap­
piness or safety.

Core Metaphor 3: Support
According to this study’s participants, companies that have con­

sumers’ best interests at heart provide support when needed— and in 
the way needed.

I have a picture of a woman teaching a man how to play pool. I liked the 
way that they’re working together to make their shot. She’s not showing 
him how to do it by doing it herself or doing it for him. . . .  They’re in 
there together and they’re lining it up and she’s talking to him about it, 
but he’s doing it. I liked the teamwork and the cooperation. Doing it for 
sort of the edification of both of them and for a better shot.

Metaphors both invoke and express images of all types— visual, tactile, 
and olfactory— in a nonverbal form. Metaphors are so basic to the repre­
sentation of thought and emotion that communicators and their audi­
ences alike are largely unaware of their use and significance in the 
expression of ideas and feelings.27

Metaphors vary in depth. A surface-level statement such as “She’s on 
the fast track to management” or “She moved up the ranks quickly” sug­
gests there is also a deeper level of thinking about advancement in an 
organization: the idea of movement. The diversity of the metaphors we 
use and the way they interact with one another create an intricate web 
of meaning and open windows to our inner thoughts and feelings. 
Understanding the diversity and importance of deep metaphors in 
human expression helps marketers tap into consumers’ unconscious 
minds and offer more effective communications and products that meet 
consumers’ needs. The appendix to this chapter introduces a way of 
interviewing consumers to uncover the deeper meanings behind the 
metaphors they use.





Appendix

The Metaphor-Elicitation Process

Chapter 4 discussed the importance of metaphors and provided exam­
ples of the kinds of thoughts and feelings they can reveal. But how do 
you conduct a metaphor-elicitation interview?1

Box 4-2 provides an example from an Olson Zaltman Associates 
project with second-generation Hispanics living in several regions of the 
United States. The project explored participants’ thoughts and feelings 
about being Hispanic in the United States today. One week before the 
study, researchers asked participants to gather pictures that expressed 
their feelings about the topic. Through a series of one-on-one inter­
views, the study ultimately investigated the relationship between the 
consequences of participants’ experiences and the effect of those conse­
quences on their buying behavior. The researchers also examined how 
participants felt their experiences differed from that of their parents and 
from those their children might have.

The pictures participants selected were metaphors representing 
multiple thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. For example, the photo­
graph shown in box 4-2 introduced a number of themes, including 
masks and hiding, togetherness, support, fear, social acceptance, rejec­
tion, identity, the role of spoken language, social embarrassment, and 
pride. The same image elicited discussion on topics such as participa­
tion in public events, half-lives, opportunity, sorrow, learning from one 
another, acknowledging diversity, roots, strength, and isolation.

101
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Box 4-2

Metaphor-Elicitation Technique

In each of the examples below, the effective probe follows the partici­
pant’s initial statement. The alternative probe comes next, followed 
finally by an example of what would have been an ineffective probe.

Image Description Probe: Can you describe this image forme? What 
do you see here? I

I see a couple, two people, a woman and a man, sitting down and 
you can tell that they’re related, together. ’Cause she has her hand 
on his knee. It shows body language. And they have a type of mask, 
sort of a plate in front of them. And it sort of shows their facial 
expression but really not, kind of hiding who they are. They’re sitting 
down just their knees facing each other, not their faces, and they’re 
holding a mask in front of their face.
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Introductory Probe: And how does this image relate to your thoughts 
and feelings about being Hispanic in America today?

Well, I see it as these people are together, but yet they’re scared of 
being accepted. That’s why they’re putting the mask in front of their 
face . . .  when I see it, I can think of some people that are not from 
America and when they’re in places, they’re probably kind of scared 
of showing who they are, where they are from, because of not being 
accepted and just being different, and their ways that are, like, not 
the same as Americans. But yet they’re together, they’re not alone. 
So that’s why I see them holding on to each other, ’cause that’s what 
they’ve got. But they’re kind of like frightened so they put a mask in 
front of them to kind of hide.

Effective Probe 1: Could you tell me more about the mask?

I can’t speak for all Hispanics, but some Hispanics they’re, you 
know, not afraid of showing who they are. But then again I’ve seen 
like family members and also friends and in school, I would see 
some girls that, like, just recently came from Cuba who were like 
hiding who they are ’cause they feel scared. Maybe everyone’s 
speaking English and they would be scared of speaking in English 
since they don’t speak it properly or like with an accent. So they tend 
to hide. So I would think that the mask would be like just scared of 
trying to relate with other people ’cause of communication.

Alternative Probe: How  do you think these people would feel if a gust 

of wind suddenly blew their masks away?

Ineffective Probe: Does this mask hide them from others in America 

whom they are not like? [This question reflects the interviewer’s think­

ing, not the respondent’s thinking.]

Effective Probe 2: How do they create a mask? What do they do 
when they hide?

They sit back; try not to socialize with Americans or any other eth­
nic group. Also, like stay away from different, public crowds. They

(continued)



104 I Understanding the Mind of the Market

probably go to just family houses and not go out to different restau­
rants. They stay only in the Latin type of restaurants. They’re scared 
to go to an American restaurant where you have to speak English. 
They’re scared of going to another restaurant because you must 
speak English. Imagine if a whole family would go from another 
country and all of ’em don’t know how to speak English, they would 
be kind of embarrassed to order the food. ’Cause I know my father 
was, and we would have to order it for them.

Alternative Probe: Have there been occasions when you have been 

scared or wanted to hide?

Ineffective Probe: Is only speaking Spanish part o f creating this 

mask? [This comment interjects the interviewer’s hypothesis that lan­

guage reveals a weakness and is a reason to put up a mask.]

Effective Probe 3: Does anything happen as a result o f being scared?

It keeps them back from doing things. They live half-lives. That’s what 
my mother says. They came to America probably to either expand or 
to get away from where they were—as a refugee. They’re holding 
themselves back in a way too—if they don’t open up to communicate, 
they’re not going to acknowledge new things. So I think they’re hold­
ing themselves back with being scared and being intimidated.

Alternative Probe: Could you say a little more about holding back?

Ineffective Probe: Does being scared mean that they avoid embar­

rassing situations? [The interviewer assumes that uscared” and ’’embar­

rassing” are connected and encourages the interviewee to affirm this 

assumption when they may not really connect.]

Effective Probe 4: Could you say a little more about what happens 

when they hold themselves back?

They don’t open themselves to all the opportunities that there are in 
America. And then it’s like they got away from their roots for noth­
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ing—they don't open up to what there is around here and choices 
they could have. It makes me feel sad—like I wish that there was 
something, some type of group or some organization that could help 
these people that are Hispanic come together and realize that we’re 
all people. And when we all learn from each other, we’re not all the 
same. Even within the Hispanic people, they’re not all the same 
either. So if they all come together to, like, open up and give each 
other support and to learn new things, it would probably be better.

Alternative Probe: What is it like to live a half-life?

Ineffective Probe: Are they holding themselves back from exploring 

Am erica?[Here again the interviewer is asking the interviewee to 
respond to what the interviewer is thinking, not necessarily what the 

inten/iewee is thinking.]

Effective Probe 5: “Open up. ” What does that mean?

What makes some not afraid is that they’ll come very eager to 
another country. They’re saying, “Man, I can’t wait!" 'cause they know 
or they’ve heard of so many things that are going on in here; how 
we’re expanding. And so they come very eager to probably, like, 
learn everything that they possibly can, to fill themselves up and 
achieve as many things as they could. So like they’re not really 
scared. They don’t care if they mess up when they talk to an Ameri­
can person. Or they don’t care that they don’t speak the right Eng­
lish. Or they don’t care that they don’t know what a certain thing is 
because it’s in English or American. They’ll be willing to like stay 
strong and just learn. And then some are scared.

Alternative Probe: You mentioned getting away from their roots for 

nothing. Could you help me understand that better?

Ineffective Probe: Would opening up eliminate these feelings o f fear? 
[The interviewer is leading the interviewee to confirm a hypothesis that 

may not be part o f the interviewee's thinking.]

(continued)
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Effective Probe 6: What happens to them by staying strong and 
learning?

I think being strong is a very good benefit because people see how 
your character is willing to do so many things, and you’ll get oppor­
tunities left and right. Things will just come at you and you’ll be able 
to handle it and take it and just fight for it To me being strong and 
learning says “give me more” to other people who want to help you.

Alternative Probe: What have been your experiences about “filling up" 

that differ from, say, your parents'experiences?

Ineffective Probe: Is expanding a benefit o f staying strong? [This 

forces the interviewee to go down a particular path that may not be 

sa lien t]

Effective Probe 7: What do you think prevents some Hispanics in the 

U.S. from opening up?

Because they feel limited that they’re not citizens or ’cause they’re 
not from here they feel limited. Some feel, like, not welcomed or, 
like, are repressed. They just stay closed in. When they feel like 
they’re not from here, they feel the burdens of not being able to 
communicate with other people; they’re like stopping themselves 
from doing a lot of things that they probably would have done in 
their country because they’re from there.

Alternative Probe: What are some o f the things that have come at you 

that you have or haven't handled the way you'd like?

Ineffective Probe: Does being a minority prevent Hispanics in the U.S. 
from opening up? [This doesn't encourage a more in-depth exploration 

of a complex issue; it encourages a brief surface answer.]

Effective Probe 8: Could you share some o f your own experiences, if 

you've had them, in hiding behind a mask and in opening up?

When I was a kid I had lots of friends who weren’t Hispanic, but the 
only friends I’d invite home were my Hispanic friends. I was embar-
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rassed that the Anglo friends couldn’t speak easily with my parents, 
and my parents would say funny things to them without knowing it. I 
always thought they would laugh at me behind my back and tell 
other kids at school. I know that's stupid. But that’s how I felt then. 
So I kind of hid my home for a long time. I guess I hid my parents 
even though I was tremendously proud of what they did to get here.

Alternative Probe: Have you ever felt not welcomed or repressed?

Ineffective Probe: It sounds like you ’ve pretty much followed the 

opening-up path and avoided the mask path, is that right? [This 

encourages a yes or no response without explanation, and confirms the 

researcher’s thinking rather than presenting an opportunity for new  

ideas from the interviewee to surface.]

Box 4-2 also demonstrates effective probing techniques— that is, a 
way of asking questions to encourage participants to think more deeply. 
In addition, it shows a different but equally effective probe as well 
as an ineffective probe (that is, one that would prompt the respondent 
to respond to the interviewer’s thinking rather than his or her own 
thinking).

In addition to using effective probes such as those in box 4-2, the 
interviewer asked the participant to imagine widening the frame of the 
photo in any direction and then to describe who or what might enter the 
picture that would cause the two people to willingly lower their masks.2 
This activity produced additional thoughts and feelings. For example, 
the participant began talking about the role of teachers, friends, and par­
ents and about how a well-meaning stranger could behave in such a way 
that a person must grip his mask with two hands instead of just one. 
When asked to place himself in the picture and describe his feelings and 
actions, the participant offered still other thoughts.

Clearly, the picture itself was a metaphor. Through effective probing 
and creative mental activities, the interviewer encouraged the partici­
pant to explore and express what lay hidden behind this visual 
metaphor. For instance, metaphors of force and movement emerged 
through phrases like “ripped off the mask” and “leaped from the bench.”
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The interviewer probed further to elicit even deeper meanings about 
being Hispanic in the United States today.3

Probing versus Prompting
As you might have guessed after reading box 4-2, a good rule of thumb 
in metaphor elicitation is to probe, not prompt, consumers’ thoughts and 
feelings.4 In probing, the interviewer encourages participants to open 
up, to look through more windows on their thinking and share what 
they see. How does an effective probe differ from an ineffective one? The 
former enables participants to respond in multiple, often unexpected, 
ways, while the latter prohibits discovery by focusing the participant’s 
attention on the interviewer’s assumptions and hypotheses. Over and 
over again, participants disprove such assumptions. Ineffective probes 
actually prompt participants to affirm the expected answer. When inter­
viewers probe ineffectively, the results reflect the interviewers’ thoughts, 
not the participants’. Even if an interviewer has the same thought as a 
participant, its salience and relevance to the participant will probably 
differ at that moment.

As a tool for probing further, interviewers can provide “mental 
hiccups,” in the form of offbeat, unusual questions or challenges that 
can put participants slightly off balance. As they regain their balance, 
they often express a more deeply held idea. For example, during a 
ZMET licensing training program at Procter & Gamble, a project con­
ducted for the company’s diaper division explored a topic never before 
studied: mothers’ attitudes toward their babies’ bowel movements. This 
may sound like a strange subject to discuss, but it strongly influences 
women’s purchasing decisions for diapers.

To stimulate deeper thinking, the interviewers introduced the fol­
lowing “hiccup”:

Now I’d like to switch gears a bit and ask you to create in your mind’s 
eye a home movie or video in which there are three characters. One is 
your baby, of course, one character is you, and. . .  yes, you’ve guessed it 
. . .  the other character is your baby’s [participant’s preferred phrase for 
bowel movement]. Assume that the [bowel movement] has thoughts and
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feelings and can express these freely. Take a moment if you like to think 
about where the three of you are, what you are doing and saying to one 
another.

Many participants in this project reacted to the hiccup with sur­
prised laughter. But in just a few seconds, most of them began crafting a 
movie scene that included ideas expressed earlier in their interview, thus 
underscoring their importance, plus new ideas that this particular step 
allowed to surface. Although this project was meant as a training exer­
cise, it also produced actionable insights and generated some important 
ideas. For instance, it provided ideas for advertising involving husbands 
and suggested product-design changes.

Trust and Training
A metaphor-elicitation interview can be an acutely personal, revealing 
experience for participants. Thus, mutual trust between interviewer and 
interviewee is essential. That trust comes with time, patience, and train­
ing on the part of interviewers. In particular, interviewers must under­
stand that participants may share an amazing quantity of relevant infor­
mation during a session. Participants may also become quite emotional 
as one thought unexpectedly triggers another more intimate or possibly 
upsetting thought. In these instances, even if the upsetting thought is 
relevant to the study, the interviewer should avoid pushing the partici­
pant to explore it further. The interviewer must navigate the discussion 
in a way that respects the participant’s experience at that moment and 
his comfort level in sharing intense feelings.

Moreover, skilled interviewers know that socioeconomic status has 
no bearing on the richness, depth, or number of ideas a participant 
expresses. For this reason, organizations that conduct metaphor-elicita­
tion interviews insist that participants recruited for a study not be 
screened on the basis of verbal articulateness, apparent analytical think­
ing skills, or other factors that suggest higher education or professional 
standing. Too many focus group participant recruiters use screening 
questions such as “How many uses of a brick can you name?” These 
kinds of questions are ineffective for several reasons, not the least of
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which is that people who are screened out may be important represen­
tatives of the targeted market. Such screening methods mainly make 
things easier for the researcher or provide entertaining focus group 
members for a client to watch. They don’t benefit the client because 
they exclude people who can provide deep insight into the mind of 
the market.



Chapter Five

Interviewing the Mind/Brain

Response Latency and Neuroimaging

The mind screams volumes in silence.

T h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  discussed using metaphor to elicit both 
unconscious and conscious thoughts and feelings. That 
approach accesses the content of what consumers think and feel. Other 

methods also help us learn about what consumers experience uncon­
sciously and are especially helpful where unconscious and conscious 
perceptions of and reactions to the same event can differ. Unconscious 
reactions to marketing stimuli are more accurate indicators of actual 
thought (and subsequent behavior) than the conscious reports con­
sumers often provide.1

Methods that tap unconscious perceptions and responses have spe­
cial value in quantitatively precise testing of certain kinds of thought, 
such as positive and negative emotions, and thought processes such as 
the retrieval and encoding of memory. They can also evaluate specific 
thoughts identified by metaphor-elicitation processes. Two methods are 
introduced here. Both are valuable in identifying reactions consumers 
may be unaware of or that they incorrectly report when traditional

Appreciation is expressed to Dr. Fred Mast, Department of Psychology, Harvard Univer­
sity, for his contributions to this chapter.

Ill
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research methods are used. One traditional research method, focus 
groups, is also discussed toward the end of this chapter.

Response Latency Techniques
Surveys are most reliable when they ask respondents to consider very 
familiar issues or to describe a decision they are about to make. Because 
of the analytical tools that can be applied, surveys can also reveal associ­
ations among respondents’ thoughts and feelings that might not surface 
during other kinds of research. However, evidence also suggests that 
what consumers say in response to an explicit survey question often 
contradicts what they really feel, intend to do, and actually do.2 One 
reason that consumers cannot predict their own behavior is that the 
contexts in which choices are made, in contrast to those in which 
answers to questions are given, are very important and equally difficult 
to anticipate.

One way to avoid such contradictions is to monitor respondents’ 
response latency; that is, how long it takes them to respond (by pressing a 
key on a computer keyboard) to a certain pairing of words or images. 
The relative quickness of response can suggest the presence or absence 
of “noise” in their thoughts and feelings that would not be detected in 
other ways. Traditionally used in psychology, these techniques have 
consistently produced as good or better indicators of thought and action 
than questionnaire data. Yet marketers are just beginning to use such 
methods to study consumer behavior.

Response latency techniques help researchers distinguish between 
study participants’ explicit, consciously held thoughts and feelings and 
the implicit beliefs that exist outside participants’ conscious awareness. 
Both kinds of cognitive processes have potential importance for man­
agers. However, what a consumer believes explicitly may not affect his 
actual behavior— similar to espoused theory and theories-in-use among 
managers. When explicit and implicit thoughts and feelings contradict 
one another, the implicit ones are the more reliable indicators of future 
behavior. To discern implicit thoughts and feelings about a product, 
researchers can use various response latency techniques, detailed in the 
following sections.
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Priming
In one experiment, consumers saw pictures of two brand-name 

perfume bottles on a computer screen and then viewed randomly pre­
sented words that included “alluring,” “sexy,” “sophisticated,” “mysteri­
ous,” “energizing,” “informal,” and so on. The participants’ task was 
simply to judge whether strings of letters represented a word or a non­
word. After being primed by a picture of one bottle, participants re­
sponded (at a computer keyboard) more quickly upon seeing the 
words “alluring” and “sophisticated” than they did when seeing the 
words “energizing” or “informal.” Moreover, they associated the other 
brand more strongly with the idea of “informal” than they did with 
“alluring” or “sophisticated.”

This exercise shed light on how consumers compare brands and the 
extent to which those brands “prime” or elicit certain thoughts. Interest­
ingly, these same perfume associations also came to light in a survey, but 
not as strongly. If the second brand mentioned had relied solely on the 
surveys, the company might have erroneously concluded that it could 
compete with the first brand noted by using a “sophisticated” or “allur­
ing” positioning strategy.

In a somewhat related study in a very different category, the goal 
was to judge whether particular product designs were uniquely associ­
ated with particular concepts. The particular concepts used were first 
identified using the metaphor-elicitation process discussed in the last 
chapter. Consumers were presented with visual stimuli along with alter­
native sets of evocative words. The results showed that the two different 
product designs the firm was considering were associated with very dif­
ferent concepts. This helped the firm to select the design whose concept 
best fit its desired positioning strategy. This application was also a vali­
dation study undertaken as an experiment by the firm in question. It 
involved only forty representative consumers, and yet produced the 
exact same results as a more costly study involving a survey (also based 
on the metaphor-elicitation insights) of 550 consumers. It produced 
additional insights as well that enabled the firm to alter its initial posi­
tioning strategy.

Recently, this technique was used to test potential names for a 
new resource center on smoking. It turned out that the participants
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responded differently to names such as “Life Rather than Tobacco,” 
“Make Smoking History,” “Trytostop,” and so forth. The response times 
differed from those in the questionnaire-based data, and, most interest­
ingly, only the priming technique revealed significant differences be­
tween the smokers’ and nonsmokers’ associations. This supports the 
idea that the results from priming studies are in fact behaviorally rele­
vant and may be especially helpful in naming research.

The Implicit Association Test (IAT)

The implicit association test, or IAT, builds on priming research 
and measures the relative association of two sets of concepts in con­
sumers’ minds. For example, the method can help researchers assess the 
strength of association between a set of concepts such as “flowers” and 
“insects” and positive and negative concepts such as “pleasant” and “irri­
tating.” As you might expect, the IAT finds greater association between 
“flowers” and “pleasant” and “insects” and “irritating” than between “flow­
ers” and “unpleasant” and “insects” and “pleasant.” Researchers have used 
the IAT to examine implicit associations in a wide range of contexts, most 
recently related to specific brands.

In a proprietary application of one IAT study, a clicks-and-mortar 
distributor identified surprising differences in consumers’ online and in­
store service experiences. The company refined its strategy accordingly: 
For certain offerings, it encouraged consumers to visit a physical store, 
while for others it prompted them to shop via the Internet. The payoffs 
were greater efficiency in order processing, fewer returns, lower ship­
ping costs, and higher shopper satisfaction.

In another proprietary study of product design for a durable good, 
response latency measures pointed to the most appropriate set of verbal 
descriptors for reinforcing the different concepts behind the alternative 
designs. These results, later supported by consumer choice behavior, 
countered initial focus group findings and a post-focus group survey.

Implicit Attitudes as Behavior Predictors
Many psychologists argue that implicit attitudes measured through 

techniques such as priming and the IAT not only reflect consumers’ real
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attitudes, but also more accurately predict their actual behavior. Con­
sumers may sincerely believe their own stated thoughts, but they may 
not consciously understand the opposing forces that drive their behav­
ior. A just-completed study for a new fast-food offering provides a good 
example. The company had tested several basic concepts and names, 
initially using focus groups and later a survey. At the same time, they 
also conducted a priming study to evaluate proposed names and an IAT 
study to assess the product concept. The response latency data pro­
duced a very different selection of name and concept than that sug­
gested by the focus groups and survey. The company then altered their 
test marketing plans to allow for testing the two different sets of names 
and concepts. It became dramatically evident very early during test mar­
keting that sales were superior in the test market site using the name 
and concept supported by the response latency measures. The firm has 
decided to use that positioning and name in their national introduction 
of the food.

Implicit measures offer two benefits that make them better predic­
tors of behavior than explicit measures such as surveys. First, implicit 
measures uncover attitudes consumers may not be aware of, but that 
still strongly influence their buying decisions. Second, they reveal the 
social drivers that affect behavior. For example, if a person wants to be 
perceived as a health-conscious consumer, he may report on a survey or 
in a focus group that he does not consume much alcohol and may give 
negative ratings to various brands in that category. Implicit measures are 
much less susceptible to demand characteristics in situations in which 
consumers respond in certain ways because they feel that is what is 
expected of them. In one study comparing implicit measures with focus 
groups and surveys, response latency measures returned a different 
assessment of the size and composition of target markets for alcoholic 
beverages than did the other methods. People displayed much more 
positive attitudes toward particular brands and toward alcohol con­
sumption generally.

One of the most interesting examples supporting implicit attitudes 
as good predictors of behavior comes from studies of stereotypes about 
elderly people.3 These participants were first asked to unscramble 
groups of five words that primed either an elderly stereotype (e.g., 
“Florida,” “wise,” “bingo”) or a neutral concept (e.g., “thirsty,” “clean,”
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“private”). The researchers then timed how long it took people to walk a 
9.75-meter hall as they exited the experiment. They found that subjects 
who received the “elderly” prime walked significantly more slowly than those 
who received neutral primes. Using another word-scramble task, these 
same researchers found that people who received a “rude” prime (e.g., 
through words such as “disturb,” “intrude,” “brazen”) were quicker to 
interrupt an experimenter. Other research finds that covert primes for 
helpfulness make people more helpful,4 while intelligence primes (e.g., 
words that activate a stereotype of a college professor) make people tem­
porarily perform better at the board game Trivial Pursuit.5

Implicit Association with Brands

Research suggests that implicit measures may be especially powerful 
tools for understanding brand meaning and consumers’ relationships 
with brands. Implicit measures may not only give us more confidence in 
explicit results, they may also give us a richer picture of brand attitude 
or preference. For example, research comparing associations between 
juice and soda brands finds that while both implicit and explicit atti­
tudes correspond, an implicit measure (the IAT) may predict actual 
product usage better than self-report measures.6

One study employed a widely used explicit self-report measure 
(CETSCALE) and an IAT to measure the degree of ethnocentrism among 
U.S. and foreign consumers living in the United States.7 They found that 
both U.S. and foreign-bom consumers revealed very little ethnocen­
trism on the explicit test. In fact, both groups felt that country of origin 
for a product was irrelevant in their evaluation of products. However, 
the IAT revealed a different story. For example, U.S. consumers more 
quickly associated the U.S. brand Hallmark with the positive attribute 
“lucky” than they associated the foreign brand Kawasaki with a similar 
positive term.

Consumers’ current mood states are among the important influ­
ences on just how they respond to a brand at a given moment. This phe­
nomenon, of long interest to consumer researchers, is illustrated by a 
response latency study of consumer associations with the brands Ben 
and Jerry’s and Marlboro.8 As we would expect, the research found posi­
tive associations with Ben and Jerry’s and negative associations with
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Marlboro. But it also discovered that these positive and negative associa­
tions are stronger for sad consumers. In addition, mood affected the cor­
relation between explicit and implicit measures. When consumers were 
in a happy mood, explicit measures were good predictors of implicit 
attitudes. When they were in a sad mood, explicit measures were poor 
predictors of implicit attitude.

In these ways, implicit measures provide a richer understanding of 
consumers’ evaluation of products and understanding of brands. More­
over, considerable evidence suggests that in many circumstances an 
implicit measure may be a better predictor of actual consumer behavior. 
In the future, market research that combines explicit, implicit, and 
behavioral variables will further reveal the interrelatedness of conscious 
and unconscious information and its impact on consumer behavior.

Neuroimaging Techniques
Advances in the brain sciences have spawned new questions and pro­
vocative new answers regarding the mind’s workings. Innovative tech­
nological methods for studying the brain have accelerated this progress. 
These technologies involve neuroimaging, “brain scanning techniques 
that produce pictures of the structure or functioning of neurons.”9 
Through neuroimaging techniques, researchers can directly observe 
people’s brain activity while the individuals engage in various mental 
tasks.10 These rapidly improving technologies promise to revolutionize 
the study of consumer behavior.11

Functional M agnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI)

Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) methodology offers 
a noninvasive way to track changes in neural activity. The most common 
form of fMRI is the Blood Oxygen Level Dependent (BOLD) technique, 
which identifies brain areas with a high level of blood flow. The tech­
nique rests on the assumption that more blood flows to areas of high 
neural activity than to areas of low neural activity.

Standard fMRI procedure includes just a few steps. First, neuro­
imaging technicians take a series of baseline images of the brain region
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of interest, such as the area in the right hemisphere that acts up when 
processing metaphors. Second, they take another series of images while 
the subject performs a cognitive task, like “taking in” different advertise­
ments that contain different metaphors to convey a concept. Third, they 
subtract the first set of images from the second set. They presume that 
the metaphors have successfully activated the brain areas most visible in 
the resulting image, and perhaps differentially if one metaphor is more 
engaging than another. Subjects might compare an ad conveying the 
same concept without use of a metaphor. At the same time, the techni­
cians monitor other areas of the brain associated with positive and nega­
tive emotions or feelings as well as various memory processes to see 
whether the different ads activate them differentially. This research 
could lead to the conclusion that one particular ad more effectively elic­
its positive emotions and past memory and encodes new memory.

Functional Diffuse Optical Tomography (fDOT)

The fMRI approach has several disadvantages; specifically, partici­
pants must lie still within a noisy, cramped device. In addition, fMRI 
facilities are large and expensive. The fDOT technique has none of these 
drawbacks. It is described here simply as an example of the kinds of 
improvements occurring in brain imaging technologies. Indeed, sub­
jects can move to some extent during the imaging process, allowing for 
on-site measurements in a nonlaboratory environment. Furthermore, 
the machine is quiet and relatively inexpensive to operate. Though 
DOT can record neural activity only one centimeter beneath the surface 
of the brain, this coverage is often complete enough to reveal activity in 
many cortical areas of interest.

How does DOT work? If you’ve ever shined a flashlight through 
your hand, you know that visible light can travel a significant distance 
through human tissue and still be detected. Biological tissues are espe­
cially transparent to near-infrared light, which when shined through the 
brain’s surface can reveal variations in blood flow through particular 
areas. Differences in the absorption spectra for oxygenated and deoxy- 
genated blood allow the researcher to acquire an indirect measure of 
neural activation. This technique uses laser sources and detectors, 
applied to the head right above the examined brain area. The principle
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is very similar to fMRI. Baseline measurements are compared with meas­
urements during which the subjects are engaged in a cognitive task. For 
example, a possible exercise could instruct the participants to generate 
images of different icons, to which they were exposed before scanning. 
Brain activation could reveal how strongly visual areas are activated 
when people generate mental images of different icons. In particular, we 
could compare the depth of activation within each participant, then 
compare the alternative icons.

If we can validate new methods such as fDOT with more established 
techniques such as fMRI, their low cost and accessibility will allow 
researchers to test large numbers of subjects— which is desirable for a 
variety of marketing applications.

The Prom ise of Neuroimaging
Neuroimaging techniques can not only improve the content and 

application of standard market research techniques but also detect and 
measure consumer reactions to marketing stimuli. In the first case, neu­
roimaging can help managers determine the effectiveness of survey ques­
tionnaires (especially standardized tests or proprietary surveys) in gaug­
ing certain thoughts and feelings. Using the results of the neuroimaging 
studies, managers can design more effective paper-and-pencil tests, 
which can improve their understanding of consumers’ thinking. Thus, 
neuroimaging can further improve established research tools.

Neuroimaging techniques can also isolate the important core meta­
phors or archetypes elicited for developing advertising or positioning 
strategy. Similarly, these techniques can assess which among alternative 
executions of the chosen core metaphor will get the most attention and 
be most memorable.

Stephen Kosslyn, a leading cognitive neuroscientist specializing 
in visual imagery and a professor of psychology at Harvard University, 
and I undertook a unique study to demonstrate the second promise of 
neuroimaging: detecting and measuring consumer reactions to market­
ing stimuli using brain imaging technology. The study examined con­
sumer responses to three different versions of a specific retail setting 
as these settings were described in an audiotape. The results were com­
pared to a far more exhaustive study on the same retail setting using
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multiple explicit methods. This allowed the two groups of researchers to 
compare results. The conclusions of the two studies were the same, 
although the nonneuroimaging study was far more detailed and com­
prehensive since it was also to be used to implement the most attractive 
scenario if one were found. Indeed, both studies selected the same sce­
nario as being superior, and this scenario was implemented in several 
test sites.

The retail sites involved in the test increased their gross sales from 9 
percent to 40 percent. This indicated that the brain imaging study pro­
duced results that were directionally valid, even if it did not provide the 
detail that was required for successful implementation. The imaging 
study showed increased activity in brain areas associated with positive 
and negative emotions, with storage and retrieval of information, and 
with predicted activity in the visual cortices, suggesting that consumers 
could readily visualize the proposed alternative retail scenarios. A con­
clusion that was reached with this and other work is that brain imaging 
studies might be a cost-effective way of evaluating alternative concepts, 
while other methods such as ethnographic studies, one-on-one inter­
views, and surveys would be appropriate for learning how to implement 
the chosen concept.

The Kosslyn team also used fMRI to evaluate consumers’ response 
to advertisements. One study compared reactions to finished ads versus 
animatics; that is, the cartoon-like renditions of ads before their final 
production. This comparison is important, because the cost of going 
from an animatic to a finished ad can be very high. If companies dis­
cover that they can get reliable evaluations of an advertisement or other 
visual stimulus from consumers before creating the finished ad, they can 
realize considerable savings.

In a pilot test involving three pairs of animatics and finished 
ads, the researchers found that 95 percent of all areas of the brain acti­
vated by the finished ad were also activated by the animatic. Consider­
able work remains to better understand when such testing does and 
does not add value to the development and assessment of advertising. 
However, as this knowledge evolves, it will offer managers more con­
structive guidance as they develop and test new product ideas, alterna­
tive product positioning, and the design of products, packages, and 
retail experiences.
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A Note of Caution
Caveats about using neuroimaging in psychological research, such 

as those pointed out by William Uttal, an industrial engineer and psy­
chologist at Arizona State University, also apply to marketing.12 And 
marketers must be mindful of the limitations of this approach.13 For 
instance, the idea that we can accurately identify specific areas of the 
brain as responding to a particular stimulus is very alluring, but is remi­
niscent of phrenology. Marketers may be tempted to infer that a single 
active “spot” in the brain signals an effective ad, attractive package 
design, or engaging new product concept.

However, nothing about the brain is that simple. We cannot “read” 
specific thoughts; we can only tell that brain areas known to be associ­
ated with particular kinds of thoughts and feelings are being activated. 
Inferences can be made about the quality of those thoughts by knowing 
what other areas are coactive or active before and after another area, but 
this still does not identify the exact thought or feeling. In time, how­
ever, neuroimaging techniques will likely serve as helpful tools in bring­
ing better and more meaningful goods and services to consumers.

Focus Group Folly
Many managers use focus groups to interview the mind/brain. While 
their usage has been declining, they remain the most popular method in 
marketing today, despite heavy criticism. Part of this criticism revolves 
around their inherent nature and part around their misapplication. For 
example, advertising executive Robert Morais cautions, “Never, never 
should focus groups be used as a basis for decision making.”14 John R. 
Hauser, Kirin Professor of Marketing at MIT’s Sloan School of Manage­
ment, recently noted, “If you have two hours to cover five to ten topics 
with eight people, then you have about one or two minutes on each 
topic with each person. You can’t possibly get much beyond the surface 
given those constraints.”15 One-on-one interviews cost less than focus 
groups. In response to various criticisms, some focus group moderators 
are becoming more innovative in their approach, leading to better prac­
tice while also cautioning clients about inappropriate applications.16
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Most managers and researchers agree that focus groups are misused 
and overused— but employ them anyway in conducting their market 
research. Why? The answer is simple: Focus groups are easy and afford­
able to implement. Like every research method, focus groups do have a 
place in the research toolbox.17 For example, they can provide feedback 
on the attractiveness of an existing product design and ease of product 
use. Contrary to conventional wisdom, they are not effective when 
developing and evaluating new product ideas, testing ads, or evaluating 
brand images.18 Nor do they get at deeper thoughts and feelings among 
consumers. In fact, focus groups fail an important test for any method: 
Is the method based on well-founded insights from the biological and 
social sciences and the humanities?

The most disturbing concern about focus groups is that little scien­
tific foundation, from any discipline, supports their use. Group-ther­
apy theory provides the closest thing to such grounding. However, 
group-therapy structure and techniques differ markedly from those 
employed in focus groups. Successful group therapy hinges on the 
same individuals meeting together multiple times, as well as in indi­
vidual sessions with a highly trained therapist, something that doesn’t 
happen with focus groups. According to Valerie J. Janesick, professor 
of educational leadership and policy studies at Florida International 
University, researchers can help groups of three or four individuals 
achieve more meaningful conversation by preceding the group meet­
ing with extensive one-on-one interviews centering on the topic of 
concern.19

Herbert Rubin and Irene Rubin, two leaders in qualitative research, 
point out that focus groups do not allow moderators to build trust— a 
condition necessary for participants in any group to share highly per­
sonal thoughts and feelings.20 Qualitative research experts Steven Taylor 
and Robert Bogdan suggest using focus groups only when the re­
searcher “is not interested in the private aspects of people’s lives.”21 Of 
course the private aspects of people’s lives are often what matter most to 
marketers. To get to that deeper level, researchers need lengthy one-on- 
one interaction.22

Focus groups are actually contraindicated by important insights from 
several disciplines.
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Perhaps the most serious limitation of focus groups is that they 
are technically unable to identify the important connections 
between ideas and the development of socially shared mental 
models. At best they produce a list of ideas, but not the dynam­
ics among them that make the ideas relevant in the first place. 
Robin Dunbar, professor of psychology at the University of Liv­
erpool’s School of Biological Sciences, presents strong evidence 
that the optimal number of individuals for any group interac­
tion is three. Thus, ideal “group” interviews are best limited to 
one moderator and two or, at most, three participants. Dunbar 
says, “In fact, there appears to be a decisive upper limit of about 
four on the number of individuals who can be involved in a 
conversation.”23
Dunbar’s position is supported by research performed on 
subject-matter experts. According to this research, no more than 
three experts are needed to identify all the factors relevant to 
solving a particular problem. Indeed, the contribution of the 
third expert will often prove minimal. This has been demon­
strated in fields ranging from medicine to engineering. Individ­
ual consumers, of course, are experts on their own consumption 
experiences.
The average length of speaking or “air time” for a focus group 
participant is about ten to twelve minutes. Research on narrative 
conversation among strangers suggests that participants struggle 
to achieve any depth of mutual understanding on a topic 
together within ten minutes. Thus, ten minutes from just one 
focus group participant doesn’t facilitate deeper thinking among 
other participants, especially when issues of social dominance, 
eagerness to please, privacy, and so on are operating.24 
The ten-minute average individual air time in a focus group, with 
some people speaking much more than others, does not permit 
researchers to analyze much more than just the literal statements 
participants make, even if all ten minutes are devoted to a single 
issue.25 Ten minutes of air time from several different focus group 
participants at best produces multiple versions of an idea but lit­
tle depth of insight, which is the usual research objective.26
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• Compelling evidence of the advantages of conventional one-on- 
one, hour-long interviews over focus groups is provided by 
Abbie Griffin and John R. Hauser, authors of “The Voice of the 
Customer.”27 Their empirical data clearly point out that several 
such interviews reveal as many consumer needs as several focus 
groups do. For instance, eight one-on-one interviews are as 
effective as eight focus groups (which may comprise between 
sixty-four and eighty consumers!). One-on-one interviews 
dramatically win out over focus groups in terms of cost effective­
ness alone.

• Griffin and Hauser also found that to get the most out of focus 
group data, companies should employ multiple analysts to inter­
pret transcripts or videotape. Having a group of people observe a 
session from behind a one-way mirror isn’t enough: It doesn’t 
stave off groupthink, nor does it enable observers to capture and 
reflect on participants’ comments.

New Knowledge, New Power:
The Need for Wisdom and Responsibility
The idea that we must learn about consumers’ unconscious minds isn’t 
new. Marketers, for instance, use statistical analyses to infer the relative 
value of different bundles of product attributes that consumers would 
otherwise have trouble articulating in response to direct questioning. 
Work-site observations by skilled researchers yield insights that cus­
tomers do not otherwise provide about equipment needs. When mar­
keters ask consumers exiting a supermarket if they handled competing 
brands and compared prices before making a choice, most consumers 
will say yes. This response suggests that they make their brand choices 
at the point of purchase. Yet observational techniques reveal that these 
same consumers spend only about five seconds at the category location 
in a store, and 90 percent of them handle only their chosen product.28 In 
this case, direct observation demonstrates that the consumers made 
their brand choice before entering the store despite their belief that in­
store activities were important.
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Emerging research methods focus on the cognitive unconscious and 
its interactions with the conscious mind. These newer methods are 
based on knowledge about human thought and action from multiple 
disciplines and are providing richer insights than more surface-oriented 
approaches. Moreover, the same disciplines that inform the newer 
methods also provide knowledge that managers need in order to apply 
these insights.

One implication of these developments— of joining the knowledge 
society Peter Drucker describes— is that managers will know much 
more about consumers than they currently do. Moreover, this knowl­
edge has implementable validity. That is, thoughtful managers can put it 
into action by changing the way they communicate with consumers 
through advertising and other means and the way they design and 
deliver products and services. Herein lies a potential trap— a trap prob­
ably best suggested by Sir Francis Bacon’s oft-repeated phrase “Knowl­
edge is power.”29 For most people, the phrase connotes the abuse of 
knowledge. Indeed, many consumers are already deeply suspicious of 
marketers and resentful of their attempts to influence consumers for 
their own ends.30

Fear of falling prey to the “knowledge is power” trap can discourage 
marketers from applying the new insights and methods described in this 
book. However, when Bacon made this statement, he was actually envi­
sioning knowledge as a resource to be used for the benefit of humanity. 
And, like Bacon’s understanding of knowledge, the intellectual products 
of the knowledge society that have implementable validity for market­
ing managers can also widely benefit individual consumers and society 
in general.

Yet these benefits accrue only when marketers synthesize knowl­
edge from various fields and apply it responsibly, that is, in a way that 
respects consumers’ best interests. This ability grows naturally from our 
sense of right and wrong and the courage to follow our conscience. As 
we learn more about consumers, our prime concern must be to make 
judicious and socially responsible use of our learning.

I believe that good or harm resides not in our knowledge or how 
we acquire it, but rather in how we use it. Indeed, every idea in this book 
that disturbs the reader has significantly improved the health and well-being
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of people everywhere. This same positive potential exists when marketers use 
these insights. Applied judiciously, they can help companies provide peo­
ple with enduring value. The possibility of misuse shouldn’t frighten us 
from discoveries, although it should heighten our vigilance. Avoidance 
only denies consumers the opportunity for higher-quality lives through 
improved goods and services and better ways of receiving them.

How do consumers see this question of knowledge abuse? We can 
best understand their perspective by considering their willingness to 
share information. As long as consumers have well-founded reasons to 
believe that marketers will use the information provided to benefit con­
sumers, they feel quite comfortable sharing their deepest thoughts and 
feelings, of which they themselves are unaware. Research at the Harvard 
Business School’s Mind of the Market Lab indicates that, to consumers, 
the most highly respected and trusted companies address their own and 
consumers’ best interests in their marketing decisions. Moreover, con­
sumers trust and respect companies that they believe genuinely want to 
understand the complexity of their thoughts and feelings, not just their 
surface qualities. One consumer expressed his frustration with what 
he perceives most companies are currently doing with their market 
research:

[Consumers] are giving these firms a wonderful, homemade cake as a 
gift. What do the companies go and do? They lick off the frosting without 
a clue or care about how much more they are missing.. . .  They’re saying 
they don’t really care about me, or maybe that there’s no more to me 
than the frosting they see.

Consumers will clearly provide all kinds of data, whether through 
intensive one-on-one interviews, surveys, or brain-scanning sessions, as 
long as companies use what consumers reveal to provide more mean­
ingful consumption-related experiences. For instance, the metaphor- 
elicitation processes I normally use invariably reveal many thoughts and 
feelings consumers didn’t expect to share.31 At times, these include very 
moving, personal stories.32 Each interview begins with a variation of the 
following script: “If, at the end of the interview, you feel uncomfortable 
with anything you’ve shared or with the purpose of the research, you are 
free to take the tape, my notes, and your pictures. No explanation will
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be asked of you and, of course, you will still be paid.”33 At the end of the 
interview, the interviewer discloses the purpose and sponsor of the 
research. To my knowledge, in more than eight thousand interviews 
conducted globally in over two hundred projects, only two people have 
ever taken possession of their data at the end of the interview. One of 
them mailed the data back after a few days. I believe this behavior 
reflects not only the trust and general rapport that interviewers and par­
ticipants have established but also consumers’ desire to have companies 
understand who they are and a belief that this understanding can help 
companies develop and deliver better goods and services.

Finally, a distinction is to be drawn on the one hand between the 
acquiring and using of knowledge about unconscious processes to bet­
ter understand and satisfy consumers and on the other hand using this 
information to influence them without their awareness. We can and do 
convey promises to others, both in ways that are conscious and uncon­
scious to ourselves and to the audience. Fortunately, there is no evi­
dence that promises conveyed but unkept are effective beyond the short 
term. For example, evidence involving the decay function of pure 
placebo effects suggests that the unconscious effects of belief and expec­
tation are short-lived when not accompanied by an authentic treatment. 
As Raymond Bauer noted in his 1958 critique of Vance Packard’s The 
Hidden Persuaders (itself a highly misleading book about deception), we 
must address a “primitive anxiety that we are on the verge of being able 
to establish complete control over human behavior to the extent that the 
victims of this control will not have a chance to resist it because they do 
not realize it is there.”34 This anxiety is as real— and as unfounded—  
today as it was in 1958 when Bauer spoke. Despite the advanced neuro­
imaging methods, metaphor-elicitation techniques, and other research 
approaches available today, managers cannot control people’s minds, 
much less brainwash them unconsciously or consciously into making 
continued unwise or unwanted purchase decisions.35

The knowledge explosion now taking place promises only to deepen 
marketers’ understanding of consumers’ unconscious thoughts and 
feelings. Advances in physiological response technologies and in vari­
ous social sciences such as those discussed in the next chapter provide
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consumers with more opportunity to express their “voice” and have it 
heard more reliably. This deeper understanding will permit marketers to 
influence consumers in the same way that a better understanding of 
learning processes enables educators to develop and deliver better edu­
cational experiences. Like the teacher, the marketer can offer only 
opportunity— and like the student, the consumer decides whether to 
embrace that opportunity and how to use it.



Chapter Six

Come to Think of It

What do you have, when you have a thought?

M a r k e t e r s  k n o w  that consumers’ thoughts shape their 
preferences and product choices.1 But, as we’ve seen, 
most thoughts lie well below the surface and occur, exert their influ­

ence, and recede without the thinkers’ awareness.2 Moreover, much like 
the person shown in figure 6-1, managers often fail to anticipate or 
allow for their presence.

Metaphor elicitation can help managers tap into these critical but 
elusive drivers of consumer behavior. Consensus maps, which build on 
metaphor elicitation, also serve as valuable tools for peering into con­
sumers’ unconscious minds. In this chapter, we explore these maps.

The Nature of Thoughts
Consensus maps represent bundles of thoughts many consumers share 
regarding specific problems and the products, services, and companies 
that promise to address them. First, therefore, we should delve more 
deeply into the nature of thoughts. What are thoughts, exactly? As cen­
tral as they are to our lives, we often struggle to say what a thought 
really is.3 We might use the term idea or concept as a rough synonym, but 
a more precise definition eludes us.

Managers must thoroughly understand what a thought is if they are 
to comprehend and influence consumers’ thinking and behavior and to 
provide enduring value to customers. Most important, marketers must

129
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FIGURE 6 - 1

Unsuspected Depth

R E A L  L I F E  A D V E N T U R E S

Like icebergs, nine-tenths of the problem 
is usually below the surface.

Real Life Adventures ©  2001 GarLanCo. Reprinted with permission of 
Universal Press Syndicate. All rights reserved.

know that a particular thought never stands alone. Individual thoughts 
bundle together in the mind and work in partnership with behavior.4 
In fact, we can imagine a thought as an instance of behavior, specifically 
an electrochemical behavior that we can’t see without a neuroimaging 
device.

Many managers claim that they can discern a consumer’s thinking 
by observing that person’s behavior. Such managers are using their own 
system of interpretation to determine which thoughts each behavior 
represents. Sometimes this works; often it does not.5 For example, based
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on their observations of consumers’ in-store behavior, managers at a 
West Coast-based supermarket chain concluded that price was an 
important driver in selecting the chain’s private labels over national 
brands of certain food items. However, when questioned after making 
purchases, most consumers didn’t know the price paid for the items in 
question, and few could state which brand cost more. Managers’ think­
ing proved an unreliable substitute for consumers’ thinking, and the 
pricing policies that were put into effect based on this substitution led to 
lost profits until the company realized its mistake.

Although observing consumers can lead to important insights, we 
should use this approach in conjunction with one that accounts for 
the consumer’s interpretation of his own behavior.6 The tactic of a man­
ager’s substituting his thoughts for those of consumers can warp major 
marketing decisions.7 William McComb, president of McNeil Consumer 
Healthcare, sums up this problem compellingly: “We slip from our obli­
gation to know what consumers are thinking . . . into believing they are 
like us; and from there we slide further into believing we can think for 
them and understand their actions.”

When managers understand how specific consumer thoughts part­
ner with behaviors, they can shape the outcome of those partnerships 
through the use of more-creative marketing communications. For exam­
ple, using metaphor elicitation, the dental referral service firm Future- 
dontics learned that many people don’t visit their dentist every six 
months because they think that dentists invented the six-month 
checkup to secure enough business. The participants in this research 
project didn’t understand that the six-month dental care regimen has 
sound medical reasons. By grasping the reasoning behind this patient 
behavior, Futuredontics could develop educational materials to explain 
the rationale behind the six-month schedule and could encourage den­
tists to underscore the importance of keeping appointments. Though 
the researchers have not kept statistical records of the project’s outcome, 
participating dentists and office assistants report that these actions have 
been very effective.

Clearly, understanding the “why” behind the “what” of consumer 
thinking and behavior is the key to helping consumers make the right 
decisions for themselves, lain Douglas, vice president for marketing at 
Gallo wines, develops maps showing how specific buyer thoughts and 
actions relate to one another. Gallo uses these maps as blueprints for
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building marketing strategy. Robert Summers, an Atlanta-based adver­
tising consultant to many firms, points out that every element of strat­
egy and every element of creative execution should contain a “why 
gene”— something that clearly explicates why consumers do what they 
do and how a company’s advertising reflects this knowledge. Betty 
Hutchins of InnerViews, a Toronto-based research firm specializing in 
metaphor usage as a way of raising the curtains on the unconscious 
mind of both consumers and managers, calls consensus maps “the crys­
tal ball of marketing strategy”: If you don’t look into it, then you can’t 
anticipate consumer reactions to marketing decisions.

Constructs: Taming Thoughts with Labels
Thoughts arise from cognitive processes reflected in neurological activ­
ity.8 They require concepts, which stand in for things other than 
themselves, according to Jesse J. Prinz of the Philosophy-Neuroscience- 
Psychology Program at Washington University.9 This “stand-in” for qual­
ity is one reason why the use of metaphor (the representation of one 
thing in terms of another) is effective in eliciting hidden or deeply held 
thoughts and especially connections between thoughts.

Marketers often try to infer consumers’ thoughts from their spoken 
or written statements (such as “I would never switch brands”) or from 
their behavior (for example, going out of their way to find a particular 
brand or displaying an unconscious physiological reaction such as 
increased skin conductance upon seeing a familiar brand). Managers 
and researchers capture the supposed thoughts behind these statements 
or behaviors and give them a label or name, such as “brand loyalty.” 
Cognitive scientists call such labels constructs. These constructs are not 
the actual thoughts or behaviors; rather, they represent marketers’ inter­
pretation of those thoughts or behaviors. Constructs enable people to 
talk about specific thoughts and behaviors; thus, they tame these elusive 
phenomena.

How do constructs look? We saw some of them in chapter 5, in 
reading about the metaphor-elicitation project in which consumers 
described how they picture companies that have consumers’ best inter­
ests at heart. For example, constructs involving support, nurturing, and 
resources were identified. Other constructs from this study, inferred by
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researchers and managers from several companies analyzing the data, 
are shown in table 6-1.

For example, the thought labeled as dependability was inferred 
from quotes such as “I can rely on them because they know what’s good 
for me is good for them” or “When things go wrong, they fix it right

TABLE 6 - 1

Companies That Care 

S ample of Constructs

C onstruct D efin ition

Evolving The continued development of the relationship between a 
consumer and a company. It involves believing that the 
relationship is enduring and dynamic as well as a “two-way  
street”: The company and consumer learn from one 
another and adapt their behavior accordingly.

Care for Personnel Consumers’ perceptions of how a company treats its own 
employees, including wages, benefits, or general handling 
of employees.

Dependability A company whose products and services can be counted 
on as reliable and consistent. A company that consumers 
can place their trust in in times of uncertainty. A company 
that is always there for the consumer and stands behind its 
product.

Honesty Straightforward and truthful information about products is 
provided. Nothing is purposefully hidden from the 
consumer.

Innovation/Creativity A com pany’s attempt to continuously develop new 
products or services that improves its ability to satisfy 
consumer interests and needs. The ability to think 
differently, switch frameworks and function in diverse 
boxes, to fulfill its consumers. Openness to unconventional 
ideas instead of rigid adherence to the status quo.

Moral Character Consideration of the ethical nature of a com pany’s actions. 
Recognition of potential good and bad outcomes of 
business practices.

Proactive Orientation A corporate attitude that attempts to preempt any 
problems by looking ahead, keeping in mind all possible 
outcomes and preparing accordingly.

Hospitality A personable company that goes out of its way to make 
the consumer comfortable. The consumer feels wanted, 
warmly received, and cherished.

Source: Mind of the Market Laboratory, Harvard Business School.
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then, no questions asked, no hassle.” The construct of dependability 
also includes thoughts and feelings about a firm not being dependable: 
“This picture shows an abandoned house. That’s how 1 feel about [a spe­
cific HMO]. I don’t know if they’re going to be there for me when I 
really, really need them. They weren’t for my sister-in-law. She counted 
on them and they didn’t do anything.” Honesty is another important 
construct:

A company that has its customers’ best interest in mind is going to be 
honest. If you expect a lot of problems and a rocky road, let me know 
at the start because I’ll be more apt to accept errors if you are up front 
with me.

Constructs are marketers and researchers’ expressions of what they 
think is going on in a consumer’s mind. Constructs are not the actual 
thoughts, but simply well-intentioned labels to capture and express 
them. They are short cuts summarizing others’ ideas. However, these 
labels can influence the conclusions that marketers draw. Consider the 
construct “brand loyalty.” It means one thing when it refers to a person’s 
repeatedly buying a product— behavior that could simply reflect habit 
or passivity. It means something totally different when it refers to a per­
son’s going out of his way to find a specific brand or deferring a pur­
chase until he finds it, a behavior that suggests dedication. For this rea­
son, managers must closely examine the bases on which a construct was 
formulated. Others in the firm should also look at the raw data used to 
identify a construct. Creative staffs in advertising agencies and person­
nel in product R&D can gain additional insights into consumer thinking 
by seeing the images and language that consumers use. Someone in 
R&D or in an ad agency may pick up nuances that the brand manager 
missed.

As marketers conduct research, they often engage in lively discus­
sion about the constructs that they see emerging in participants’ 
responses. In particular, they debate whether a construct should be 
broad or narrow. Should the construct “moral responsibility” include a 
respondent’s concern about both the physical and social environment, 
or do the two environments deserve separate constructs? Should the 
marketer lump the positive and negative qualities of dependability
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under one label, or separate them into dependable and undependable 
since the quality of experience in each instance differs? Marketers must 
address these issues before finalizing a consensus map.

The scope of a construct affects managers’ subsequent interpreta­
tions of the evidence and shapes their decisions and actions. Harvard 
University’s Jerome Kagan, one of today’s most insightful psychologists, 
warns against too much abstraction or vagueness in defining con­
structs.10 As we’ve seen, constructs such as “impulse buying,” “fear,” 
“customer satisfaction,” and “brand loyalty” can mean different things in 
different settings and to different individuals. For example, consider the 
construct “fear.” A fear that one may have body odor, that one will get 
into an accident, or that one will run out of crucial supplies during 
a party are all very different. Similarly, the meaning of “refreshing” 
changes when we use it to describe drinking bottled water, taking a 
shower after strenuous exercise, enjoying classical music in a park, or 
opening a window on a warm spring day. And finally, the “care” that 
consumers experience in a supermarket is not the same care they receive 
in an auto dealership or from a telephone help line. In fact, as we’ve 
noted earlier, one of the major points of convergence in recent thinking 
in philosophy, neuroscience, cognitive science, and sociology concerns 
the importance of the context in which thought and action occur.11 The 
physical and social setting of experience gives very different meaning to 
the same terms— not just the differences in the settings in which a prod­
uct is used, but in which research data are collected.

Kagan explains, “The biology of the brain provides the basis for an 
envelope of psychological outcomes, just as a large outdoor pen con­
strains the animals inside but does not determine any one arrangement 
of the animals.”12 The same construct, even in the same “pen,” may take 
on different shades of meaning depending on context or situation. For 
example, the meaning of a “bargain” varies depending on the influence 
of a fellow shopper, which store or even which country one is in, and 
the mood of the shopper, not to mention the specific product or service 
and the nature of one’s last purchase experience.13 The basic thought 
may have different antecedents as well as different consequences in each 
setting and thus take on a different “persona” in each context. For exam­
ple, the same consumers in a study in Europe described coffee and 
water using many of the same terms, such as balance, transformation,
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energizing, and rejuvenating. However, the imagery and metaphors 
associated with these thoughts revealed that the two beverages pro­
duced the thoughts captured by these labels in very different ways. 
Rejuvenation with coffee differs from rejuvenation with water. By better 
understanding the differences in the meanings that consumers attached 
to the very same terms, the coffee manufacturer effectively presented 
coffee consumption in a way that slowed the erosion of its market due to 
increased bottled water consumption.

Society Seeps into the Mind/Brain
Where do thoughts originate? At first, the answer seems obvious: in the 
mind, from thinking processes emerging from neural activities. Indeed, 
as cognitive neuroscientist Steven M. Kosslyn and many others suggest, 
our conscious and unconscious thoughts are the product of brain activ­
ity. However, that explanation stops short. The brain often produces 
what social settings condition it to do.14

Consider one’s sense of self. Certainly a consumer’s sense of self 
affects his thoughts about a product, company, or advertising campaign. 
But what is the self, precisely? One’s sense of self is a private, personal 
quality. After all, what could we as individuals possess more than our 
self-image? What shapes who we are? The many influences include our 
biological makeup as well as our life experiences; our social world— that 
is, our parents, the casual social networks in which we circulate, our 
immediate community, and the social standards we learn as we mature; 
the larger culture around us; and the educational, governmental, occu­
pational, and other institutions we encounter. Even our personal memo­
ries, as we shall see, have social origins.

The unique qualities of consumers tend to emerge through surface- 
level techniques. Companies that emphasize these unique qualities, 
especially by using sophisticated data-mining techniques, tend to gener­
ate multiple market segments that require greater product differentiation. 
Sure, they can tailor products and services to unique groups of con­
sumers, but customization is a costly strategy and often results in compe­
tition based on unimportant differences. Fortunately, managers are learn­
ing that, at deeper levels of analysis, consumers share a similar “anatomy”
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of thought and behavior on a given topic. For example, one firm distrib­
uting its goods through retail settings around the globe discovered that 
the nature of the shopping experience in very different countries was 
actually quite similar in important ways. Another manufacturer with a 
global distribution channel found that consumers in very different cul­
tures shared fundamental preferences for certain appliances, whereas the 
company had previously believed there were significant differences. This 
finding led to a more efficient and more effective product R&D process 
as well as better communications. The differing thoughts and actions that 
we observe at a surface level often rest on deeper, more common fea­
tures. These deeper, shared features tend to drive consumer behavior 
most strongly and change little over time. Thus, their relative importance 
and stable nature make them better bases on which to segment markets 
and design goods and services. For example, Drake Stimson reports that, 
by shifting from a surface-level analysis of consumers using traditional 
methods and conducting deep analyses instead, P&G doubled its pro­
jected first-year sales of Febreze.15

The marketing community has made finer distinctions among con­
sumers, resulting in more market segmentation. As with increasing spe­
cialization in scholarly disciplines, increasing market segmentation only 
worsens managers’ tendency to focus on consumers’ surface differences 
rather than their similarities. Of course, consumers are both similar to and 
different from one another in various ways. Their similarities hold the key 
to understanding their thinking and influencing their buying behavior. 
The deeper we dig, the more we find that otherwise very different consumers 
share important thoughts and feelings about the same topic. These similarities 
powerfully drive consumer behavior and remain surprisingly stable over time.

What explains the existence of shared, stable thoughts and feelings, 
or human universals? In part, they arise from the neurobiological struc­
tures we all share. But they also emerge because people across highly 
diverse cultures share many of the same problems and concerns, such as 
how to raise a family, how to find meaning in one’s daily efforts, and 
many other challenges.

Box 6-1 provides more detail on human universals. While lengthy 
to identify the commonalities found across all cultures ever studied, 
it actually understates the incidence of shared features among diverse 
peoples.16



138 I Understanding the Mind of the Market

Box 6-1

Human Universals:
The Myth of Diversity

People who study various cultures and societies do so for a good rea­
son: Culture explains a considerable part of all behavior. Cross-cultural 
studies often focus on differences between groups, reflecting an 
inherent curiosity about our own uniqueness as well as what seems 
deviant about others. However, social scientists are giving more atten­
tion to traits and behaviors common to nearly all societies.

This focus has overturned widely held beliefs about the distinctive­
ness of different cultures. These beliefs include Margaret Mead’s argu­
ment that adolescents in Samoa did not face the same challenges that 
their Western counterparts did, Benjamin Whorf’s hypothesis that lan­
guage shapes our perceptions of the world, and others’ arguments that 
the meaning of facial expressions varies across cultures. These and 
many other supposed distinctions have been found wrong. Instead, 
evidence increasingly suggests that, at a deep level, various cultures 
display more commonalities than differences. Managers who are 
developing market-segmentation strategies within or across cultural 
boundaries should appreciate this news, because segmenting markets 
can be very expensive.

The following list of universal or near-universal human qualities, 
adapted from the work of Donald Brown, reveals how plentiful these 
shared traits are.17 Anthropologists have identified hundreds of such 
qualities. Of course, cultures may differ markedly in how they express 
these shared traits, and marketers might attend to such differences. 
Fortunately, for any product or service category, the relevant list of uni­
versals for concept development, positioning, and other marketing 
decisions is only a small subset of those below.

■ Use metaphors ■ Have a system of status and roles ■ Divide labor by 
sex and age ■ Regulate the expression of affect ■ Record numbers ■ 
Create art ■ Conceive of success and failure ■ Have standards for
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measuring beauty and ugliness ■ Are ethnocentric ■ Choose pragmati­
cally ■ Believe in the supernatural ■ Have a range of temperaments · 
Categorize color ■ Empathize ■ Dominate ■ Imagine ■ Personify ■ Create 
solitary groups antagonistic to outsiders ■ Imitate outside influences ■ 
Resist outside influences ■ Compete ■ Hold similar attitudes toward 
supernatural occurrences, fear, hope, love, hate, good, bad, beauty, 
ugliness, murder, theft, lying, and rape ■ Dance ■ Sing ■ Tell tales ■ Cre­
ate literary art ■ Use figurative language ■ Symbolize ■ Establish rules 
and leadership to govern the allocation of important resources ■ Trade 
and transport goods ■ Establish rules and regulations · Develop similar 
cognitive functions · Consider aspects of sexuality private ■ Adorn 
themselves ■ Associate art with ritual ■ Establish etiquette ■ Need nov­
elty ■ Are curious ■ Express emotion with their faces ■ Interpret rather 
than merely observe human behavior · Use symbolic means to cope 
with envy ■ Reciprocate (in both positive and negative tit-for-tat ways) ■ 
Give gifts ■ Use logic and the logical notions of relationship ■ Orient 
in space and time ■ Recognize property rights ■ Associate music with 
ritual ■ Are consciously aware of memory, emotions, experience of act­
ing on the world and making decisions ■ Distinguish between public 
and private ■ Experience being in control as opposed to under control ■ 
Decide collectively ■ Have organizations distinct from the family ■ Fol­
low rules about inheritance ■ Display personality apart from social 
role ■ Recognize ascribed vs. achieved status ■ Use mood-altering 
drugs ■ Prefer faces with average dimensions ■ Perform hairdressing 
rituals ■ Give hair symbolic value ■ Overestimate the objectivity of 
thought ■ Expect parental care and training of children ■ Provide for the 
poor and unfortunate ■ Recognize economic obligations in exchanges 
of goods and services ■ Demand truth in certain conditions ■ Cannot 
transcend guilt ■ Are aggressive ■ Need privacy and silence occasion­
ally ■ Need to explain the world ■ Sacrifice one’s self for one’s group ■ 
Think men and women differ in more than only procreative ways ■ Lie ■ 
Use and understand the concept of equity and most of the West’s 
other general legal concepts ■ Celebrate special occasions by looking 
their best ■ Wish to allure ■ Desire to stand out from others ■ Feel pride, 
shame, amusement, and shock ■ Forego present pleasure for a

(continued)
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deferred good ■ Use same basic color categories ■ Identify the same 
geometric forms ■ Consider the relationship of nature to culture ■ 
Consider morally right and wrong methods of satisfying needs ■ Form 
a personality structure that integrates needs (id), values (superego), 
and executive-response processes (ego) ■ Attach meaning to the 
essentially meaningless ■ Provide for socialization of children and oth­
ers ■ Control disruptive behaviors ■ Distinguishing between general 
and particular ■ Archetypal themes of love and hostility ■ Animism ■ 
Some degree of inequality and dominance ■ Play of imagination ■ 
Coordination ■ Subordination ■ Obscenity ■ Fear of the consequences 
of envy ■ Sentiments of affiliation ■ Sexual jealousy ■ The desire for 
children ■ Group regulation of individual actions ■ Supervision or lead­
ership ■ Male predominance in public decision making ■ Mother-child 
tie · Families or households ■ Consultation in collective decision mak­
ing ■ Informal versus formal consultation ■ Sexual modesty ■ Kinship ■ 
Succession ■ Moderator-type leader ■ Nonlocalized social groups ■ Inti­
mate property vs. nonproperty ■ Loose property ■ Equation of social 
and physiological maternity ■ Dominant household dyad includes at 
least one adult ■ Interpersonal grooming · Problem solving by trial-and- 
error ■ Insight ■ Reasoning ■ Joking ■ More time and care spent on rit­
ual or symbolic objects than on utilitarian objects ■ Sex differences in 
homicide ■ Revenge ■ The senses of duty and indebtedness ■ The con­
cept of provocation ■ Resentment ■ Stages of cognitive development ■ 
Signals and sayings that convey erotic, reproductive, and gender 
meanings · Consciousness of birth and death ■ Mothers raising tonal 
frequency when speaking to children ■ Eyebrow flash ■ Expression of 
surprise ■ Facial expression of contempt ■ Imposing order on the uni­
verse ■ Reciprocity ■ Taboo ■ Anthropomorphizing ■ Identity ■ Religion 
that consists of an “ethos” and a “worldview" ■ Spatio-temporal orienta­
tion ■ Topographic and place names ■ Motivational orientation ■ Ideals ■ 
Symbolizing self in time and space ■ Conscious awareness of memory 
■ Emotions ■ Self-responsibility ■ Social structure influenced by accu­
mulated information ■ Mutual influence of personality and social role ■ 
Worldview involving entities not directly observed or observable ■ 
Curiosity about one’s nature ■ Positive death customs ■ Care of ill or
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injured ■ Altruism ■ Denial of unwelcome facts ■ Distinction between 
good and bad, in-group and out-group, family and others ■ Some form 
of prohibition of rape, murder, and other violence ■ Regulation of rela­
tionships between family members ■ Concept of property ■ No eco­
nomically egalitarian societies ■ Consuming substances to partake of 
their properties ■ Ornamentation ■ Rational thought ■ Psychological 
self-defense mechanisms ■ Psychological processes of projection, dis­
placement, rationalization, sublimation ■ All languages employ thirteen 
semantic primes: I, you, someone, something, world, this, want, not 
want, think of, say, be a part of, become ■ Psychological language ■ 
Contrast between white-positive and black-negative ■ Concept of 
future and other “alternatives" ■ Relationships ■ Adultery ■ Courtship ■ 
Culture ■ Flirting ■ Homosexuality ■ Juvenile delinquency ■ Dominant 
individuals are a focus of attention ■ Games of skill and chance ■ Loy­
alty ■ Male activities that exclude females and/or are secret ■ Male 
dominance (in political arena) ■ Myths and legends ■ Persons who 
attempt (or pretend) to cure the ill ■ Psychoses and neuroses ■ Suicide 
■ Taboos (and avoidances) ■ Traditional restraints on the rebelliousness 
of young men ■ Metered poetry ■ Association of poetry with ritual ■ 
Humans are inveterate predictors ■ Sounds as a medium of ritual com­
munication or experience ■ Universal drive for altered states of con­
sciousness ■ Play fighting ■ Fear of snakes

Source: Adapted from Donald E. Brown, Human Universals (New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1991), 
157 -201.

Bundling Thoughts: Consensus Maps
As discussed above, the more deeply we dig into consumers’ thoughts 
and feelings about a situation or context that these consumers have in 
common, the more likely we will find important constructs that they 
share as well. For example, in a study of how women picture their day, 
women from all walks of life, including those living in shelters as 
well highly successful professionals, displayed many of the same basic
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thoughts and feelings. To be sure, differences were apparent, including 
how they expressed those thoughts and feelings. But several constructs 
that captured the essence of how they picture their day were the same. 
Similarly, an OZA study found that shoppers in France, Japan, India, 
Egypt, the United States, and other countries displayed the same views 
of shopping as a journey; they perceived the same milestones, goals, 
frustrations, surprises, successes and failures, and personal achieve­
ments, even though the cultural settings varied substantially.

Not only do different consumers share many of the same deep 
thoughts and feelings about product or service needs or experiences, 
but the ways in which these constructs are related to one another are 
also shared by otherwise different people. This brings us to the impor­
tant topic of “bundling” thoughts into meaningful systems.

If we gave constructs human qualities, then we might say that indi­
vidual constructs become bored in the absence of communication with 
other constructs. In fact, an isolated construct has little meaning on its 
own. It has meaning only through its “conversations” with other con­
structs. Two analogies will help clarify this point.

Think of constructs as people. Every person changes in some way 
depending on each interaction. At work we have a professional de­
meanor; at home we may act more casually. We engage strangers in one 
way and longtime friends in another. Sometimes these differences are 
trivial, but often they are important. The more people we interact with 
and the more diverse they are, the more complex our own behavior 
becomes. The same is true of constructs. A construct becomes more mul­
tifaceted the more it interacts with other constructs. For example, by 
itself, the construct “escape” means little. But when it connects with other 
constructs, it conveys more meaning. Specifically, “escape” can represent 
something physical or emotional. When connected to “relief’ and “work,” 
it means avoiding stress, not physical danger. The construct “escape” 
becomes still more complex as we associate it with yet additional con­
structs such as home, poverty, embarrassment, and snack foods.18

Another analogy involves musical instruments. An instrument coor­
dinates with others to yield distinct performances. A guitar can be a part 
of an orchestra and follow a pattern of associations with other instru­
ments. It may be more or less active than other instruments, and its vol­
ume may differ over the course of the piece. There may even be a brief
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guitar solo. When played in a different musical piece, a guitar may fol­
low a different pattern in its working relationship with other instru­
ments. Moreover, the performance might vary (to the trained ear) 
according to the conductor or the acoustical properties of the perfor­
mance setting. The guitar in a rock band would certainly have different 
interactions with the other band instruments than a classical guitar 
would have in an orchestra. Thus, the performance’s context matters 
and extends to the mood and even prior experiences of listeners.19

The idea that constructs form networks with other constructs also 
has important managerial implications. Associations among constructs, not 
constructs in isolation, drive consumer behavior. For example, when an 
inexperienced customer walks into an automotive showroom, his feel­
ings of uncertainty may activate and link the constructs “vulnerability” 
and “expertise” in his mind. (For convenience here, the term “vulnera­
bility” takes on different values, such as “highly vulnerable” or “not at all 
vulnerable,” just as “expertise” includes states where the consumer has 
lots of or little knowledge. Marketers must determine when to combine 
opposite states in a single construct and when to treat the opposite 
states as two different constructs.) A well-meaning friend might have 
heightened this association with a story of a bad experience at a car 
dealership. Thus the consumer may feel especially vulnerable and self- 
conscious about his lack of expertise.

As a result of this activation (recall our discussion of priming), the 
customer will notice certain things in the showroom and use them to 
confirm his assumptions about what the car-buying experience will be 
like. For example, as in most dealerships, he might see an aggressive 
salesperson, trophies displayed in a cubicle, leftover pizza, a Styrofoam 
coffee cup, and hints of a special offer. These objects may trigger vague 
images of predator and prey, which in turn may prime the innate “fight 
or flight” response that occurs when people feel threatened. If this 
response gets activated, the potential buyer will spend less time in the 
showroom— and therefore be less likely to buy a car.

The same two constructs working together may trigger other 
constructs in the shopper’s mind, such as “need help.” This new con­
struct may lead the person to search for car-buying assistance from 
a trusted advisor, a helpful publication such as Consumer Reports’ 
car-buying guide, or an online information source. Thus, the associations
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among constructs start the journey toward actual behavior. This doesn’t 
mean that a simple list of constructs isn’t helpful. Under the leadership 
of Tom Brailsford, head of knowledge management at Hallmark, that 
company has made impressive use of a list of more than twenty con­
structs reflecting consumers’ thinking about companies that have 
their best interests at heart. Specifically, Hallmark has used the list 
to help retailers understand how they are perceived by their ultimate 
consumers.

To understand the associations among constructs that a particular 
group of consumers holds, marketers can develop a consensus map. A 
consensus map is a display showing how the thoughts and feelings a 
group of consumers share about a particular topic are also connected in 
similar ways.

Figure 6-2 is an example of a simple consensus map showing con­
sumers’ constructs about companies that would have their best interests 
at heart. (This map is a “submap” from a larger map of constructs on this 
topic.) The figure shows some of the major constructs and how they are 
connected with one another. Put differently, a consensus map shows 
most of the thinking of most consumers on a topic. Although the num­
ber of constructs varies from project to project, metaphor-elicitation 
techniques usually produce consensus maps that contain about 90 per­
cent of all key ideas expressed by any individual consumer interviewed. 
(In validation studies conducted with several firms, including Eastman 
Kodak, DuPont, and General Motors, these techniques also basically 
double the number of ideas judged actionable and relevant to managers 
compared with other methods, which range from focus groups to sur­
veys involving more than 30,000 respondents.) As noted in chapter 5, 
other researchers report that eight conventional one-hour, one-on-one 
personal interviews produce the same number of ideas as eight focus 
groups involving a total of sixty-five people.20 Not surprisingly, more- 
thorough interviews based on recent advances in several disciplines can 
be unusually effective, producing a large number of important insights 
using a small number of people.21

In the diagram, lines connect the various constructs to show how 
consumers link them. For example, many firms study the construct 
“dignity” to understand consumers’ thoughts about companies. Dignity
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FIGURE 6 - 2

A Submap of Thoughts about a Company That Has Consumers’ 
Best Interests at Heart

Source: Mind of the Market Laboratory/Harvard Business School.

is like an opinion leader: When activated in consumers’ minds (for 
instance, through an advertisement, the behavior of a salesperson, or 
hearing an acquaintance describe an experience with a company), this 
construct in turn activates many other constructs (twelve of them, to be 
precise). By contrast, activating “hospitality” stimulates fewer con­
structs. While we know that constructs and associations are important, 
we can’t exactly determine the relative importance among these con­
structs and the exact strength of their associations. For this information, 
we need a survey based on these constructs. Often managers focus on 
constructs that have many associations with other constructs. Or, based 
on certain strategic goals or a competitor’s positioning, managers will 
study one construct in greater detail, independently of the other related 
constructs.

The data used to create figure 6-2 has enabled several firms to 
examine all the constructs that consumers in this study frequently asso­
ciated with “dignity,” whether directly or indirectly. They did this by fur­
ther analyzing the data and then creating a submap around “dignity.” A 
leading financial services firm used this submap (see figure 6-3) to 
strengthen its customers’ already-positive judgments of the firm. The
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A Submap for the Construct of Dignity

Source: Mind of the Market Laboratory/Harvard Business School.
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insights gained from the submap resulted in even more effective com­
munications about the firm’s sense of pride and its evolving financial 
offerings. When “dignity” is activated in positive or negative ways, the 
other constructs shown in this figure will likely be activated as well. 
Likewise, the activation of one of these other constructs will probably 
activate “dignity.” Thus, the influence of two constructs on one another 
flows in both directions.

This submap shows some additional interesting associations be­
tween “dignity” and other constructs. Consumers’judgments about how 
a company respects their dignity also relates to their perceptions of how 
the company treats its employees and whether the company appears to 
behave selfishly, has a sense of pride and spirit, and is evolving. When a 
major camera manufacturer originally conducted corporate-image sur­
veys outside the United States, it overlooked the “care of personnel” 
construct. It later discovered that consumers questioned the firm’s 
respect for employees. In its subsequent communications with con­
sumers, the firm stressed its favorable treatment of its employees. The 
next time it conducted the survey, it saw a marked improvement not 
only in the “care of personnel” construct but also in assessments of “dig­
nity” and “pride/spirit.”

Our thoughts occur as activations among neurons. Neurons that fire 
together wire together; thus particular groups of neurons come to represent a 
thought. More important, different groups of neurons connect to form 
systems of thought. Constructs are names or labels that researchers and 
managers use to discuss consumers’ thoughts as revealed through 
metaphor-elicitation and consensus-map interviews. While some 
thoughts seem to be hard-wired— that is, innate— many other thoughts 
are created by the social context in which we live.

Moreover, because our brain structure and functioning are similar 
(at least at birth) and we all grapple with similar problems and chal­
lenges in life, we develop many common qualities. These shared quali­
ties may have different surface expressions, in the same way a language 
can have many different dialects. However, consumers from very differ­
ent cultures share a great deal— and their commonalities outnumber 
their differences.



148 I Understanding the Mind nf the Market

Understanding human universals is vital for companies that market 
to diverse audiences. It means first identifying what different market 
segments have in common and then asking, “What different expressions 
of these shared values, goals, or core behaviors must we respect and 
acknowledge?” Consensus maps can help marketers identify these com­
monalities and understand how they interact. Armed with these 
insights, managers can reengineer consumers’ consensus maps to boost 
consumer satisfaction, strengthen brand loyalty, and enhance sales.



Chapter Seven

Reading the Mind of the Market

Using Consensus Maps

Customer frames of reference are the strategic 

playingfields where innovative managers devise 

and implement their creative leadership.

C o n s e n s u s  m a ps  are strategic playing fields for managers. 
Immunex used a consensus map about physician decision 
making as the basis for its very successful launch of Embrel; Schieffelin 

and Somerset used such maps to reposition several established beverage 
brands; Procter & Gamble, AT&T, IBM, and Samsung Electronics use 
consensus maps to develop new product concepts; and firms such as 
Coca-Cola, Bank of America, J. Walter Thompson, and Fidelity Invest­
ments use them to develop communication strategy The construct asso­
ciations illustrated in a consensus map represent how consumers cur­
rently think about a topic. The map thus captures the socially shared, 
connected constructs that are most prominent in the minds of those 
market-segment members relative to a specific topic. In this sense, a con­
sensus map serves as an “anatomy” of the mind of the market.

As noted before, evidence suggests that when researchers use in- 
depth, one-on-one interviews to build a consensus map, they need only

149
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a small number of consumers from a particular market segment to iden­
tify enough constructs and relevant associations to represent the larger 
segment.1 As Richard Wirthlin, CEO of the strategic research and con­
sulting firm Wirthlin Worldwide, notes, “It never ceases to amaze me 
how, when interviewed carefully, so few people can generate such 
broadly representative ideas.” Managers and researchers in several com­
panies report independently that twelve to fifteen two-hour interviews 
with representative consumers can yield a consensus map that accu­
rately represents the larger population of that market segment.2

Once researchers have created a consensus map, managers must 
interpret it very carefully. The map may reflect the impact of the com­
pany’s prior or current marketing strategy. For example, a consensus 
map developed for a leading software company revealed that the firm’s 
strategy succeeded in conveying “unparalleled expertise” to consumers 
at the corporate brand level. Indeed, this construct affected consumers’ 
evaluation of the company’s products and even its stock. Simultane­
ously, another important construct— “responsiveness to consumer prob­
lems”— didn’t surface nearly as strongly in the consensus map. This 
absence suggested that consumers didn’t see the company as responsive 
to them. Accordingly, the firm reexamined the “customer responsive­
ness” component of its strategy and changed several practices. Nine 
months after the changes, the “responsive to consumer problems” con­
struct surfaced in a new consensus map as a salient and positive feature 
of consumer thinking. The firm credited the change as a force behind its 
increased market share in certain product lines.

Key Strategic Questions
When working with consensus maps, managers must ask themselves 
several questions:

• Which constructs should we analyze further?
• What do we convey to consumers relative to each construct?
• Do we activate these constructs in negative ways at certain 

points of contact with consumers? Do we plan the signals about 
each of these constructs or leave them to chance?
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• How do we “score” on each of these constructs compared to our 
competitors?

• How do we score on the quality (positive or negative) and 
strength of associations between constructs?

• Who within the company is most responsible for each construct 
and construct association?

• What are we doing relative to one construct that adversely 
affects our desired position on another?

The answers to these questions can help managers evaluate their 
current marketing plans relative to consumer thinking and target areas 
of existing marketing strategy to reexamine.

Though researchers’ interpretive summaries of raw data from the 
consensus-map interviews can help managers analyze and act on the 
map, the original data— in the form of metaphoric images and verbatim 
quotes— are even more vital. This raw material provides a fuller under­
standing of consumers’ thoughts. It also enables managers to develop 
additional insights using their unique knowledge of the product or serv­
ice in question.

Figures 7-1 through 7-4 show a sample consensus map and the raw 
data behind it, created for a study on privacy conducted by the Harvard 
Business School Mind of the Market Lab. Figure 7-1 shows the larger con­
sensus map reflecting the key constructs and the important connections 
among them. In different ways, nearly all participants in the study men­
tioned each of these constructs and the connections between them. A sub­
set of five constructs that firms such as Johnson &Johnson, American Cen­
tury, General Motors, Hallmark, General Mills, the Coca-Cola Company, 
and others have found especially interesting is highlighted in the figure.

Figures 7-2 and 7-3 depict excerpts from the electronic version of 
the consensus map and the raw data behind the highlighted constructs. 
A user can click on a construct on a computer screen and access the 
construct definition, a set of sample quotations from which the con­
struct emerged, and one or more visual metaphors that the study partic­
ipants used to express their thoughts about the construct. Figures 7-2 
and 7-3 show the data behind two constructs, “scrutiny” and “invasion.”

However, as we saw earlier, the associations among constructs are far 
more meaningful than the constructs alone. The connections or “lines” in
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FIGURE 7 - 1

Consensus Map for Consumer Thoughts about Privacy

figures 7-2 and 7-3 represent consumers’ reasoning processes that give 
texture and significance to their beliefs, feelings, and emotions. By click­
ing on a line, users see metaphors and quotations illustrating how the two 
constructs are related; that is, what “conversation” the two constructs are 
having with one another. Figure 7-4 provides an example.

Understanding these linkages is crucial, because they provide the 
best available basis for market segmentation. That is, companies should 
define consumer segments on the basis of similarities in their reasoning or 
thinking processes, not on the constructs alone, much less on other con­
ventional criteria such as demographics or purchase volume, which are 
only proxy indicators of the thinking processes associated with buying 
behavior. For example, by defining consumer segments based on shared 
thinking about one of their products, a leading U.S.-based electronics 
firm developed a far more effective marketing strategy than its previous
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FIGURE 7 - 2

The Meaning of Scrutiny

Scrutiny

C h o ice

S cru tin y : Being watched, tracked, observed. 
Being judged. Being under a m icroscope, others 
having information on you. A  sense of Big Brother.

Examples:
“I felt really scrutinized, really judged like you’re 
not a human being, everything is just based on 
your numbers and they don ’t care what happened 
to you."

“I think that snapshot is something that can be 
examined. A  snapshot is something that sort of 

freezes a moment in time and you can go back and you can look and 
you can examine those details. So, although there might be a lot of, 
a lot of detail, once you have the snapshot, once you have the photo­
graph, you have all the time you want to go and pick through and 
com b through those details."

FIGURE 7 - 3

The Meaning of Invasion

Invasion: Being intruded on; being 
targeted, marketed to, bombarded, 
contacted in a way one does not desire 
or control. Others being intrusive, pushy.

“I think if you have a wall around you 
and this is my personal space I will feel 
that they could get under my skin and 
they would target your emotions or 

target something that you’re not willing to have them have access to.
It means that my personal space is getting invaded."
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FIGURE 7 - 4

The Reasoning Process Involving Scrutiny and Invasion

one, which was based only on a listing of variables developed in focus 
groups and surveys. Focus groups didn’t identify associations among 
key thoughts. Though surveys provided valuable insights about associa­
tions among constructs, they didn’t illuminate the actual reasoning that 
“glued” constructs together. The metaphor-elicitation approach enabled 
the company to define fewer meaningful segments. As a result, it 
achieved significant savings on its manufacturing and advertising budg­
ets as well as exceeded projected annual sales by nearly 20 percent.

Reengineering the Mind of the Market
A consensus map is not necessarily “written in stone.” However, maps 
representing fundamental issues such as what “feeling good” means are 
less changeable than is a submap reflecting a specific way of feeling 
good. Central human issues, such as the meaning of “home” (of rele­
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vance to Home Depot and IKEA), will not likely change over a few years 
in a given population, whereas subissues about “home” could. Such 
subissues might include the experience of keeping a home clean (of rel­
evance to DuPont), exercise equipment for the home (of interest to Nau­
tilus), and home appliance use (of interest to Samsung Electronics).

A consensus map can help managers “reengineer” the way in which 
they interact with customers and thereby encourage consumers to see 
their company’s offerings in new ways. Since the human brain (and con­
sequently the mind) retains plasticity far into adulthood, marketers 
can change these maps,3 introduce new constructs into consumers’ 
thinking, and help them form fresh associations among existing ideas. 
Through these changes, managers can reengineer the mind of the mar­
ket.4 Before making such shifts, managers must ask themselves the fol­
lowing questions:

• What do we want this map to look like six months or a year 
from now?

• What changes in this map would align it with our current con­
sumer strategic vision?

• What constructs might we erase from current thinking?
Which ones receive too much consumer attention and should 
we de-emphasize?

• Which constructs should we reinforce?
• What new constructs should we add, to distinguish us from our 

competitors?
• How might we introduce new constructs? To which existing 

constructs should we connect them?
• What associations among constructs should we reinforce? For 

example, how would we create a stronger link between 
“exchange” and “open” (in figure 7-1)?

• What new associations might we establish between constructs? 
For example, there is no direct association between “responsive­
ness” and “moral character,” and “honesty” and “hospitality” in 
figure 6-2. Should we establish direct connections, or do indi­
rect connections suffice?

• Which existing association might we eliminate or weaken?
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A consensus map thus serves as a kind of road map for getting from 
one place in the mind of the market to another. From a managers stand­
point, having a consensus map is just as essential to strategic planning 
as having a regional atlas is to a traveler. Road maps show population 
centers (constructs) and existing major and minor routes from one cen­
ter to another (that is, the neural pathways connecting neural clusters). 
A traveler might look at her regional atlas and consider how to avoid a 
city center, how long the trip will take, and what to bring along. Simi­
larly, a consensus map helps managers identify opportunities for and 
obstacles to a successful marketing effort.

Using Consensus Maps:
Perceptions of a Financial Services Firm
An East Coast-based financial services company used a somewhat more 
detailed version of the consensus map in figure 6-2 to evaluate how well 
it conveyed its respect for the dignity of its high-net-worth clients. (As 
noted earlier, clients feel that a company honors their dignity when it 
provides evidence that its customers are important.) An initial evalua­
tion indicated that clients saw the firm positively in terms of “honesty” 
and “providing protection.” However, they also viewed the company as 
unresponsive to their needs, as not evolving, as having little pride, and 
as treating its employees indifferently. These judgments were especially 
pronounced among accounts lost in the preceding fourteen months, the 
time period covered by the evaluation. Before the audit, key managers 
had predicted their “scores” on these constructs. Relative to clients’ rat­
ings, individual managers overestimated their performance on these con­
structs by 22 percent to almost 60 percent. Clearly, the managers’ view 
of the company— and themselves— differed markedly from that of the 
firm’s clients.

Some of the images clients used to describe the company drove this 
point home. For instance, one individual used a picture of Mount Ever­
est to describe the firm’s lack of responsiveness to clients. “No matter 
how many people climb it, no matter how bad conditions get, it doesn’t 
budge. . . . Sure, it’s strong and will last but it doesn’t bend to special
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requests or needs. It treats all climbers the same: ‘I dare you to change 
me.’” Another picture, this one of slaves rowing an ancient galley ship, 
reflected account managers’ tendency, as judged by clients, to work 
intensively at the beginning of their relationship with high-net-worth 
clients. “Those guys,” the client said in reference to the mangers, “won’t 
be around for you when you finish the voyage,” reflecting a concern 
about long-term commitment from the managers.

The company explored how its own account managers experienced 
treatment by the company and how this experience was conveyed to 
clients. As one outcome of the in-depth follow-up, senior executives 
sent more congratulatory messages to account managers. Also, the 
account managers altered their behavior in certain ways and began 
using different words to describe the company to customers. As another 
outcome, the firm designed a special new brochure for clients and 
prospective hires. The brochure copy emphasized the unique oppor­
tunities that the company offered its employees, such as continuing 
professional-development assistance. By highlighting such programs, 
the firm demonstrated its commitment to treating account managers 
with respect.

All these changes in turn ensured that account managers treated 
clients with respect. A subsequent audit several months later showed 
dramatic improvement in all the areas targeted by the remedial effort. In 
addition to illustrating the power of a consensus map, this firm’s experi­
ence also demonstrates how internal relations within a company can 
affect the corporate brand.

How did this company use its consensus map to implement needed 
change? After analyzing the map, the firm decided to establish a direct 
association between “dependability” and “dignity” in their clients’ 
minds. The absence of this association became clear when managers 
examined the perception of the firm’s competitors in the marketplace. 
Strengthening clients’ association between “dependability” and “dig­
nity,” the managers realized, would help them differentiate the company 
from a major competitor. The firm set out to create other new connec­
tions in clients’ minds as well. The second audit showed that the new 
associations were indeed taking hold and sharpening the company’s 
competitive edge.
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Using Consensus Maps: Achieving Financial Goals
Many men and women between the ages of thirty-five and forty-five are 
focused on achieving personal financial goals. As they strive toward 
these goals, they engage constructs that represent their experience dur­
ing this journey. Table 7-1 shows some of these constructs identified in a 
study by another organization.

Figure 7-5, a submap of a larger consensus map for achieving finan­
cial goals, shows how the five constructs in table 7-1 relate to one 
another.

Although many people in this market segment share these con­
structs and their connecting paths, different people within the group 
might experience the system shown on the map differently. For 
instance, an independent person may feel quite confident about achiev­
ing his personal goals. Fie may acknowledge that life occasionally 
“throws you curve balls,” but he doesn’t worry about them. This same 
person may feel sufficiently well informed about personal finance that 
he does not want special assistance with financial decisions. Figure 7-5 
suggests that the more knowledge people believe they have, the more 
confident they feel in making decisions. Furthermore, the more knowl­
edgeable and confident they feel, the more likely they are to take 
chances, especially if their decisions won’t strongly affect other people.

TABLE 7 - 1

Sample Personal Finance Constructs

Construct

Confidence

Discipline

Chance

Knowledge

Beneficiaries

Description

The level of certainty (or uncertainty) about reaching one’s goal.

How steadfast one is in following an established course of action for 
achieving one's goals.

The role and salience of things one has little or no control over, such 
as winning a lottery or suffering a major, uninsured property loss.

The expertise to develop and implement a financial plan.

Other people directly affected by one’s success or failure in achieving 
one’s goals.
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FIGURE 7 · 5

A Submap for Achieving Financial Goals

On the other hand, those who believe that they lack knowledge feel less 
confident and vulnerable to the vagaries of chance— a situation that, in 
their view, requires more financial planning discipline. As one consumer 
explained:

Because I don’t have much control over what happens to me or even to 
the economy, I must be extra careful to make sure I put enough money 
away to protect my children no matter what happens. But I sometimes 
feel guilty about that, since I have less to spend making their experiences 
better now. And, well, I’ll say it, why can’t I enjoy some of the fruits of 
my labor too?

The more confident person engages with chance differently:

I think chance is there, but I also think you make your own luck, so I 
don’t worry a whole lot about putting money away on a routine basis. 
After all, how often does it really rain, and so what if it does? It’s just 
me now.

Both people expressed thoughts about chance, discipline, and bene­
ficiaries and made the same connections among them even while engag­
ing with these constructs differently. The financial services firm sponsor­
ing this study understood that its clients filter the information the 
company provides through the “lens” represented in figure 7-5, even 
though the filter, in effect, has different colors for different groups of
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“viewers.” An individual who wavers about her ability to achieve her 
personal financial goals might see the firm’s financial planner as a surro­
gate knowledge bank. The company could craft its marketing informa­
tion to communicate this option, demonstrating that the company’s 
financial planners are skilled at managing balanced portfolios. To more 
financially experienced individuals, the firm could characterize its 
financial planners as additional knowledge resources to help clients 
assess risk and gain even greater confidence in their financial decisions. 
After all, even experts share knowledge and seek guidance from one 
another.

How could the firm reengineer the mind of the market in this situa­
tion? It could find ways to make uncertain individuals feel more com­
fortable about managing risk. Or induce a greater sense of risk and vul­
nerability among those individuals who currently feel quite confident 
by, for instance, emphasizing that one can never have enough knowl­
edge about personal finance. Or present its financial planning service as 
a helpful option for those who feel they lack self-discipline.

Managers can generate ideas for reengineering a consensus map by 
analyzing the map and its supporting data or for forming hypotheses to 
test further. For example, the financial services firm noticed that the 
construct of “fun” was missing from the consensus map. The company 
hypothesized that, with the proper coach or guide, consumers might 
view financial planning as an engaging, interesting, and enjoyable activ­
ity rather than an intimidating chore. Indeed, this company decided to 
experiment with this construct. By creating a game-oriented software 
package for planning, it helped consumers associate the construct “fun” 
with the constructs “confidence” and “discipline.” The experiment 
proved a resounding success. A new consensus map developed more 
than a year later showed “fun” as a key feature of clients’ thinking.

When Consensus Maps Interact
Consumers have thousands of constructs— and hence thousands of 
consensus maps— in their minds. Some are broad, such as “what is an 
innovation?” Others may be quite specific, such as “what I think of 
detergentless washing machines.” Also, just as hearing one story
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reminds us of another, activating one consensus map (which itself is a 
kind of story) may activate another map. This “domino effect” happens 
because different consensus maps often share constructs. Shared con­
structs are like doorbells at different homes that are wired together. 
Pressing a doorbell at one home stimulates activity in that home and 
may cause the doorbell at a neighboring home or another one even far­
ther away to ring. Activity then increases in those homes as well. With 
consensus maps, when a single “button” is pressed, activity erupts in 
several locations— including in other maps.

For example, the construct “anticipation” may crop up in numer­
ous consensus maps. Consensus maps of consumers’ thinking about 
exercise include the anticipation of working out with friends and of 
feeling relaxed and accomplished afterward. Yet “anticipation” also 
shows up as a construct in consumers’ consensus maps about eating 
snack foods. For instance, an individual may anticipate eating a candy 
bar as a reward for completing a difficult task (such as exercising). 
Sometimes people highly prize just the idea of indulging in a snack 
food. The anticipation is an important part of the snack-food consump­
tion experience.

Of course, the experience of anticipation differs depending on 
whether anticipation is associated with exercise or with a snack-food 
feast. These differences stem from the influence of the other constructs 
in the respective maps. Still, maps that share “anticipation” as a con­
struct are theoretically capable of “ringing” one another whenever the 
anticipation “bell” is pressed. Nobel laureate and neuroscientist Gerald 
Edelman calls this process “reentrant mapping.”5 In our case, the 
thought of engaging in a workout activates “anticipation” and other con­
structs in the working-out map. Once the neural cluster represented by 
“anticipation” has been triggered, it may trigger other maps where 
“anticipation” also appears. (See figure 7-6.)

Figure 7-6 shows two consensus maps. Since the two maps share a 
common construct, “anticipation,” each has the potential to activate the 
other, represented by the dotted line in the figure. When the map for 
working out is activated, as shown in figure 7-7, the “anticipation” con­
struct in that map may activate the same construct in the snack-bar 
map, as shown in figure 7-8. The different shades highlighting “antici­
pation” in both maps indicate that this construct differs in the two maps
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FIGURE 7 - 6

Reentrant Mapping (Step 1)

M ental M odel for W orkout M ental M odel for Snack Food

FIGURE 7 - 7

Reentrant Mapping (Step 2)

M ental M odel for W orkout M ental Model for Snack Food

because of its association with different constructs in each. If the activa­
tion of “anticipation” in the snack-food map is strong enough or if the 
two maps share other constructs, then the entire snack-food map and 
working-out map may become active, as shown in figure 7-9. For exam­
ple, the two maps may share constructs such as “reward,” “indulgence,” 
“energy,” and perhaps “guilt.”

Consensus maps reflect the shared frame of reference or viewing lens 
among those in a target market about a particular topic or issue. These



Reading the Mind ef the Market I 163

FIGURE 7 · 8

Reentrant Mapping (Step 3)

Mental Model for Workout Mental Model for Snack Food

FIGURE 7 - 9

Reentrant Mapping (Step 4)

Mental Model for Workout Mental Model for Snack Food

maps change as consumer experiences change, and marketing actions 
are one source of change. Thus, whenever managers tinker with a con­
struct in a particular consensus map, they must think about how those 
changes might activate other bundles of thought in that map or in other 
maps that may seem unrelated but in fact influence the purchase and 
use of a product or service. To be proactive in reengineering consensus 
maps— consumers’ shared mental models— marketers need to have a 
clear understanding of them and a clear vision of-how they would like 
consumer consensus maps to look. Then they must evaluate the feasibil­
ity of marketing actions to bring those changes about.





Chapter Eight

Memory’s Fragile Power

Life needs the mythmaking of memory.

A l l  o f  u s  a s s u m e  that our memories inherently belong to 
us, accurately reflect reality, remain under our conscious 

control, and influence us only when we “call them up” or “bring them to 
mind.” Yet recent research in psychology, biology, sociology, and neuro­
science reveals that our assumptions about memory are tenuous at best. 
Memories are malleable: Not only do they fade or disappear over time, 
they change every time they come to mind, with every new human 
experience.

“Memories don’t sit in one place, waiting patiently to be retrieved” 
like snapshots, write Elizabeth E Loftus, professor of psychology at the 
University of Washington, and Katherine Ketchum, author of The Spiri­
tuality of Imperfection. “They drift through the brain, more like clouds or 
vapor than something we can put our hands on.”1

So what are memories? They are the “fragile but powerful products 
of what we recall from the past, believe about the present, and imagine 
about the future,” says Harvard University psychology professor Daniel 
Schacter, a leading authority in memory research.2 Although memories 
can distort and inaccurately represent our experiences, they still influ­
ence us considerably. “Even when memories are vivid and subjectively

This chapter title is based on a phrase suggested by Daniel Schacter.
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compelling,” Schacter continues, “there is still no guarantee that they are 
accurate. Even though vivid memories are often veridical, it is striking 
that a variety of conditions exist in which subjectively compelling mem­
ories are grossly inaccurate.”3

Research on what Schacter calls the “sin of suggestibility” shows 
that the very research methods— surveys, personal interviews, and 
group discussions— used to understand consumers’ memories can alter 
those memories. Marketing managers thus must understand how mem­
ories are produced if they hope to influence what consumers will 
remember about their products or services. Consumers’ memories are 
shaped by the social and cultural world in which consumers live and in which 
they seek to define themselves.4 Society and culture therefore play a lead­
ing role in the malleability of memory. As Jeffrey Prager, professor of 
sociology at UCLA and a faculty member at the Southern California 
Psychoanalytic Institute, explains, “The memories consumers create are 
narrative fragments intended to account for one’s feelings and bodily 
sensations.”5 They are a new “photo” creating a new picture to explain a 
current experience under the disguise of simply retrieving a preexisting 
photo.

Marketers do strive to create powerful memories for consumers 
about a product or service. Ad campaigns aim to facilitate a consumer’s 
storage and recall of the feelings and thoughts associated with the prod­
uct. For example, managers hope that providing a free sample or an 
advertisement will etch the image of the product in a consumer’s mem­
ory— an image that he will remember later, when it comes time to 
decide whether to buy

Of course, this kind of technique is well known to most mar­
keters. What’s more startling is marketers’ ability to influence far more 
than what people recall from an ad or sample. Specifically, marketing 
strategies can affect the shape, texture, and accuracy of a memory.6 
In essence, marketers play a central role in creating consumers’ memo­
ries, thanks to memory’s intricate association with metaphor. Yet many 
managers remain unaware of just how much impact they have in 
this area.

A marketing research study in Brazil also exemplified the notion 
that memory can be distorted by newer experiences. In this unpub­
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lished, proprietary study of supplier relationships, researchers led pur­
chasing agents loyal to a particular supplier to recall poor service after 
they’d claimed to be satisfied by the service. By asking particular ques­
tions, raising an eyebrow in response to positive comments about the 
supplier, and showing other surprised reactions to expressions of satis­
faction, the researchers subtly discouraged the purchasing agents from 
making positive comments about the supplier. Indeed, the positive 
comments tapered off and gave way to new, more negative feelings. 
Through their exposure to subtle verbal and nonverbal feedback, the 
purchasing agents created a new, more troubling memory of their long­
standing relationship with the supplier. They were unconscious of any 
change in their memory of this relationship, but their confidence in that 
relationship slipped.7

How Memory Works
To grasp the nature of memory, managers must familiarize themselves 
with three cognitive elements that work together to create the experi­
ence called “memory.” They must also understand the different types 
of memory that exist and the ways in which consumers encode and 
retrieve memories.

The Three Elem ents of M em ory

Memories manifest themselves physically as electrochemical etch­
ings in our brain cells. Neuroscientists call these etchings engrams. As 
we encounter and absorb information, that information enters neu­
rons that represent short-term memory. There it may evaporate in sec­
onds or be passed on and etched into other neurons that represent 
long-term memory. Of course, not everything we encounter is recorded 
for later retrieval. But if a fact or event has emotional significance 
to us, we’ll be more likely to store it in long-term memory. As we’ll 
see, other factors also increase the likelihood that a fact or event will 
be stored.
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Once stored, engrams are activated by cues or stimuli— such as an 
insert for a seasonal sale at your favorite clothing store that falls out of 
your newspaper, your best friend’s suggestion to see a particular film, or 
a point-of-purchase display for batteries that you see at the drugstore 
checkout. The seasonal-sale ad may cue a memory of a stylish pair of 
shoes or a briefcase you bought at a great price last year at the store. 
Your friend’s film recommendation cues you to remember another film 
you enjoyed that this same friend recommended. The battery display 
reminds you that your camera battery ran out at the wedding you 
attended last weekend.

Some cues are obvious. Others are quite subtle, working their magic 
in the shadows of the unconscious mind. Typically, we’re not con­
sciously aware of most cues. Yet these stimuli count among the most 
influential tools that marketing managers can use to incite the memories 
that will inspire consumers to buy.

As we’ll see in the next chapter, a metaphor is a relationship be­
tween two memory structures.8 That’s why metaphors are a power­
ful way of eliciting hidden thoughts and feelings, and why the 
choice of metaphor matters so much in product design and market 
communications.

Experience Engineering, Inc., practices effective “cue management.” 
Led by Lou Carbone, Experience Engineering designs sales and service- 
delivery environments intended to create positive memories in the 
minds of consumers. Box 8-1 describes an example of their work in­
volving a hospital emergency room. As you might imagine, few experi­
ences are more memorable than being admitted to a hospital. Patients’ 
hospital experiences, quite aside from the technical quality of the med­
ical care they receive, can strongly affect their recovery. For these and 
other reasons, careful management of patients’ total experience in a 
medical setting can have enormous social value, not to mention raising 
the reputation of the hospital in the public’s eye.

In addition to engrams and cues, consumers’ goals or purposes 
affect the memories that they create. In particular, goals and purposes 
influence which cues people notice, and therefore which engrams 
become activated in their minds. A year-long study in Great Britain 
showed that, when women brought a child to shop for food, specifi­
cally to teach the child about wise shopping behaviors, these women
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Box 8-1

Customer-Experience Management 
at University Hospital

Business Issue

In 1997 University Hospital (UH) in Augusta, Georgia, implemented an 
experience-management design for its Emergency Services Depart­
ment. Patient satisfaction scores had slowly declined, and competition 
was increasing from urgent-care outlets throughout the city.

Implementation

The emergency room’s (ER) experience-management initiatives began 
by assigning a cross-functional task force from the hospital and the 
ER. Representatives from management, medical staff, housekeeping, 
and security participated in experience-awareness exercises, defining 
the emotional connection that would anchor the creation of all experi­
ence cues. The subsequent experience design focused on connecting 
patients and their families with the hospital in a more reassuring and 
empathetic way.

The group identified more than one hundred cues that could 
strengthen these connections, including the following:

■ Directional road signs. The hospital placed additional signs far­
ther out in all directions from the campus. Signs reading “Hospital 
3 miles” reassured newcomers to the area.

■ Reconfigured furniture. Patients and families viewed chairs 
arranged in traditional straight rows as big “waiting” cues. The hos­
pital rearranged the chairs in small circles with tables to moderate 
the perception of a long wait, to promote conversation and privacy, 
and to open up the area.

■ Security guard turned greeter. A stationary security guard, previ­
ously posted behind an imposing desk, became a roving ambassa­
dor to help people navigate the registration process.

(continued)
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■ User-friendly language. The hospital created “Care Points" to 
help patients find their way around. For example, it changed the 
puzzling “Triage Station” sign over the emergency room reception 
desk to “Care Point 1 —Reception.” “Pediatric Emergency” became 
Care Point 3, denoted by a popsicle icon.

■ “Emergency room air-traffic controller.” In the past, once 
patients were admitted, registration staff and waiting family had 
been cut off from patients’ progress “inside.” The hospital created 
a new position to track patient charts and inform family regularly. 
No one set of cues transformed the patient experience at this hos­

pital. Rather, the benefit eliminated the negatives, followed by the 
cumulative design and building of positive cues—all of which helped 
the hospital to better reassure and empathize with patients.

The Power of Eliminating Negative Clues

An experience-management system should move an organization 
beyond a commodity experience to a palette of preferential clues that 
engender greater loyalty to the organization. Firms usually create and 
implement such a design in stages over several months. But organiza­
tions can benefit immediately by simply attending to and eliminating 
negative clues in consumers’ experience.

Once the UH experience task force began looking through the 
lens of experience management, “a huge revelation and transformation 
took place," according to George Ann Phillips, director of emergency 
services at University Hospital. “It was impossible to look at the world 
the same way again.”

For example, the initial scanning for clues so motivated some 
members of the experience project team—doctors, nurses, and admin­
istrative staff—that they devoted part of a weekend to changing the 
morgue experience for the surviving family. How might this be done? 
Normal procedure had involved simply wheeling the body on a gurney 
into a storage room, where the family spent time with each other and 
their loved one. In a day’s time, the group put up curtains for privacy,
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replaced harsh fluorescent lighting with incandescent lamps, furnished 
the area with chairs, repainted the room, and even hung a wallpaper 
border.

Results

Within one month of reducing negative cues, the ER experienced a 
one-third decline in customer complaints. After implementing the 
experience design, the facility’s “overall quality of care" rating in­
creased 13 percent, and it earned recognition from medical staff as 
the most improved department in the hospital complex. Ultimately, the 
hospital implemented key specifications of the experience design in 
the form of $5 million in renovations, to be completed in 2003.

Source: Courtesy of Experience Engineering, Minneapolis, MN, and University Hospital, Augusta, GA.

remembered fewer bad experiences and described them less negatively 
than when shopping with children for other reasons. In one study, 
researchers discovered that consumers described their most recent ex­
perience at a bar differently depending on the reason they were given 
for being interviewed. The different reasons for asking them to share 
this experience constituted different goals as well as different stimuli. 
When a goal is to quench thirst, consumers usually recall prior experi­
ences with cold beverages rather than warm beverages. When the goal 
is to spend casual time with friends, consumers may recall a broader 
array of beverage experiences.

Types of M em ory

Learning and memory are closely connected processes. Through 
learning, we acquire new information. Through memory, we can retain 
that new information in a form that we retrieve later. Like a complex 
database, the human brain stores and retrieves memories as bits of data. 
To understand memory, psychologists commonly organize it into three 
categories: semantic, episodic, and procedural. While all three memory
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types are important, we emphasize semantic and episodic memory in 
this discussion.

Semantic memory occurs when we recall the meaning of the words 
and symbols that surround us. How many American consumers can see 
a swoosh mark and not think “Nike”? Or hear the soundtrack from the 
movie Jaws and not imagine a shark’s fin breaking the surface of the 
ocean? Semantic memory enables us to recognize our favorite brand of 
orange juice, name a type of automobile or handbag, tell time, and iden­
tify a jingle from an advertisement.

Episodic memories involve the time, place, and situational aspects of 
events. For instance, many of us vividly remember dressing up in cos­
tumes as children and touring our neighborhoods on Halloween, or 
meeting our first love at age sixteen. Even a trip to Disney World with 
the kids can remain etched in a parent’s mind for decades. As adults, we 
remember all the major transitions in our children’s lives, such as their 
first day of school or the death of a pet.

Whereas semantic memory is the “what” and “how” of our expe­
riences, episodic memory is the “where,” “when,” and “with whom.” 
Episodic memory fosters our sense of self in that our experiences with 
other people in varying circumstances contribute to our self-identity. 
Consumers express their self-identities through their choices in the 
marketplace. Yet marketers rarely evaluate this aspect of memory when 
testing advertisements or new-product names.

Procedural memory involves learned skills. As children, we learn 
how to use the toilet, tie our shoes, and ride a bicycle. As adults, we 
learn how to drive a car, vote in elections, and complete our income tax 
forms. Procedural memory preserves process steps, the “how-to” in­
structions needed to manage our lives. For consumers, memories of this 
type include “scripts” explaining what constitutes wise shopping behav­
ior. For example, a script might contain rules, such as when to haggle 
over price, where to get the freshest produce, and whom to ask for sales 
assistance.

The Unconsciousness of M em ory
Memory may also be explicit or implicit. Explicit memories are those 

that we can voluntarily bring to mind. Surveys and focus groups tap
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into explicit memory by asking consumers to recall aspects of their 
experiences (such as quality of service, friendliness of staff, and so 
forth). Implicit memories are those that we cannot readily or voluntarily 
recall, even though they strongly influence our conscious thoughts and 
our actions. Implicit memory depends on structures in the brain that are 
older in evolutionary terms.

Until recently, researchers focused on explicit memory, because they 
assumed that this form of memory enabled implicit memory to occur. 
But memory researchers have begun differentiating memory based on 
the consciousness of the process. As it turns out, our most powerful 
memories, those that most sway consumer behavior, are often buried 
deep in our unconscious.9 Processes that activate those memories, such 
as priming, often work without our awareness.

As we saw in earlier chapters, priming significantly influences 
the unconscious mind. Through priming, one cue or stimulus facili­
tates the recognition of, or attention to, another cue. You may recall 
the well-known drawing in which viewers see the image of either a 
young woman or much older woman. However, we can influence 
what the person sees by first showing words that describe being young 
or old.

Consider the following lists of words:

noble princess court
castle regal prince
crown subjects purple
tiara king carriage
reign jester jewels
servant monarch joust
throne royal

Now close this book and write down as many words as you can 
remember. Or read the list to somebody else and ask him to write 
down the words that he can remember. That’s what researchers did 
in a study. One researcher read the list aloud to the participants, 
asked them to write down all the words that they could remember 
from the list, and then asked them how certain they were of their 
answers.
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They claimed to be just as sure about their correct answers as they 
were about a particular incorrect answer— the word queen. Though 
queen doesn’t appear on the list, two-thirds of the study’s participants 
wrote down “queen” as a word “heard.” In effect, the presence of other 
related words like king, prince, and princess suggested that queen also 
appeared; that is, the related words primed people to think uncon­
sciously about queens.

A particular product name or an image in an advertisement can also 
prime consumers’ recollections of what they consider important in a 
product or service. Something as simple as a wall clock included in a 
magazine-ad photo can exert a powerful impact on what consumers 
retain about the ad. For example, a picture of someone being helped at a 
service counter in a setting where a wall clock is displayed is more than 
twice as likely to evoke the notion of speedy service than the same 
image without the wall clock. The wall clock primes unconscious 
thoughts about time and hence speed of service. A consumer is more 
likely to retrieve and use the criterion of speed when evaluating this 
service provider, even though the ad makes no explicit reference to 
speed of service. To borrow an analogy from Mark Twain, the difference 
between the right marketing stimulus and almost the right stimulus is 
the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.

Memory Storage and Retrieval
Remembering and forgetting are like Siamese twins: One doesn’t go far 
without the other.10 We simply can’t hold every important thought in 
our conscious mind. If we tried to do so, then we’d soon become dis­
tracted and unproductive. Imagine that while you were shopping for a 
car, memories about a recent trip to the grocery store, your cousin’s 
birthday party, or your Aunt Esther’s famous apple pies kept flooding 
your mind. Without memory, we cannot afford to forget, but without 
forgetting we cannot focus our attention on the decision at hand.

Memory storage, or encoding, along with memory retrieval are also 
virtually inseparable. Encoding involves transferring what we see, hear, 
smell, taste, touch, think, and feel into our brain cells as engrams. How 
we encode an event or fact strongly determines whether we will recall it
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later. The intention to recall it won’t ensure our doing so. For informa­
tion to move to long-term memory, we must encode it thoroughly and 
deeply. This process occurs at various levels in the brain— many of them 
deep in the unconscious.

One of the most influential theories about encoding is the “levels of 
processing” approach. According to this theory, we analyze stimuli at 
many different levels. At shallow levels, we notice physical or sensory 
characteristics, such as the color of autumn leaves. At deeper levels, we 
analyze the meaning of those physical or sensory characteristics. For 
example, if you live in New England, then seeing bright orange leaves 
might remind you that summer is coming to an end. If we process a cue 
at a shallow level, then the resulting engram won’t last long. If we 
process a stimulus deeply, then the engram will endure longer and we’ll 
remember it more easily.

Table 8-1 describes various factors that influence whether informa­
tion will reach long-term memory. For example, memories strengthen 
when we weave them into existing and new memories about our experi­
ences.11 Compared to a novice, an expert on home power tools will 
more likely remember a particular detail about a tool because the prod­
uct has greater personal significance.

Once a memory is encoded, retrieval processes help us pull it from 
memory. The brain uses several kinds of retrieval processes. For exam­
ple, when you see an image of a home-baked apple pie, perhaps you 
remember a favorite aunt who baked pies for Sunday dinner. The cue 
of the pie triggers your memory of your aunt. This associative retrieval 
occurs involuntarily as a stimulus triggers a related memory. When you 
try to remember the last time that you went to the dry cleaners, attended 
a wine tasting, or ate a banana, you consciously work to retrieve a mem­
ory. This strategic retrieval is voluntary— akin to searching for a file on 
your computer’s hard drive.

Context— including cues— is critical in both associative and strate­
gic retrieval. The Encoding Specificity Hypothesis suggests that the 
degree to which a current experience resembles the original context in 
which we encoded a memory determines how easily we can retrieve the 
same memory later.

Research also shows that the more information provided during 
retrieval (for example, an image of a smiling, elderly woman serving an
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TABLE S - 1

Elements Affecting Recall

Element Description Consumer Thought

Has personal 
significance

The product or service fits 
a consumer’s sense of self.

“That dress is so me!”

Is compatible with 
current mood

Happy (or sad) feelings foster 
encoding and retrieval of 
happy (or sad) product 
experiences.

“My grandmother always 
made us cookies with 
Nestl6 chocolate chips.”

Is tagged by an 
emotion

The person associates an 
intense emotion with the 
event or product.

“It wasn’t just my first car; it 
was a symbol of my dad’s 
recognition that I was 
growing up.”

Is action-oriented The product or event enables 
the person to take some 
desired action.

“It promises immediate 
relief from heartburn.”

Is consistent with 
existing concepts

The product or event fits into 
an existing consensus map.

“When I use Downy, I’m 
taking better care of my 
children because I am 
caring for their clothes.”

Has important 
consequences

Misreading directions on a 
label could cause harm.

“I’m in deep trouble if I’ve 
connected these wires 
incorrectly.”

Is distinct The product or event creates 
a first-time experience.

“This soda feels ‘like 
fireworks on my tongue.’ ”

Is surprising The product or event falls 
outside the person’s comfort 
zone or expectations.

“Their chef’s definition of 
mild is my definition of 
unbearably hot.”

Can spawn a story The product or event triggers 
other important associations 
in memory.

“PG&E provided the light 
that enabled me to read so 
that I could escape thinking 
about being abused.”

Is frequently 
rehearsed

The product or event is 
repetitive.

“My kids are always singing 
their jingles.”

apple pie— not just an apple pie sitting all by itself), the more likely 
you’ll be to retrieve additional details from the original memory. For 
instance, you might remember not just your aunt and her pies, but the 
fact that she made them for you every Sunday

Sensory cues can play a particularly powerful role in reinstating the 
context of an earlier experience— thereby facilitating retrieval of memo-
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ties. For instance, the smell of a pie baking in the oven may cause you to 
remember additional details about your Sunday gatherings. The more 
sensory cues you notice, the more the original context of a particular 
experience becomes reinstated in your mind. Olfactory and other sen­
sory cues are hardwired into the brain’s limbic system, the seat of emo­
tion, and stimulate vivid recollections.12

In fact, sensory images involving sight, sound, smell, and bodily 
sensations add so much realism to a recollection that the memory- 
retrieval experience can be surprisingly intense.13 A TV commercial 
showing a person savoring the aroma of freshly brewed coffee can trig­
ger these same olfactory sensations in viewers. The colors burgundy and 
hunter green, which evoke memories of tradition and belonging in 
many consumers, have helped one clothing manufacturer sell business 
suits made of fabrics in these colors.

What happens between encoding and retrieval? During encoding, 
the brain’s hippocampal region becomes active and helps integrate new 
information with our existing knowledge. Research in neurobiology 
indicates that a consolidation period occurs after encoding. During this 
consolidation process, newly learned information transforms from its 
vulnerable form in short-term memory to a more enduring form in 
long-term memory. During this transition, memories become particu­
larly susceptible to distortion. The length of this interval depends on the 
nature of the learned material; that is, more complex information takes 
longer to process. This time period may consist of seconds, minutes, 
hours, or even days. The information is then stored in the neocortex and 
distributed throughout the brain.

Managers can increase the likelihood of creating enduring memo­
ries by emphasizing unique product qualities that have personal signifi­
cance for consumers. However, managers must also consider the mood 
of consumers at the time of encoding and retrieval. Television program­
ming or magazine content that surrounds an advertisement can prime a 
viewer to respond to the ad in a particular way through the mood 
induced by the programming or content.

If an advertisement sets a mood for the consumer, then a company 
can reinstate that same frame of mind by creating store environments 
consistent with that mood, designing corresponding future ads, and 
ensuring that product packaging or point-of-purchase displays reinforce
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the mood. Additionally, managers can set up the context for consumers’ 
later retrieval of the original ad. For example, they can:

• Focus consumers’ attention on contextual cues such as the fresh 
smell of clothes as they come out of the dryer.

• Link the drinking of champagne to landmark events, such as a 
graduation, and to recurring occasions like wedding anniver­
saries or birthdays.

• “Remind” consumers of past experiences through autobiographi­
cal referencing, such as “Remember your first Buick. . . . ”

• Implement general cues versus specific ones. “Remember family 
picnics” is more inclusive— and therefore more effective— than 
“Remember the family picnics you went on when you were 
eleven years old.”

Anne Thistleton, a marketing consultant, envisions the encoding 
and retrieval of memory as a journey punctuated by special moments. 
She has used figures 8-1 and 8-2 to help management at the Coca-Cola 
Company better understand how to make use of memory and create 
enduring, memorable experiences with the brand. As figure 8-1 sug­
gests, remembering an earlier experience does more than retrieve the

FIGURE 8 - 1
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FIGURE 8 - 2

Influences on the Encoding of a Memory

Source: Anne Thistleton.

past; it also influences our current experience— which in turn becomes 
the starting point for the next memory “journey.” When all the points 
along this journey occur smoothly, consumers are more likely to buy a 
product or service. In effect, figure 8-1 describes the manufacture of 
desire. Positive recall of a positive past experience can enhance a per­
son’s current experience of consumption, which in turn becomes a 
“future” memory. This process increases the likelihood that the person 
will want to buy and use the same product in the future. However, this 
likelihood is influenced by several factors that determine how well par­
ticular experiences are encoded. This is shown in figure 8-2.

Memory Reconstruction
Research in the last decade has changed how we think about memory. 
We often think of memory as a photo stored in a photo album, like a lol­
lipop in a bowl of individually wrapped treats— something that we can 
just reach for and retrieve whenever we want. Based on such traditional 
metaphors for memory, many companies have designed their marketing 
communications and other touch points with consumers as if they can 
recall these messages as originally received. However, memory experts
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now view memory as a malleable process, not as a single, unchanging 
structure within the brain.

We store many different pieces, or chunks, of a memory throughout 
the brain and reassemble them later during the retrieval process. During 
retrieval and reassembly, a memory changes. Thus memories are not per­
fect replicas of an earlier event, but are impressions that shift in response 
to cues and to our reasons for noticing those cues. Memory, then, is a cur­
rent perception shaped by specific contexts, including the consumer’s past and 
current moods and sense of identity .H Daniel Schacter clarifies:

It was once believed that remembering a past experience is merely a 
matter of bringing to mind a stored record of the event, but recent 
research has overturned this persisting myth. We will see how even 
the simple act of calling to mind a memory of a particular past experi­
ence— what you did last Saturday night or where you went on your 
first date— is constructed from influences operating in the present as 
well as from information you have stored about the past.15

Likewise, how we remember an experience with a customer-service 
representative hinges on whether the triggering cue for that memory is 
positive or negative. If a friend describes a positive customer-service 
experience at the same store, then we may recall our own experience as 
less offensive than it might actually have been. If our friend describes a 
negative experience, then we may recall worse treatment than we actu­
ally received. If we have an uneventful dinner at a restaurant, then hear 
that a friend had an awful experience at the same place, then we may 
recall our dining experience as “below average.” If, instead, our friend 
told us that she had the best meal of her life there, then we might recall 
our experience as “above average.”

Not only do we recall an experience differently depending on the 
triggering cue; we are unaware of the change. What we recall about a par­
ticular experience now seems to be exactly what we recalled about that 
same experience last week or last year. A report by Linda Levine and her 
colleagues on a longitudinal study of memory changes during the O. J. 
Simpson murder trial aptly illustrates this phenomenon. When the jury 
announced its verdict in 1995, various participants in this study had
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reported feeling happiness, anger, or surprise. Five years later, when the 
researchers asked these same individuals to describe their feelings after 
the verdict, the participants reported very different ones. The changes 
were in line with their current feelings of happiness, anger, or surprise. 
The participants were unaware that their initial feelings reported at the 
time of the verdict had been different.16

So every time we remember a particular experience, we’re respond­
ing to different cues and goals. Thus a different bundle of neurons 
is activated with every recall of a single experience. The difference be­
tween neurons activated the first time and those activated the twentieth 
time can be trivial. In such cases, for all practical purposes, the memory 
remains “true” and unchanged. This relative stability occurs mostly with 
matters that have high personal relevance and that we frequently re­
hearse, such as remembering our own name.

In addition to cues and goals, imagination plays a big part in 
the reconstruction of our memories. Indeed, memory and imagination 
together create what we know and think.17 Marketers actively partici­
pate in this partnering of consumers’ memory and imagination— some­
times with powerful consequences. For example, what consumers recall 
about prior product or shopping experiences will differ from their actual 
experiences if marketers refer to those past experiences in positive ways. 
This phenomenon is known as backward framing. By using forward fram­
ing, marketers can influence consumers’ expectations about a future 
experience. These expectations, in turn, alter their actual future experi­
ences— and their memories of those experiences.

Most marketing communications focus on forward framing, for 
example, in the form of magazine advertisements, advice from knowl­
edgeable salespeople, or word-of-mouth recommendations. Such fram­
ing conditions consumers to look for and even expect specific qualities 
in a product or shopping experience. For instance, if you’ve seen an ad 
for a new cellular phone and several of your friends are raving about the 
phone’s superior technical features, you may be more likely to notice 
those features when you encounter that same phone in a store.

Forward framing thus makes presumably positive qualities more 
salient, or noticeable, for consumers. (Marketers can also use forward 
framing in comparative ads to highlight the negative qualities of a
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competitor’s product.) When a quality is salient, it is at the forefront of a 
consumer’s mind. Hence, the person better appreciates that quality 
when he or she encounters it. As a result of this greater appreciation, the 
consumer has a better experience with the product than he or she 
would have otherwise (unless, of course, the product blatantly fails to 
deliver). With better product experiences, consumers are more likely to 
buy that same product again.

Backward framing is distinct from information that causes con­
sumers to consciously reassess a prior experience based on new informa­
tion. For instance, if you purchased a lawnmower and couldn’t get it to 
work properly, you might initially be unhappy with the manufacturer. 
However, you might rethink your evaluation of the product if you 
learned that you hadn’t read the instructions carefully or that the mower 
wasn’t intended to mulch all the dead leaves that fell on your lawn in 
October. Additional information about the mower (for example, that 
you can buy attachments to improve its mulching effectiveness) or 
unexpected benefits of using it might cause you to reappraise your 
experience with the product.

Sometimes the malleable nature of the memory process can prompt 
us to remember events that could not have occurred. The impact of sug­
gestion and biased beliefs in the creation of false memories has been well 
documented.18 However, until recently, false memory’s impact on con­
sumer decision making remained unclear. For example, could marketers 
influence the memory reconstruction process in such a way as to create 
false memories in consumers’ minds?

Kathryn Braun-LaTour suggests that, yes, marketers can exert such 
influence. In a series of careful studies, Braun-LaTour explored whether 
exposure to advertising after a product experience could alter con­
sumers’ memories of that experience.19 Participants in this study were 
given candy in a green wrapper. After they ate the candy, they were 
shown an advertisement of a candy wrapped in blue. When asked what 
color the wrapper on the real candy was, about half of the participants 
answered “blue.” This memory distortion occurred even when the par­
ticipants had been warned that the advertisement was printed with bad 
ink and that the colors in the ad were not reliable. In another study, par­
ticipants were served a vinegar-tinged, salty orange drink (not the tasti­
est beverage!). However, after seeing an ad suggesting that the drink
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was “refreshing,” the participants remembered their tasting experience 
as “refreshing.”20

Though these findings powerfully demonstrate that advertising can 
infiltrate memory, they do not address whether an ad can create a mem­
ory of something that never happened. To explore that question, Braun- 
LaTour showed people an advertisement for Disney suggesting that all 
kids who visit Disneyland have the opportunity to shake hands with 
Bugs Bunny during their visit. Bugs Bunny is actually a Warner Bros, 
character and thus would never be seen in a Disney resort. However, 
about 16 percent of those who saw the ad later reported that they 
remembered meeting Bugs during a childhood visit to Disneyland. A 
control group had no such recollections. Apparently, advertising— if 
constructed properly— can lead to the creation of false memories.21 
When asked, many consumers insist that they rely primarily on their 
own first-hand experiences with products— not advertising— in mak­
ing purchasing decisions. Yet, clearly, advertising can strongly alter 
what consumers remember about their past, and thus influence their 
behaviors.

Recently, neuropsychologists and neurobiologists have provided 
exciting new evidence supporting memory-reconstruction theory. Tech­
nologies such as PET scanning and functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) provide visual evidence of this reconstruction process. 
Strikingly similar areas of the brain often become activated during 
both “false” and “true” memories, although some differences may occur 
as well.22

The Role of Mood in Memory
Fundamental biological processes involved in emotions and mood states 
also affect the encoding and retrieval of memories, as described in box 
8-2. The impact of these processes has important implications for the 
context in which a product or ad is placed (for example, what appears in 
the pages before and after a magazine ad, or what’s on TV before and 
after a commercial). The context of a marketing communication can 
establish emotions and moods that in turn affect how consumers 
process and recall the communication.
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Box 8-2

Mood and Memory

Moods are subtle and general feelings.23 Though people are often 
unaware of their mood, it can profoundly affect their explicit thinking. 
Mood often stems from the interaction of external events with the 
body's electrochemical systems and contributes to the malleable 
nature of memory.

Considerable research has examined the impact of mood on mem­
ory. One dominant theory suggests that a mood activates a network of 
associations in our memory that surrounds that mood or emotion.24 If 
we are in a “happy" mood, then a network of associations with feeling 
happy will be activated. Our good mood primes our thoughts about 
feeling well. A recent theory proposing a neuropsychological mecha­
nism underlying the effect of positive mood on cognition has interest­
ing implications for memory.25 This theory suggests that the effect of 
positive mood on problem solving and memory is associated with the 
release of the neurotransmitter dopamine in the brain. When a reward 
induces a positive mood, the amount of dopamine in the brain 
increases. That increase in turn leads to more flexible and creative 
thinking and enhances the recall of certain memories.

Most research on mood and memory has focused on two phenom­
ena: mood-dependent memory and mood-congruent memory. Both 
processes speak to mood's impact on memory reconstruction.

Mood-Dependent Memory

When consumers are in the same mood at the time of both encoding 
and recall, they retrieve memories more easily. For example, if con­
sumers are in a good mood when they first hear about a product’s 
attributes, they will more accurately recall those attributes later if they 
are again in a good mood. However, recall improves only if consumers 
consciously attribute the cause of their good mood to the event that 
they associate with the mood. The simultaneous emergence of the 
mood and presentation of the associated cue is not sufficient on its 
own to improve recall.
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Showing happy people staying at a particular motel chain won’t 
establish the connection unless viewers of the image see the motel 
chain as contributing to that happy mood.

Mood-Congruent Memory

Consumers’ mood also sensitizes them to information congruent with 
that mood. For instance, consumers in a good mood will be more 
aware of positive qualities in products or experiences that they 
encounter. People who feel happy will notice and remember happy 
events more than events that provoke sadness or anger.

What accounts for this association? The answer is surprisingly 
simple: It requires too much mental effort to shift from a negative 
mood to appreciate something positive. This exertion explains why 
we can’t cheer up an unhappy customer simply by addressing her 
complaint.

Mood congruence also affects retrieval. Regardless of a con­
sumer’s mood at the time a memory is encoded, congruence between 
her current mood and the things she needs to remember enhances 
recall. For example, you can probably remember the name of a comedy 
when you’re in a good mood—even if you weren’t in a good mood when 
you first heard about the comedy. The mood-congruence effect seems 
stronger for implicit memory.

The impact of mood dependence and mood congruence is espe­
cially noticeable in retail contexts. In one study, consumers viewed a 
restaurant review that contained an equal number of positive and neg­
ative statements. Those who read the review while in a happy state of 
mind evaluated the restaurant more positively than those who read it 
while in a sour mood. This outcome suggests that the TV programming 
flanking a TV ad influences brand recall significantly. Positive program­
ming will support memory encoding and retrieval more than negative 
programming. Thus marketers should think carefully about the sur­
rounding context of the time slots that they buy.

In another study, researchers tried to induce a happy mood in 
mall shoppers by giving each a small gift. Later, in what they thought 
was an unrelated survey, consumers who had received the gift (that 
is, supposedly happy people) more likely reported satisfaction with

(continued)
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their cars or televisions than did people who had not received a gift 
(that is, supposedly unhappy people).

Consistent with neuropsychological theory, recent empirical evi­
dence suggests that positive mood does in fact enhance recall of 
brand names.26 Thus, a positive mood may also lead consumers to 
engage in more “relational elaboration"; that is, thinking more about 
the ways a given brand may relate to other brands. This relational elab­
oration leads consumers to cluster or categorize brands, and the 
resulting multiple associations facilitate future recollection of the 
brands. The more consumers remember brands, the more likely they 
are to buy them.

Source: Professor Nancy Puccinelli of Emerson College contributed to this box.

Before continuing, one word of caution: Not all memories get 
reconstructed during the retrieval process. Consumers need some sta­
bility in their memory. After all, this stability saves consumers the trou­
ble of having to consciously retrieve and evaluate memories of products 
and then make new decisions with every purchase. Yet some memory 
changes can be significant. Marketers can unknowingly— or know­
ingly— enhance the brain’s proclivity for reconstituting memory.

Memory research over the last decade has yielded important develop­
ments. The metaphor of the unchanging photograph no longer fits what 
we know of consumer memory. Past and current circumstances, envi­
ronment, and mood all shape what consumers recall about their experi­
ences with a product, service, or company. As consumers create memo­
ries through their interactions with marketers, those memories in turn 
influence what new memories they will create. Market researchers and 
the professionals who design marketing communications should keep 
these findings in mind:

• Memories don’t simply record consumers’ pasts; they link their 
pasts, presents, and futures.
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• Memories are malleable.
• Memory is selective; what consumers already know shapes what 

they encode and retrieve.
• Memory systems can contain only so much information; con­

sumers recall only what suits the moment.
• Memory stores both generic and specific information.

Managers can design memory-shaping environments that will ulti­
mately alter what consumers recall about a company’s brand or product. 
Memory research has now provided managers with a new lens through 
which to interpret and analyze the memories that consumers describe in 
market research studies.





Chapter Nine

Memory, Metaphor, and Stories

Memory is another source of fiction.

— Paul John  Eakin, in Memory, Brain and Belief

A S w e ’v e  s e e n  in the preceding chapters, consumers’ meta­
phors and memories involve re-presentation, as do stories. 

A metaphor re-presents one thing in terms of another and influences 
thought. A memory re-presents an experience encountered in the past. 
A story narrates a past, present, or future event. All three contain truths 
and fictions, thoughts and emotions, and all three overlap. Memories 
are stories, stories consist of memories, and both are often expressed 
through metaphors. Most important, the fusion of memory, metaphor, 
and story enables consumers to create meaning around, or to see per­
sonal relevance in, a company or a specific brand.

In this chapter, we explore the social contexts for memory and the 
nature of the fusion of memory, metaphor, and story. Through the 
metaphors marketers use, they are able to alter prior memories and cre­
ate new meanings or stories about their brands. Metaphors, as we saw in 
the last chapter, bridge two different sets of memories.1 That bridge has 
two-way traffic, and both sets of memories are changed as a result of the 
interaction between them. Shared social contexts facilitate the use of 
metaphors that have common meaning for consumers.

Memories have a deep association with storytelling, according to 
Roger C. Schank and R. R Abelson, authors of the article, “Knowledge 
and Memory: The Real Story.” To tell a story, they maintain, is to remem­
ber, an important idea explored in chapter 7: “We remember by telling

189
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stories. Storytelling is not something we just happen to do. It is some­
thing we virtually have to do if we want to remember anything. . . . 
[T]he stories we create are the memories we have.”2

Through these narratives, consumers tell stories about themselves. 
Like a partially improvised stage play, a particular story changes de­
pending on the stimuli of the moment and the goals of the actors. The 
props and costumes for such a play are the goods and services con­
sumers desire, purchase, and use. The stage consists of the boundaries 
of what society values.3 Marketing managers provide the props and cos­
tumes and, as agents of the larger society, help consumers create memo­
ries and hence define their self-identities. Indeed, marketing’s intimate 
role in the creation of self-identity is possibly one reason behind con­
sumers’ ambivalence toward the marketing profession.

Through marketing, companies re-present events to consumers and 
tell a new story about those events. In this way, marketers partner with 
consumers in creating consumers’ memories. This partnership shapes 
memories as consumers record and recall them— another example of 
how the conscious and unconscious minds of managers and consumers 
interact. Marketing efforts alter not only how easily consumers recollect 
a product experience but also whether they remember the experience as 
satisfying or dissatisfying.

For example, in a study conducted by Dr. Kathryn Braun-LaTour of 
Marketing Memories, moviegoers who initially expressed negative opin­
ions about a film were later shown a favorable review and asked to 
describe their initial evaluation of the film, the one to which they had 
testified earlier. The researchers asked the study participants only to 
indicate what their initial opinion was— not what they thought of the 
film after reading the review. They even told the participants that they 
were taking part in a memory test!

The moviegoers remembered initially judging the film in much 
more positive terms after they read the favorable review. Yet they 
remained completely unaware that they had distorted their memory of 
their original opinion. These consumers believed that they were repeat­
ing the exact same sentiments they had expressed the first time around. 
The reverse also occurred when consumers who initially expressed a 
positive opinion subsequently read a negative review of the film.
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Memory and the Mind-Body-Brain-Society Paradigm
In many ways, memory is a private matter. Memory emerges from our 
imagination through the synergistic interactions of the engrams, cues, 
and goals operating at the moment. However, memory is highly social as 
well.4 The childhood treats we recall so fondly were made possible by a 
long chain of other people, starting with growers or bakers and con­
cluding with the people handing them to us. We are reminded of them 
now by advertising, which is the product of yet another string of people. 
Shaking hands with Mickey Mouse is made possible through social con­
ventions such as the notion of a family vacation and a parent who wants 
his child to have this memory. Thus, memory is ultimately a social event. 
Susan Engel, author of Context Is Everything: The Nature of Memory, 
explains this social aspect of memory in these words:

[T]he process of remembering can only be understood in an appropri­
ately rich and dynamic way if it is understood as a kind of chemistry 
between inner processes and outer settings. It is the dynamic interplay 
between inner and outer that gives rise to the thing we know as 
memory,5

The Co-evolution of Biology and Culture
As we saw in chapter 2, the mind, brain, body, and society have a sym­
biotic relationship with one another. E. O. Wilson used the phrase 
“gene-culture co-evolution” to express this notion.6 How we remember 
and what we deem important to remember are functions of both our biology 
and our culture. Our biological makeup and cultural ways both evolve 
through natural selection, and each influences the other.7 Sometimes 
one leads and one lags, but they always remain close and coordinated. 
Though genetic changes unfold slowly, they have evolved in a way that 
permits considerable flexibility in how our learning and memory 
respond to cultural or social forces. As we’ve seen, the culture a person 
grows up in strongly influences his or her brain’s “wiring,” or neural
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pathways, in the early years of life. The stories we hear starting in early 
childhood become important frames of reference or mental models that 
later influence the products and brands we buy, especially if stories 
about those brands resonate with deep cultural meanings embedded in 
our memories.

Social Memory
As you may have concluded, cultural artifacts, events, and rituals facili­
tate our encoding, retrieval, and reconstruction of memory. We’ll use the 
term “social memory” to refer to these factors. Put differently, we can 
think about certain important memories as being stored externally as 
well as internally. These externally stored memories reside in:

• social norms
• rituals and rites
• vocal and instrumental music
• icons
• language
• bodily movements, posture, and gestures
• architecture
• social structures
• objects
• sensory stimuli
• formal archival records

Yes, social memories are everywhere.8 But these repositories do 
more than just “contain” our shared understandings. They also shape 
those understandings. The information stored in them also may be 
misplaced or lost, or may undergo change owing to extensive use or 
neglect.

For example, consider Coke advertisements as social containers. A 
Coke ad depicting teens dancing at a party to a particular style of music 
activates one neuron cluster, thus producing a particular experience of 
Coca-Cola. Another ad showing a baby polar bear and baby seal sharing
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a Coke activates a different neuron cluster, thus producing yet another 
experience. The two social settings depicted in the ads have different 
meanings for an individual viewer and thus are likely to activate differ­
ent internally stored Coke associations.

The Unity of Internal and External Memory
Social-memory containers are not only repositories for shared under­
standings within a culture; they also can serve as engrams, retrieval 
cues, and purposes or goals themselves. Thus they can produce the expe­
rience of memory. Indeed, our internal memory would be impoverished 
without these external phenomena— and visa versa. For instance, chil­
dren who have no social contact suffer serious and irreversible deficien­
cies in their brain development and functioning. Likewise, individuals 
who suffer damage to brain areas essential to memory lose the ability 
to maintain meaningful social relationships. So as with other artificial 
distinctions that we human beings have made, our convenient separa­
tion of internal and social memory simply does not reflect reality. Each 
kind of memory shapes and is shaped by the other; neither means much 
by itself.

Let’s take a closer look at some of the social-memory containers we 
listed earlier.

Social Norms

Norms serve as guidelines governing our aspirations, such as our 
desire for world harmony, and our behaviors, such as how we relate to 
our children.

Norms on nutritional practices influence how mothers temper 
their children’s consumption of cola drinks. These norms are transmit­
ted and reinforced among mothers and across generations from mother 
to child. Similarly, children have their own norms governing their 
requests for colas. Families have norms for resolving clashes of norms 
between mothers and children. Nutritional norms exert a major influ­
ence on consumers’ shopping behavior. They affect whether shoppers
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will notice particular food products; how much time, if any, they 
devote to the consideration of a purchase; how much they purchase; 
and which brands they buy. These norms, which include when and 
what to provide as a treat and what constitutes moderation, also deter­
mine whether a consumer will buy the product in the first place. For 
example, if a nutritional norm triggers prior memories of Coca-Cola, 
including semantic recollections of its contents and episodic memories 
of sharing a Coke with friends, a mom may more likely buy Coke for 
her household.

Sensory System s

Our various senses help us understand our external world and re­
present it internally in the form of memories. Thus our sensory systems 
play a critical role in our encoding, retrieval, and reconstruction of those 
memories. The way in which the senses interact with memory varies 
from one social setting to another.9 For example, what a people knows 
of the world through the sense of touch or smell changes from one cul­
ture to another.

Odor, as an external cue, has inspired extensive research on mem­
ory.10 For instance, scientists have discovered that a pleasant scent stim­
ulates consumers to encode and later recall unfamiliar brands more 
than familiar brands.11 The pleasant scent serves as a special “memory 
marker” that gives that memory distinctiveness. Moreover, certain 
odors, such as the scent of lemon, make us more alert and enhance our 
ability to process information. Such odors might therefore be especially 
important when marketers are introducing a brand that is new to a par­
ticular market segment. Finally, men and women differ in their behav­
ioral responses to odors and in the way they encode and retrieve memo­
ries involving odor.12 Odor can also operate outside of our awareness, a 
situation called “blind smell.”

Sound, and more specifically music, can also serve as a powerful 
social-memory container.13 Certain music can activate communal mem­
ories of family, places, and things.14 Kay Shelemay, an ethnomusicologist 
at Harvard University, argues that sound creates a sense of community 
and of belonging to past or future generations:
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[Music] brings the past into the present through both its content and the 
act of performance, while also serving as a device through which long- 
forgotten aspects of the past and information unconsciously carried can 
be evoked, accessed, and remembered.15

Like other forms of art, music is biologically adaptive. That is, it 
enables people of similar minds to transmit information to one another, 
to find shared meaning, and to respond to specific events in common 
ways. Music can activate memories of specific concepts as well as recol­
lections of fundamental emotions. Though music has been widely 
employed in advertising, marketers have not yet systematically studied 
the use of music as a way of helping consumers encode and retrieve 
concepts and emotions.

Rituals and Rites

Through rituals and rites, we honor national and religious holidays, 
celebrate birthdays and wedding anniversaries, and participate in cere­
monies.16 Advertising for diamonds, jewelry, and graduation gifts is de­
signed to evoke these social memories. A shopper’s experience in a 
supermarket aisle is her expression of the values embodied in her norms 
about raising children. Point-of-purchase cues can activate memories of 
social norms and influence how shoppers interpret those cues. For 
example, the shopper’s anticipation of how her children will respond if 
she does or doesn’t bring home a box of Cocoa Puffs will activate norms 
governing how much sugar intake she allows her children, as well as 
when she allows them a special treat. Though marketers focus their 
attention on the individual shopper’s “performance” in the cereal aisle, 
the script for that performance, as well as the degree and type of 
improvisation the shopper demonstrates, are lodged in social relation­
ships that reach far beyond the store.

Icons

Brand names, packages, logos, and other symbols can become 
icons. An icon is a symbolic image. Rooted in the consumers’ external
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world, icons not only take on meaning based on people’s experiences 
in that external world, but also can convey private meanings.17 For 
example, a young woman in Belgium shared a personal story about 
Coca-Cola with others at her grandfather’s funeral. The grandfather, a 
diabetic who had always been under the watchful eye of his spouse, 
would enter into a secret conspiracy with his granddaughter when she 
visited him as a young girl. When the grandmother was busy, grandfa­
ther and granddaughter would go off to a cafe and share a forbidden 
Coca-Cola. As this young girl grew into a woman, Coca-Cola became an 
icon, a symbolic image of her relationship with her grandfather— a rela­
tionship that was made special through the surreptitious quality of shar­
ing the Coke. For her, the Coke brand became an icon that “contained” 
a unique memory of togetherness and conspiracy.

The Power of Social Memory
We acquire much semantic knowledge (the “what” and “how” of our 
experiences) through unconscious observation and imitation of other 
people (which is one reason celebrity advertising works so well). We 
also build our semantic knowledge through formal instruction and 
work experience. Thus other people and institutions are the gatekeepers 
influencing the kinds of semantic and episodic memories we create. 
Learning how to ride a bike, blow bubbles with gum, sing, split an 
atom, launch a rocket, and sail a ship all require a social order that 
makes such things possible and worth remembering. Similarly, attach­
ing memorable significance to a surprise birthday party, religious cere­
mony, first rock concert, or that time when your child used a toilet in 
the display section of Home Depot calls for a social world that makes 
the event salient and relevant to you. Souvenirs ranging from T-shirts to 
photographs become obvious social markers of memory.

Once we establish memories, other people, institutions, and our 
culture reshape them and store them in external repositories, including 
language, dance, music, myths, stories, rituals, holidays, art, commemo­
rative stamps, films, and educational institutions. These repositories are 
dedicated to the creation and maintenance of shared semantic and
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episodic memories. Through shared values and beliefs, societies define 
what is proper and what we must remember. Therefore, as societies 
change, so do the memories they impart.

One major implication of the social origin of memory relates to cus­
tomer relationship management (CRM). The literature on CRM often 
ignores the centrality of memory and the ways in which relationships 
between marketers and consumers constantly cocreate consumers’ 
memories. Without an understanding of what memory really is and how 
to manage it, CRM can’t fulfill its promise of enduring customer loyalty 
and soaring profits. People who manage customer relationships must 
grasp how consumers store, retrieve, and reconstruct memories of every 
interaction with a firm. These interactions may be direct, as when cus­
tomers deal with a global account manager. They may also be indirect, 
as through word-of-mouth. And every new encounter alters a cus­
tomer’s recall of a prior encounter— often in trivial ways, but sometimes 
in significant ways. Thus every consumer interaction can make— or 
break— a brand.

Memory as Metaphor
Often, we come to understand something new by relating it to past 
experience. When we venture forth, we use what we already know to 
grasp the unfamiliar. In fact, our brains automatically retrieve existing 
information and weave it into the emerging thoughts about our new 
experience. For instance, after tasting a new food, you might say, “It 
tastes like chicken!” This remark crops up so often it has become a joke. 
Even if the new food is entirely unrelated to chicken (rattlesnake, frog’s 
legs, certain insects), you use the relevant information most readily 
available in your memory— the familiar taste of chicken— to capture 
and describe the novel experience.

In this sense, memory and metaphor have a lot in common: They 
both represent one thing in terms of another. As we saw in chapter 8, 
the memory process emerges from the interaction of an engram and a 
cue under the influence of the remembering person’s goal or purpose. 
Memory can also be creative, as when we unconsciously represent a
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prior experience differently with each recall. We can think of these 
changes as unconscious metaphors; that is, re-creations of the past. We 
mistake these as accurate reflections of past realities, because we usually 
remain unaware that our memories have changed.

Some people’s memories represent kinds of things that occurred 
in the past, even though the specific episodes never happened. Such 
memories are literally false but figuratively accurate; they are metaphors 
representing the shared essence that may characterize a number of indi­
vidual, seemingly unrelated events.18

A study of consumer deception exemplifies this kind of memory in 
the realm of marketing. The researchers asked consumers to describe 
the most upsetting experience they had ever had with a store or prod­
uct. The study participants had all filed formal complaints with local or 
state consumer protection agencies in the past. However, in recalling the 
most upsetting experience, they often named stores or brands that did 
not exist at the time of the supposed episode. Through telling their sto­
ries, the participants translated several different experiences that had 
happened to them into a specific event that had not happened. The 
researchers concluded that the consumers telling these stories fully 
believed them in all their details.19

Marketers’ actions, intentional or not, help consumers re-present a par­
ticular past experience in new and different terms. Thus, marketers and 
consumers cocreate metaphors of experience. Marketers influence how 
consumers recreate their experience— their memory— of various touch- 
points along their shopping journey.

Now the plot thickens even more.

Memory as Story
As we’ve seen, memory is story based; that is, it involves the use of prior 
events stored as engrams to help explain or interpret new events involv­
ing cues and goals.20 A story is an accounting of one or more experi­
ences involving both episodic and semantic memory. Marketers help 
consumers create stories about brands through the kinds of information 
and the types of experience they provide prior to, during, and after the 
shopping experience. Recent studies on the brain, memory, and belief
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make this idea more compelling than ever.21 As Indiana University pro­
fessor of English Paul John Eakin wrote in his article “Autobiography, 
Identity, and the Fictions of Memory”:

Looking back, I suspect that I have always regarded memory as autobi­
ography’s anchor, the source of that core factual truth that enables us to 
distinguish autobiography’s fiction from the kind we more commonly call 
fiction. Recent research on memory, however, has radically destabilized 
such a notion; memory, whether we like it or not, is one more source 
of fiction.. .  .22

Part of the power of stories is that we are seldom aware that we are 
engaged in storytelling.23 As psychoanalyst and New York University 
faculty member Donnel B. Stern notes, “The process of telling one’s own 
life story . . .  is not volutional in any simple way, any more than is our 
construction of dreams, or, for that matter, our construction of the next 
moment’s experience . . . our life stories are simply there.”24

Stories contain both our beliefs and our knowledge about the 
world.25 The similarity of the words store and story is not a coincidence, 
after all. Most research on memory draws a clear distinction between 
belief and knowledge, although both constitute parts of memory and 
therefore story.26 A belief is something we recall and consider true; for 
example, that we got a good deal on the vehicle we purchased. Remem­
ber, most market research, perhaps 80 percent or more, is confirmatory, 
designed to reinforce an existing belief or what we already consider true 
rather than to uncover new insights.27 Not surprisingly, when the results 
of a study contradict a key assumption, managers blame the methodol­
ogy. Instead of considering whether something is wrong, managers look 
for what is wrong; that is, they allow, at least initially, for the possibility 
that their belief could be wrong. Unlike beliefs, knowledge is the informa­
tion— such as the price offered by a competing auto dealer— on which 
truth is based. Captured in story form, knowledge enables us to recog­
nize and respond appropriately to new, unfamiliar events and situations.

Screenwriter Robert McKee notes, “What happens is fact, not truth. 
Truth is what we think about what happens.”28 According to the facts, the 
generic brand of a product or the less well known service provider is 
every bit as good as the national brand or more prominent service
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provider. But for many consumers who have these facts, the “truth”—  
that is, what they actually believe as revealed by how they respond to 
the facts— differs dramatically: The national brand is better and they 
will buy it instead.

Successful brands help consumers create stories full of promise. 
For example, Coca-Cola inspires consumers to create stories about re­
freshment. Malibu rum stimulates the idea of escape from the small 
annoyances of life. Fidelity Investments promises quality financial ad­
vice. Other brands, such as Tanqueray gin or BMW, are badge brands; 
that is, they inspire consumers to create aspirational stories about who 
they are and who they believe they can become. Whether brand stories 
are about who one is or what one can experience, the actual product usu­
ally factors less in the story than do the imaginative processes of the con­
sumer. In other words, the story exceeds the brand’s physical features. 
Greg Clarke, president of Traditional Yachts, captures this idea nicely: 
“People prefer the American Tug over other alternatives because it offers 
the best way for them to fulfill a dream. The boat is great, of course, but 
their dream makes it better. It is like the two things together make the 
American Tug something no boat builder could ever design or make.”

Similarly, a Corvette owner does not just own a car or a brand. His 
legal ownership of the vehicle may matter under some circumstances, 
like when the police stop him. However, legal possession of the car is 
not essential to the experience of driving it. People buy Corvettes 
because, in one owner’s words, “driving around in a shiny red sports car 
makes me feel cool and sexy. I enjoy being the focus of attention and 
having strangers ask about the car.” The real or anticipated experience of 
driving the car forms a Corvette owner’s beliefs about the value of own­
ing the car and shapes the stories he creates about it. His beliefs provide 
emotional color to the otherwise bland state of simply owning a vehicle.

The Buick Retail Experience offers an excellent example of how 
Buick is considering creating a new story about a brand (see box 9-1). 
Through this project, General Motors set out to explore how customers 
feel about automobile dealerships, why they feel the way they do, and 
what they want to feel. The company then used the insights gained from 
the research to improve consumers’ experience of shopping for a car at a 
Buick dealership.
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Box 9-1

Customer-Experience 
Management at Buick

Business Issue

In 1995 General Motors (GM) embarked on a corporate-wide brand- 
management review. For several years, the Buick retail brand had strug­
gled to expand its customer base and sustain margin contribution to the 
GM organization. Both Buick corporate and GM recognized the need 
to evolve the brand image in order to appeal to a new, broader market.

The Buick Division applied experience-management techniques 
with the goal of experientially defining brand attributes and embedding 
them into a prototype Buick customer experience. Senior manage­
ment, wholesale managers, and top-producing retail dealers comprised 
the task force that led the two-year initiative focused on retail innova­
tion and the Buick Retail Experience.

Implementation

Dubbed the Buick Flagship Experience, the program had a clearly 
defined goal: to create a highly distinctive “single-point" retail customer- 
experience strategy where only Buick cars were sold—not Oldsmobile 
or Chevy or any other GM brand. That is, the goal was to create a place 
where consumers would want to buy Buicks and bring them in for ser­
vice—a place that was exclusively and experientially Buick. In order to 
do this, the task force needed a clearer understanding of the emo­
tional underpinnings that went along with buying and owning a Buick.

Working with Experience Engineering, Inc., the task force mem­
bers conducted an exhaustive and comprehensive review of multiple 
dealer environments and processes. They accomplished this through 
numerous field trips to various dealerships, videotaped observation of 
customers using stationary cameras and pinhole cameras embedded in 
a task force member’s necktie and wristwatch, and in-depth customer

(continued)
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interviews that helped the team members see and feel the car-buying 
experience from the customer’s perspective. The task force then com­
pared its findings to Buick brand-recognition criteria and numerous 
research studies. The objective of this phase was to define what 
the most influential and differentiating emotional outcome of the 
Buick experience should be, given the brand’s attributes and in-depth 
customer-experience observation and input. Research revealed that the 
Buick Flagship brand experience should focus on making customers 
feel a sense of belonging, recognition as valued individuals, and comfort.

According to Larry Hice, general sales and service manager of the 
Buick Motor Division of GM, “Managing experiences is brand position­
ing at its absolute pinnacle, because brand is so much more than just 
the metal that sits on the showroom floor. It’s about how you display 
that piece of metal, how you treat that person when they walk in the 
front door. When those things are aligned with the brand, it is powerful.”

The Flagship Experience Design

In order to make their findings actionable, the task force members 
designed a holistic customer experience that aimed to reinforce 
consumers’ sense of belonging, recognition, and comfort. Specifically, 
they implemented several hundred cues, ranging from complex build­
ing and facade changes to tweaking of small process details, at top- 
producing, independent Buick dealerships that elected to participate 
in the program.

Cues in the experience design included the following:

■ A carillon bell tower (the universal symbol for community and wel­
come) was installed at every Flagship location to convey a sense 
of belonging. A twenty-four-hour computer was housed on the 
ground floor of the tower to help consumers access community 
information as well as Buick product information.

■ Parklike settings on dealership grounds, complete with the smell 
of freshly cut grass and the sound of chirping birds, reinforced 
comfort and recognition.
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- A uniformed greeter, coached to recognize customers when possi­
ble, patrolled the winding brick drive-up paths and directed cus­
tomers to the desired area of the dealership.

■ In the showrooms, the salesmen’s “bullpen" was replaced with 
comfortable living-room settings, fireplaces, and overstuffed chairs.

■ Through a “stealth" sales process, experientially coached sales­
men entered the showroom only when a customer paged. Unob­
trusive computer information bays placed among the showroom 
cars provided information of interest to customers.

■ A silent paging system summoned personnel so that customers 
throughout the complex did not have to hear the page.

■ A community room was made available for members of the public 
to book community and group meetings and events.

In addition to incorporating more than one hundred environmental 
cues, the experience-management task force recast many “front 
stage" roles in the dealership by teaching salesmen new behaviors 
and language designed to give customers a sense of recognition and 
belonging.

Results

The Flagship Experience Design was implemented in six independent 
Buick dealerships. Upon completion, all six dealers posted increased 
gross sales in the first year, ranging from 9 percent to 40 percent. 
Customer satisfaction scores increased unilaterally.

According to Larry Hice, “The Flagship Experience truly created 
new opportunities for dealers to be something different in the market­
place. This is not a touchy-feely, feel-good kind of thing that can’t be 
tracked. It is revenue-producing strategy. When done right, customers 
will refer and repeat on that alone. That’s revenue."

Source: Courtesy of Experience Engineering, Inc., Minneapolis, MN, and the Buick Motor Division, 
General Motors.



204 I Understanding the Mind of the Market

Belief and knowledge interact at both conscious and unconscious 
levels. However, somewhat different neural activities are involved in 
each. Howard Eichenbaum and J. Alexander Bodkin explained this 
notion in their article, “Belief and Knowledge as Forms of Memory”:

Knowledge-driven memory processing is “bottom up,” in that new expe­
riences are paramount in forcing novel bits of information together to 
build or modify a memory scheme.. . .  By contrast, belief-driven mem­
ory processing is “top down,” in that the general schema is paramount in 
guiding the interpretation of new experience to confirm convictions and 
to specify actions consistent with those convictions.29

The partnership between knowledge and belief as forms of mem­
ory, with their top-down and bottom-up processing, further supports 
the claim that consumers think in nonlinear as well as linear ways. 
That is, when consumers consider whether to buy a product or ser­
vice, they take into account both the potential functional benefits 
of the product, such as the risk potential of an investment plan, 
and the deep emotional benefits, such as providing security for one’s 
loved ones.

Moreover, for all practical purposes, consumers analyze both kinds 
of benefits simultaneously, rather than considering first one and then 
the other. This phenomenon reflects the little-understood neural pro­
cess whereby neural clusters both exchange and respond simultane­
ously to information. By analogy, the process resembles a phone conver­
sation in which two people speak at the same time while still hearing 
and responding meaningfully to what each is saying. Traditional ladder­
ing techniques are valuable in identifying associations between the 
attributes of a product or service, the functional consequences of those 
attributes, and the psychological and other emotional reasons why those 
consequences are or are not valued. However, the conventional way of 
presenting these associations often misses the more complex, nonlinear, 
and powerful ways that attributes, values, and consequences interact. 
Furthermore, what may be a simple attribute for one person could be a 
deep value for another. What for one consumer is merely a pleasant 
scent might be experienced as fear (or joy) by another consumer.
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To leverage these processes, marketers should always present a prod­
uct’s functional and emotional benefits closely together in their commu­
nications to consumers, even if they do so in highly subtle ways. The 
idea of extra traction made possible by the design of a tire’s tread, when 
coupled with a picture of an infant, will trigger feelings or thoughts of 
safety in a more powerful way than showing an adult or simply docu­
menting the benefits of the tread. Some people will notice the tire and 
the infant at the same time, and the connections (tread and safety) be­
tween them are activated from both directions. In other cases, someone 
may notice the tire or the infant first, but once the tread-to-safety con­
nection is made, further thoughts and feelings about safety will cause 
more thinking about tread. Thus the design of any communication, 
including store features, packaging, and even billing information re­
ceived in the mail, should be attentive to the partnership between func­
tion and emotion.

Memory and the Familiar
People remember new information more easily when it has some con­
nection to what they already know and has personal relevance for them. 
New information becomes even more memorable if we “tag” it (that is, 
associate it) with an emotion.30 Thus the familiar strongly influences 
what people notice, remember, and feel. Even when we encounter a 
contradiction or a surprise, we compare the familiar with the unfamiliar 
in order to figure out what’s going on.31 For example, most humor 
involves a violation of assumptions or expectations. It’s that violation of 
the familiar that makes us smile or laugh and remember the joke later. 
The theories or ideas that most cause us to say, “That’s interesting!” are 
those that challenge our longest-held assumptions.32 It’s no coincidence 
that the very factors that influence the memorableness of an experience 
are the same criteria by which we judge whether a story is engaging.

Box 9-2 describes an exercise that reveals how automatically we use 
the “old” to understand the “new.”

The statement that memory is “story based” doesn’t mean that 
memories take the form of “Once upon a time.” Instead, we remember
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Box 9-2

An Animal on Another Planet

On the first day of class in my Customer Behavior Laboratory course at 
the Harvard Business School, I invite students to imagine that scien­
tists have discovered a new planet. I ask the students to draw a picture 
of an animal that would live there, assuming any atmospheric consider­
ations. After the students have all drawn something in their notebooks, 
I ask for volunteers to share their creations. Usually about twenty peo­
ple draw their creatures on the blackboard. The animals range in com­
plexity from squiggly lines to elaborate six-eyed beings. At first glance, 
these creatures have no resemblance to any animal on Earth.

However, as students begin to describe what they see, they quickly 
establish that these creations do resemble earthly animals in certain 
respects. Even squiggly lines can be bisected lengthwise into symmetri­
cal shapes. The alien creatures have sensing devices resembling eyes, 
ears, noses, tongues, antennae, and other familiar parts. Their features 
usually come in pairs; eyes are located near mouths and noses; limbs 
appear in even numbers and as extensions for locomotion; and so on.

experiences and images as integrated bundles of information. In the 
process of remembering, we often add information. Recall the picture of 
the two creatures running in a hallway from chapter 3. People’s ten­
dency to believe that the creatures differ in size, that one is angry and 
the other frightened, and that one is chasing the other demonstrates our 
human ability to add or subtract information as we create and recall sto­
ries. Figure 9-1 shows the same two creatures without the simple cue of 
visual depth (a hallway); figure 9-2 shows them in the hallway. Notice 
that figure 9-1 wouldn’t generate a story as easily as figure 9-2 would. 
The simple cue of a hallway encourages us to add size, anger, fright, a 
chase, and escape to an image, and we get a much more vivid story. In 
marketing, the firm adds the cues corresponding to the hallway while
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At this point, students usually point out that I asked them specifi­
cally to draw an “animal," not a living creature." This observation usu­
ally leads to a discussion of how the students might have represented 
“living creature." The new ideas demonstrate the diversity of possibili­
ties that a higher level of abstraction may have generated. But even in 
the latter case, “living" (as we know it) still constrains our thinking. Few 
students indicate that they first considered what conditions on another 
planet might be like and how these circumstances would dictate the 
bodily structure of beings who lived on that planet. Seldom does a stu­
dent consider drawing creatures that resemble shoes, elbows, or 
raisins. This exercise serves as a reference point throughout the 
course. It demonstrates:

■ How quickly we refer to what we already know when we encounter 
a new challenge

■ How unaware we are of the influence of the familiar

■ How easily we represent one thing in terms of another

■ How we struggle to create a new idea that doesn’t relate to what 
we already know

the consumer adds the other elements just mentioned to explain or 
account for what is going on.

Significantly; what we know and remember constitutes the ingredients 
for storytelling, the re-presentation of our beliefs. Storytelling can be verbal, 
pictorial (as in the preceding example), or take many other forms, such 
as music and dance. Marketers must learn the ingredients— the relevant 
thoughts and feelings— that consumers use to create a story involving 
the brand or other issue that the marketer is addressing. The marketer 
should carefully select and design additional cues encouraging con­
sumers to construct favorable stories. The two creatures in figure 9-1 
elicit a much less engaging story when placed on a seesaw instead of in a 
hallway. The cues that marketers can add, of course, can be a product’s
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FIGURE 9 - 1

Two Creatures without a Hallway

Adapted from M ind Sights by Roger N. Shepard, © 1990 by W. H. Freeman. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

ingredients, a simple statement of purported benefits, the elements of 
package design, the background music in a store, the store personnel’s 
attire, the look and feel of a Web site, and so on. By adding distinctive as 
well as familiar elements, the marketer and the consumer jointly create a 
story that will more likely result in a purchase.
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FIGURE 9 - 2

Two Creatures within a Hallway

From M ind Sights by Roger N. Shepard, © 1990 by W. H. Freeman. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

Memories, we’ve seen, are both personal and social. We experience them 
individually, and yet their content is also stored all around us in the form 
of social norms, icons, and so on. What we remember is a re-presenta- 
tion, a metaphor, for social or cultural events and meanings that are per­
sonally relevant. These are communicated and stored in the form of sto­
ries. As noted earlier, the closeness of store and story is not accidental.



210 I Understanding the Mind ef the Market

Metaphor brings together different stories or sets of memories. 
For example, the metaphor that Chevy trucks are like a rock brings to 
mind for U.S. consumers the meaning of Chevy trucks and of a rock. 
When these are brought together, a new meaning or story— a new mem­
ory— is created.



Chapter Ten

Stories and Brands

Story is metaphor for life.

T HE i d e a  that brands are a form of storytelling is not new.1 In 
fact, as psychologist Sidney J. Levy of Northwestern Univer­

sity and the University of Arizona explains:

The largest activity in marketing is the provision and consumption of 
stories. This fact is so general and pervasive that it commonly escapes 
notice or it is so prominent and noticeable that it interpenetrates all 
experience.. . .  Stories are bought and sold, they are part of the media of 
exchange, and they are the vehicles for all other goods and services.2

Because storytelling is so central to memory and metaphor, we 
should fully understand the process. Consensus maps (chapters 6 and 
7) are the filters that consumers use when attending to, processing, and 
responding to marketing stimuli; stories simply embellish these maps. 
When managers tell a brand story, they engage or activate their con­
sumers’ consensus maps. When managers tell new stories, they are try­
ing to reengineer those maps.

However, consumers don’t passively receive these brand stories. To 
the contrary, managers and consumers cocreate the meanings of brands, 
as Susan Fournier of the Harvard Business School has demonstrated in 
her work on brand relationships and brand meaning.3 Wendy Gordon 
of the Fourth Room based in London also cautions managers: “Most 
importantly we need to remember that brands only exist in the minds of

211
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others. The brand in my mind is not the same as the one in yours.”4 [Ital­
ics in original.]

Storytelling and Brand Building
Larry Huston, a senior vice president and lead creative director at Proc­
ter & Gamble and a leading marketing authority on storytelling in 
brand building, points out this relationship:

All brands have a story, a story that consumers tell themselves when they 
reach for the product in the store to buy it. The story will likely be sub­
conscious if the person is already a loyal buyer or conscious in the case of 
a new trial experience. For example, when Mom reaches for a juice 
drink, her story might be, “My kids love this and it’s good for them.” 
There are many story moments in a brand’s daily life. That same Mom 
may tell a friend a word-of-mouth story: “I have weaned my kids away 
from soft drinks. This new juice drink? They love it and it’s good for 
them. I always have it in the refrigerator, and I let them drink all they 
want. This stuff is vitamin fortified.”

In addition to word-of-mouth stories and purchase stories, many 
brands have creation stories. We have all heard the creation stories of HP, 
Apple, Microsoft, Coca-Cola, and on and on. Often the main character, 
or protagonist, in a brand-creation story is an individual— and these 
characters all have their stories. The stories of Walt Disney, Ralph Lau­
ren, or Coco Chanel enrich the brand and make it more human and 
approachable. In nearly all cases, these individuals have hero journey 
stories. These are stories of adversity, rejection, renewal, and triumph. 
Hero stories are fundamental human archetypes that resonate across all 
cultures. And, of course, one of the classic approaches in advertising is to 
create hero advertising. The challenge, of course, is to do this in afresh 
way, not in a clicked way. Authenticity and voice are keys to successful 
brand storytelling.5

Huston has created the Boot Camp operation at P&G, whereby brand 
managers create brand stories, including films portraying the stories.
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This training helps the managers develop more meaningful connections 
between consumers and P&G brands.

Others have also explored the power of storytelling. Recently; Roland 
Kulen launched the Story Development Studio to develop and evaluate 
film scripts, television programs, and novels in various stages. His 
developers explore the deep metaphors in the writers’, directors’, and 
producers’ work, as well as moviegoers’, TV viewers’, and readers’ meta­
phors about the materials. Kulen and his colleagues use the metaphor- 
elicitation technique to help writers express their goals and explore how 
well their stories achieve those goals. Then, using the same methodol­
ogy, the studio gauges the intended audience’s reactions, which it factors 
into the script development process.

Storytelling and Archetypes
Many consumer memories are archetypes, defined as images that capture 
essential, universal commonalities across a variety of experiences. For 
example, read the sentence below and respond quickly:

Think of a vegetable.

For many North Americans, the vegetable that comes to mind immedi­
ately is “carrot.” Regardless of whether people enjoy or eat carrots regu­
larly, carrots are the archetypal vegetable for many people. Carrots rep­
resent all vegetables. All societies share many archetypes, such as 
“hero,” “villain,” “sage,” and “pauper,” although the specific stories fea­
turing these archetypes may vary.6 These archetypes appear in fables, 
fairy tales, novels, and, most important, in everyday life— including 
people’s experiences as consumers. Archetypes help us make sense of 
life’s challenges, behave properly, and understand who we are. Not sur­
prisingly, advertisers often use archetypes to represent the kinds of 
experiences that consumers have with a product, even though each 
consumer has his own version of that experience.7 A financial services
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ad may present a grandparent as the sage, although different grandpar­
ents may relate to the sage role in different ways, depending on their 
personal situations.

Marketers who wish to influence the stories that consumers create 
must build stories around archetypes, not stereotypes. A story built around 
an archetype involves a universal theme, that is, a core or deep metaphor 
simultaneously embedded in a unique setting.8 The stereotypical story 
stresses a setting and not a deeper, more universal quality to be found 
in many settings. Consumers in different situations can still relate to an 
ad or a message about a brand conveyed through an unfamiliar setting 
if it involves a clear archetype or core metaphor. Product stories that 
involve archetypes can span cultures or subcultures, whereas those 
that stress functional attributes and perhaps immediate, surface psy­
chological or social benefits usually misfire. Showing a homemaker’s 
pleasure when using a certain household product is stereotypical, even 
though it accurately portrays what many people experience using the 
product. However, showing the homemaker’s major faux pas and sub­
sequent redemption by selecting the brand in question taps into a 
deeper, more relevant experience expressed universally as the hero’s 
journey.

Box 10-1 looks more closely at archetypes and how societies use 
them. Developed by Dr. Canan Habib, a specialist in literature and a 
research associate with Olson Zaltman Associates, this box focuses on 
the use of archetypes in literature.

Archetypes as Core Metaphors
Often archetypes and core metaphors are one and the same.9 As we saw 
in chapter 4, a core metaphor contains the common, underlying ele­
ments of otherwise different and more surface-level metaphors. For 
example, the idea of (im)balance is present in each of the following 
expressions: “I’m back on track again”; “That puts me off”; “If I eat this 
now, then I’ll pay for it later”; “That offer is awfully one-sided.” Thus 
(im)balance is the deep metaphor uniting these seemingly unrelated 
surface metaphors.
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Box 10-1

Archetypes in Literature

An archetype is an idea, character, action, object, situation, event, or 
setting containing essential characteristics that are primitive, general, 
and universal rather than sophisticated and unique. Theories about 
archetypes draw from a diverse range of fields, including anthropology, 
psychology, and literary analysis.

Anthropologists have developed the following two “monomyths"— 
overall patterns that contain diverse archetypal symbols.

■ Seasonal myths involve cycles of human life that follow the pat­
terns of the seasons. Birth and youth are represented by spring; 
growth, by summer; fruition or maturity, by autumn; and death, by 
winter. Like the seasons of the year, the cycle of life is continuous. 
Death is followed by rebirth, as winter is followed by spring.

■ Hero myths often depict the hero as having an unusual birth, a 
great man or god as a father, and qualities of greatness himself. 
Many heroes are sent into exile or put in dangerous situations; 
must pass a test or a trial to prove themselves; have achieved 
great deeds, thus “saving the day"; and suffer a mysterious death. 
Many hero myths suggest that a supposedly deceased hero is not 
really dead, or that he might be reborn.

One scholar organizes archetypal patterns under the following five 
headings.

1. Subjects: Birth, coming of age, love, guilt, redemption, death; that 
is, big, universal issues.

2. Themes: The conflict between reason and imagination, free will 
and destiny, appearance and reality, individual and society—with a 
focus on how individuals deal with universal subjects.

3. Situations: The tension between parents and children, the rivalry 
between brothers, the problems of incestuous desire, the search for 
a father, the ambivalence of the male-female relationship, the young

(continued)
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man from the country first arriving in the city—with an emphasis on 
how individuals address universal subjects with one another.

4. Characters: The braggart, buffoon, hero, devil, rebel, wanderer, 
enchantress, maiden, witch, and so on. Includes man and woman 
in general.

5. Images: Certain animals, birds, and natural phenomena and set­
tings. Includes fire, sky, earth, rain, water, direction (such as 
up/down), colors, and shades (such as light/dark). Colors may 
represent other ideas, such as life/death, memory/forgetfulness, 
growth/decline, happiness/fear, wakefulness/sleep, and so forth.

Other scholars divide archetypal patterns into two main groups, 
the cycle of life and archetypal images.

The Cycle of Life

The Divine Family: Sky Father—Earth Mother 

The Divine Family: Mating with a mortal 

Becoming: Initiation

Becoming: The fall from innocence to experience 

Becoming: The task 

Becoming: The journey and the quest 

Becoming: The search for the father 

Becoming: Death and rebirth

Archetypal characters, such as heroes and anti heroes, the wise fool, 
the devil, the outcast, the double, the scapegoat, and the temptress, 
repeatedly appear in the cycle of life.

Archetypal Images

Archetypal images are more complicated than stereotypes because 
they stand for things other than themselves. Yet even without referring 
to anthropology or psychology, we can grasp why certain images have 
come to represent certain ideas, as shown in the following examples.

■ Up/Down: The law of gravity governs everyone. As you might 
expect, going up is normally more difficult than going down; there­
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fore, the idea of going up should convey achievement and excel­
lence. Images associated with the idea of up, such as a flying bird, 
flying arrow, star, mountain, growing tree, and tower, represent 
what we want to reach or attain; in short, something good. D ow n  

connotes the opposite idea. We “fall" into bad habits or bankruptcy. 
An abyss symbolizes downfall, emptiness, and chaos.

■ Blood: This fluid represents life, strength, dignity of inheritance, 
magic, death (if too much blood is spilled), and the making of an 
oath. Blood is associated with moments of death, birth, puberty, 
and the more general ideas of health.

■ Field/Earth and Sky/Rain: These images represent woman and 
man. Sky (male) sends rain as a fertilizer. Earth (female) receives 
the fertilizer and gives birth to crops and babies.

■ Light/Dark: These symbolize certain mental and spiritual quali­
ties. For example, metaphors involving light convey the following: 
illumination, clarification, illustration, brightening, and emotional 
relief. Darkness is associated not only with corpses, ghosts, un­
happiness, the unknown, and evil, but also with possibility and the 
furtherance of new life (the darkness of the womb). At times, 
physical darkness or blindness may symbolize inner light or vision.

■ Fire: Fire constantly moves and changes. Fire links with the ideas 
of up, sun, sky, and the gods, and with the male.

■ Woman: This archetype historically portrayed women as either 
nurturing mothers, witches, or prostitutes. In recent literary tradi­
tion, more variety has emerged, and images of female identity have 
softer edges. For example, we can depict a woman simultaneously 
as the object of desire and as a nurturer.

■ The Double, or the Second Self: The double can appear in many 
shapes: a friend, a twin brother, a pursuer, a tempter, a beloved, a 
fragmented mind, or opposite images such as the fair maid and 
the femme fatale. The double reflects a simultaneous duality and 
unity. It can be a complementary identity, a total opposite, or a 
seeming opposite to the self.

Source: Dr. Canan Habib, Olson Zaltman Associates.
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Two concepts— “journey” and “transformation”— aptly illustrate the 
overlap of deep metaphors and archetypes.

• The Shopper’s Journey. Consumers describe their shopping expe­
riences in terms of an archetypal journey, complete with many 
side roads that entice the shopper to digress and find surprise, 
excitement, and even trouble. In taking this journey, a consumer 
may experience numerous archetypal events, such as succumb­
ing to temptation (the hero’s fall from grace), confronting a store 
manager (the power of danger and challenge to build character), 
overcoming resource constraints (additional character building), 
and arriving home triumphant— with a bargain in hand or a 
treat for the family (the return of the conquering hero). When a 
consumer repeatedly experiences such events along the shop­
per’s journey, he or she then becomes a trusted advisor for more 
naive consumers. (The hero assumes community leadership and 
receives well-earned admiration.) For example, General Motors 
is using the Internet to create positive memories in which the 
company assumes the character of the archetypal trusted advi­
sor. Fidelity Investments presents the journey of financial plan­
ning as one full of opportunity and yet one where danger lurks. 
In both cases the discreet services of a trusted guide can help the 
investor become a hero.

• Childhood Transformation. Transformation involves moving from 
one state of being to another, with each state having both desir­
able and undesirable qualities. For example, children undergo 
transformation as they reach certain milestones, such as taking 
their first steps, realizing they can manipulate others, losing their 
first tooth, going to the first day of school, and so on. In arche­
typal terms, these transformations may involve struggle, defeat, 
and victory for the child and the parent. The childhood transfor­
mation journey has many touchpoints. One, food, is a central 
factor in young people’s daily lives and overall development. 
Certain meals, such as breakfast and snacks, and specific food 
products and brands, such as Cheerios, are quietly relevant to 
the various milestones children reach. Breakfast becomes a set­
ting and Cheerios a prop for the enactment of certain transfor­
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mations. The challenge for a brand like Cheerios is to develop a 
story in which it becomes a reassuring “constant” for mothers as 
they experience the bittersweet feelings associated with the 
changes their children are experiencing— some of which are 
played out at mealtimes.

Like all core metaphors, archetypes are deeply embedded in every 
culture’s social memory. They are imprinted in the minds of its individ­
ual members in multiple ways.10 Moreover, they contain important cul­
tural information that people retrieve in the form of stories. For exam­
ple, the story of Little Red Riding Hood involves an archetypal journey. 
At least forty-eight different versions of this story exist around the 
world, each conveying a different twist appropriate to a particular time 
period, social setting, and goal of the storyteller. But all the versions tell 
the story of a nice person who ignores sage advice, gives in to tempta­
tion, suffers a near-fatal disaster, and is rescued through the intervention 
of an unexpected party." In many accounts of their shopping experi­
ences, consumers in France, Japan, and the United States described 
themselves in terms of Little Red Riding Hood’s experiences without 
ever explicitly referencing this story. Companies can tell this powerful 
story, or various parts of it, in many ways. For example, General Motors’ 
OnStar communication system assumes the part of the woodsman in 
Little Red Riding Hood as a rescuer in diverse but dangerous situations, 
some of which are brought on by the folly of the driver. For some adults, 
Mickey Mouse is described in emotional, metaphoric terms as a savior 
that helped them get through very trying times as a child.

Hallmark provides a good example of managers bringing memory, 
metaphor, and story together to help build more positive consumer 
experiences and a clearer statement of the firm’s corporate vision. To 
serve certain consumer segments better, Hallmark’s managers set out to 
understand more deeply how thoughts and feelings about motherhood 
are retrieved from memory and affect women’s lives. Obviously, such a 
complex issue would inspire many accounts. In fact, each mother par­
ticipating in the study told stories that were uniquely individual at one 
level and yet, at a deeper level, were in some way shared by other moth­
ers. We can title one of these stories “Mother as a Role Model,” a promi­
nent archetype in leadership stories.



220 I Understanding the Mind nf the Market

Table 10-1 describes some of the visual images that the interviewees 
brought to their metaphor-elicitation interview as initial metaphors 
expressing their thoughts and feelings about being a mom. The table 
contains comments that the mothers made as they explained their inter­
pretation of the images. Through the use of visual images, the inter­
views enabled study participants to retrieve episodic, semantic, and 
procedural memories to express their thoughts and feelings. As you’ll 
see, a particular picture may have initially represented one idea, but in

TABLE 1 0 - 1

The Mother as a Role Model Story

Initial Visual Metaphor Verbatim Example

A colorful photograph of crudites 
and condiments— neatly arranged 
plates of fruits, vegetables, and 
spreads.

A simple photograph of five 
Lincoln pennies floating, 
seemingly rotating, against a  
white background.

A small boy lying on his belly 
in the grass and examining several 
blades through a large magnifying 
glass, so that his eye appears larger 
than the rest of his face.

Two young girls at school. One with 
blond hair and a light complexion 
sits cross-legged with a book in her 
lap and a smile on her face. She is 
listening to the other girl, who has 
two long dark braids and a darker 
complexion and is kneeling as she 
whispers into the first girl’s ear.

“[Kids] learn everything from you. They imitate 
how you talk, your facial expressions, your 
language. You’re thrilled when they do some­
thing positive, but when they say something 
snotty, you go, ‘Oh my God, they said that just 
the way I do.’ You realize how much you 
impact their thoughts and feelings.”

“I’m very committed to racial integration and 
equality. My children have been very indoctri­
nated. My children are both fairly color blind. 
It’s one of the things I’m very proud of. [It’s a 
priority] that my children can walk through the 
world and know all different kinds of people 
and can communicate and there’s not 
discrimination.”

“You aim high in your own behavior because 
you are a role model for them. Being a good 
person is such a huge thing. It’s made me a 
much better person because I want them to be 
that kind of person . . .  that’s the kind of stamp 
of quality I want to pass on to them.”

“My kids are always watching me. I must be 
really cognizant of the choices I make and the 
manner in which I choose to conduct myself in 
every moment of my waking hours, because 
I’m under the microscope.”

“Say I’m in the car and I’m driving and some­
body has just cut me off and chosen to flip me 
off. I could do the exact same thing. Or I can 
just take a big, deep breath and I can turn to 
my kids and say, boy, it seems like that person 
really has something on their mind that they’re 
choosing to be really angry.”
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response to probing from the interviewers, participants uncovered 
other meanings that were not evident during a simple inspection of 
the picture.

Hallmark’s managers and researchers, using their prior experience 
along with insights from the outside research team, identified several 
basic stories in the participants’ comments. Each story generated several 
ideas for new products and services that Hallmark is developing to bet­
ter address the realities of being a mother.

Memory, Story, and the Self
What we remember, how we remember, and why we remember depend 
largely on our sense of self, of who we are as individuals. We have many 
selves, which gives the opportunity to remember different things, in dif­
ferent ways, and for different reasons. These many differences con­
nected with different selves provide managers with enormous opportu­
nities for helping consumers create personally relevant stories about a 
brand or company.12

Ulric Neisser, a leader in cognitive psychology and memory re­
search, offers a well-known illustration.13 According to Neisser, we have 
an ecological self; that is, who we are in a particular physical setting. For 
example, the statement, “This is where I always shop . . .” expresses a 
person’s ecological self from a marketing standpoint. We also have 
an interpersonal self—who we are when we interact with other people. 
“I always demand good service” expresses the person’s interpersonal 
self. These two selves can differ markedly, and are present in all indi­
viduals from infancy onward.

But we have other selves as well. For example, through our extended 
self, we experience events in the present by remembering the past and 
anticipating the future. For example, we might express our extended 
self when we think about reliving a childhood experience through our 
own children, such as planning a trip to Disney World so that they can 
enjoy the same experience we did. Moreover, we have a private self, 
which responds to events and experiences in uniquely personal ways. 
We express this self when we tell others, for example, “You can’t even 
begin to imagine how I . . . . ”
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Finally, we have a conceptual self. Perhaps the most introspective of 
our selves, our conceptual self is aware of our other selves. It recognizes 
itself in products and services as if these were inner mirrors. Consumers 
will more likely accept offerings that are consonant with their concep­
tual selves than those that are incongruous. Our conceptual self causes 
us to reject a chintzy piece of furniture because it doesn’t want to associ­
ate itself with such a symbol of cheapness. This self also reflects and 
regenerates itself in the sense that it wants other people’s selves to 
resemble it. This is why mothers say things like, “I take my children 
shopping now and then to teach them the value of things,” or why we 
actively give advice: “If I were you, then I’d go for the pink one.”

All of our selves— ecological, interpersonal, extended, private, and 
conceptual— combine to provide a kind of container for our many dif­
ferent memories. Memories with different products and services involve 
one or more of these selves. Marketers must understand which self 
is likely involved in particular situations for their offerings. The story 
crafted for using a product or service in a particular situation must 
reflect the appropriate self. Alternatively, the portrayal of a product must 
accommodate multiple selves. A Nestle advertisement for confectionary 
in Europe represents an upscale box of chocolates as a gift to one’s self to 
leverage the indulgent dimension of our conceptual self and also a gift 
to give others, appealing to the social norms relevant to the ecological 
self as well as expressing the interpersonal self.

Implications for Advertising
We discussed in chapter 3 that the human brain spends most of its time 
communicating with itself. One of these “conversations” involves the 
construction of stories— the bringing together of thought and emotion 
through various brain structures.14 To build stories, the brain distributes 
stimuli (such as product designs, purchase settings, marketing commu­
nications, and other cues) from the thalamus to the cortex and the 
amygdala. Whereas the cortex is associated with thought, the amygdala 
(in partnership with the thalamus) is associated with emotion and 
unconscious processes in the brain. (See figure 10-1.)
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FIGURE 1 0 - 1

The Limbic Pathway

Purchase
decision

The cortex modulates emotional responses from the amygdala. 
However, in the case of storytelling, feelings arising in the amygdala also 
further influence the cortex. Thus emotions and thoughts stimulate and 
shape one another much as children sitting around a campfire do when 
they tell “true” stories about frightening events that allegedly happened 
nearby. The crackling fire, deepening darkness, and mysterious night 
noises strengthen the drama of the stories, just as marketing cues 
can strengthen the meaning and impact of a brand’s stories created by 
consumers. However, there is something important missing from figure 
10-1 that requires us to revisit the topic of consensus maps.

Consensus maps such as that shown in figure 10-2 involving Nestle 
Crunch Bars tell a story about a brand, company, or situation that is 
shared by consumers in a market segment.

The map in figure 10-2 contains just a few of the overall thoughts 
about the role that Nestle Crunch Bars play in certain consumers’ lives. 
These thoughts involve valued memories, physical locations, and sen­
sory qualities, among other things. Such consensus maps represent dia­
grams of stories that consumers create. The constructs, or thoughts, in a 
map represent the key “characters” or players in the story, with some 
more influential than others. The associations among these constructs
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FIGURE 1 0 - 2

Nestle Crunch Bar Submap

become the story consumers tell— that is, the memory they retain—  
about Nestle Crunch Bars. As we’ve seen, researchers can leant of these 
stories by helping consumers generate metaphor-rich narratives. The 
true character of a thought emerges through its connections with other 
thoughts. Clusters of directly connected constructs are often embodied 
in deep metaphors or archetypes. For example, in the Nestle consensus 
map, the “true” character of all the constructs— “anticipation,” “memo­
ries,” and “escape”— is captured by the deep metaphor of time. That is, 
“anticipation” is forward looking, “memory” is backward looking, and 
“escape” focuses on the present. Simple definitions of the constructs 
provide their characterization.

Consensus maps play a special role, as shown in figure 10-3. Before 
marketing stimuli travel to the thalamus and from there to the cortex 
and amygdala, they are filtered through a consensus map.

As discussed elsewhere, consensus maps are filters and routers; they 
cause us to attend to information relevant to the constructs they con­
tain. Moreover, as one construct, or thought, within a consensus map is 
activated, it can stimulate another thought within that same map, or 
even in a related map. Whenever a new thought is activated, it primes 
yet additional thoughts. Thus information engaged by one thought, 
such as “anticipation,” is routed to “indulgence” for further assessment. 
In this way, the brain activates an entire story. An individual may be 
aware of some parts of the resulting story, but other parts of the story 
will remain buried in the unconscious mind. The metaphor-elicitation
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FIGURE 1 0 - 3

Consensus Maps Filter Marketing Stimuli
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process described in the appendix (to chapter 4) is a way of surfacing 
the conscious and unconscious elements of consumers’ stories and rep­
resenting them diagrammatically as a consensus map.

The neurological processes behind storytelling have major implica­
tions for marketers. Traditionally, marketers who want to understand 
consumers’ responses to advertising ask questions such as:

• What do people like (or dislike) about the ad?
• What are consumers’ attitudes toward the ad?
• What do they remember about the ad?
• What did consumers learn about the brand from the ad?
• What are consumers’ attitudes toward the brand?
• Did the ad influence consumers’ intention to buy the brand?

These questions may generate valuable information. However, they 
reflect the belief that marketers can “inject” stories about a brand into 
consumers through advertising. None of these questions would reveal 
the stories that consumers create in response to an ad. Nor do they exam­
ine whether consumers’ stories match the meaning that the advertiser 
intended to convey. Furthermore, an accurate replay of an ad’s message 
doesn’t mean that the consumer feels it is relevant, believes it, or even 
understands it.
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In creating stories about brands based on advertising, consumers 
draw on the very elements that constitute memory: past experiences 
with the brand, existing thoughts and feelings about it, the reasons for 
having an interest in the brand, and the cues available about the brand 
from nonmarketing sources. All of these factors are present in the con­
sensus map that is activated when a consumer is exposed to an ad or 
thinks of the brand for other reasons. Thus, marketers must ask ques­
tions that shed light on how those factors are working together to form 
the bundle of connected thoughts and feelings in a consensus map. 
(Recall from the preface that a consensus map is simply a way of show­
ing the connections among bundles of neurons that constitute human 
thought and feelings.)

John Grant, author of After Image, provides an insightful view of the 
role of storytelling in today’s consumers’ lives, described in box 10-2.

So how can marketers leverage the power of storytelling in their 
efforts to understand and better serve consumers? Jerry Olson, the 
Strong Professor of Marketing at Pennsylvania State University and 
managing partner of Olson Zaltman Associates, has designed a way 
to use storytelling and metaphor to evaluate the effectiveness of an ad­
vertisement and make any necessary changes. In contrast to typical 
methods, Olson’s metaphor-based approach includes asking such ques­
tions as:

• What meanings about the brand do consumers acquire and 
generate?

• What meanings do consumers form about the product category?
• How much of the resulting meaning can we attribute to the ad 

content and how much to consumers’ own frames of reference?
• Do consumers form the same meanings specified in the market­

ing strategy?
• Does the ad permit different consumer segments to create differ­

ent stories with the same underlying, deep metaphor?
• Are these multiple stories consistent or inconsistent with the 

strategy’s intended message?
• How readily do consumers form the meanings and stories?

How much effort do they expend to do so?
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Box 10-2

Myth and Story and Marketing

Stories compress information into readily useable forms. They deal 
with the most typical dilemmas in human life. Contrast this format with 
the book of instructions required for a video player—a small fragment 
of daily life—and you can see, by contrast, how economical stories are 
in passing information.

The word myth suggests the passing down of the wisdom of 
ancestors—wisdom being simply “knowing how to act" in any given sit­
uation. But not all myths are archaic. Modern myths include safe sex, 
political correctness, and the “New Man." These are spontaneous mod­
ern forms that tell us how to act—spontaneous because they have 
formed in reaction to new social contexts.

Our current time is unique in that the majority of memes (culturally 
transmitted ideas) come from our peers and not our ancestors; we live 
in a “post-tradition and custom" society. Many factors drive this sudden 
imbalance toward the new: education and the explosion of available 
information; the pace of technological, social, and commercial change; 
the rapid intermingling of regional cultures; and many other twenty- 
first-century influences.

The net result? We wake up every day in a world where we aren’t 
quite sure how to live. This fundamental uncertainty embraces trivial 
lifestyle decisions such as what to eat for breakfast and what to wear, 
as well as important issues like how to be a man (or woman). Indeed, 
the “little" issues are in many senses more fundamental, as anthropolo­
gists often find. Once you have decided to eat fruit for breakfast and 
groom yourself in soft modern casuals, you are on the way to being a 
“New Man"!

These uncertainties, great and small, create the ideal conditions 
for building brands. Brands are units of social consumption. We’ve 
known for some time that we mostly buy the “how to live" component, 
with the actual object or service thrown in. Brands that exploit this

(continued)
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ambiguity create packets of meaning—in the form of stories—which 
we can apply to our lives. But that is a 180-degree shift in the role of 
brands. This about-face is one of the central battlegrounds between 
traditional and new marketing practices.

The old view of brand marketing, developed in the 1950s and still 
widely practiced and believed, concerns attaching existing social 
meanings to products and services. This cigarette makes you rugged 
and individual “like a cowboy.n That newspaper makes you educated, 
liberal, and a little “bohemian.” The following diagram shows this flow 
of cultural logic:

Stories in this marketing context have less potential to carry the social 
meanings in an engaging form; they are merely advertising devices. As 
John Grant says:

Most of the advertising that I did in the 1980s and early 1990s 
followed this formula. For example, our Volkswagen advertising 
used cameos: the guy who lost his shirt at the casino, the 
woman who stormed out on her sugar daddy. All to carry the 
idea of the heroic underdog; the VW GTi as a poor man’s 
Porsche.

Increasingly, people are no longer in the luxurious position of being 
certain about their life, role, and identity. We change careers five times 
in a lifetime and change social relationships, homes, and social roles
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perhaps even more often. We are constantly struggling to find mean­
ingful ways to live. Brands can now affect consumers as surrogate tra­
ditions. (See the following diagram.)

The role of stories, including myths, then becomes central. They 
are not mere advertising devices to carry fixed meanings. They are 
the meaning itself. They are real. That’s why approaches like the 
metaphor-elicitation technique are so valuable. To act at a deeper level 
of cultural meaning, you first must look at the world on that level.

For example, consider the Volkswagen Bug—one of the most 
successful product launches (or, to be more accurate, relaunches) of 
the 1990s. The story of this car is that it’s what open-collar workers 
in the United States drove—the geek-mobile. That’s not an advertis­
ing confection. It really was the car of choice in places like San Fran­
cisco and Seattle. If that’s the life you chose, then this VW was the car 
for you.

Sometimes an actual story establishes the brand. For example:

■ Tourism in Scotland got a considerable boost following the suc­
cess of the movie Trainspotting.

■ IBM’s Deep Blue established credentials for personal (yet power­
ful) computing.

• Bulgari watches were popularized by Fay Weldon’s novel, The Bui- 
gari Connection.

Source: Used by permission of John Grant
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Different firms implement Olson’s approach differently, depending 
on the goal of the advertising. However, analysis of the answers to the 
above questions usually focuses on:

• the richness and diversity of the stories consumers generate 
based on the ad

• the stories’ fit with the ad’s intended message or strategic 
goal

• the ease with which consumers generate their stories
• the uniqueness of the stories relative to the particular brand
• the degree to which the stories are more related to product 

category or to the brand

We can use this approach in developing advertising and in evalu­
ating alternative executions. For example, exploring consumers’ sto­
ries in the advertising conceptualization stage (prior to preparation of 
the creative brief) can later help creative staffs anticipate consumers’ 
reactions to the ideas and concepts that may appear in the ad. Con­
sumers’ stories are also valuable during the ad-building stage, when 
advertisers are considering potential content such as tag lines or par­
ticular symbols. Storytelling has also proven useful during the ad- 
production phase, when creative staffs develop partially completed 
communications such as print mock-ups, rough cuts, storyboards, or 
animatics. Finally, storytelling is valuable when evaluating competi­
tors’ efforts.

Several assumptions underlie this approach, all of which have solid 
grounding in literary studies and in neuroscience, and two of them 
merit special attention. First, as we discussed in chapter 9, the meaning 
of a brand resides in the minds of consumers, not in the physical brand 
itself or in advertising about the brand. That is, consumers— not man­
agers— ultimately create brand meaning. This meaning emerges from 
the interaction between consumers’ consensus maps and their brand 
experiences— including exposure to brand attributes, product perfor­
mance, and advertising. Marketers can influence the meaning that con­
sumers create by providing critical raw materials in the form of icons, 
metaphors, and phrases. However, they cannot control consumers’ man­
ufacture of meaning.
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Second, a brand’s meaning exists in several forms in consumers’ 
memories. Some of the meaning is “at the surface”; that is, consumers 
can easily bring it to their consciousness. Such surface meaning may 
include the physical attributes of the brand (“Cummins marine engines 
are designed for accessibility during routine maintenance”) or the func­
tional consequences of using the product (“These engines are less 
expensive to repair”). But further brand meaning exists at deeper, more 
personal levels. This deeper meaning includes knowledge about the 
psychological consequences of a brand (“These engines make me feel 
more secure in bad seas”) or the social consequences (“The engine noise 
doesn’t intrude into our conversations”). Finally, even deeper meanings 
involve consumers’ core values and life goals (“This engine will take me 
anywhere; it gives me a sense of independence and freedom”).

Box 10-3 depicts a possible story that may underly the world’s lead­
ing brand, Coca-Cola. The story introduces and illustrates the terms 
characterization, character, events, archetype, and controlling idea— all of 
which marketers must understand to create effective stories.

Consumers develop coherent stories about brands, and those stories are 
encoded in their memories. These stories may change owing to actions 
taken by managers, influences from other consumers, and, of course, 
consumers’ new experiences or reassessments of prior experiences.

Consumers use a variety of “data” to develop their stories, includ­
ing— but hardly limited to— the product and promotional cues pro­
vided by marketers. Consumers’ stories also serve as metaphors for their 
experiences. These metaphors may be deep; for example, they may 
reflect universal themes such as balance, journey, and transformation. 
They may also be specific and expressed by references such as “got 
ripped off,” “received a helping hand,” or “it lit a fire under me.”

Consumers often share the same basic story, though with individual 
variations. A consensus map depicts the essential thoughts and feelings 
in a story and how they are stitched together in memory. These common 
elements represent the archetypal story of a brand. Marketers can under­
stand these stories by eliciting surface-level and core metaphors from 
consumers— thereby shining a light into consumers’ unconscious, but 
essential, thoughts held deep in memory.
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Box 10-3

A Possible Brand Story 
of Coca-Cola

Characterizations are how a product or brand is described in coherent 
ways, such as through formal marketing communications or word-of- 
mouth, and in the consumer’s own mind. Consumers in several coun­
tries describe Coca-Cola in ways that suggest several consistent dual­
ities. For instance, people characterize the beverage as both American 
and universal, as providing both energy and calm, as old but somehow 
contemporary, as appropriate for young people as well as older people, 
as ideal for enjoying alone or with friends, and so on. Strategy consult­
ant Jack Carew suggests that brands grow even more powerful when 
consumers characterize them through qualities that, although they 
appear to conflict, are in fact resolved by some higher order of thought. 
For example, the higher-order notion that Coke is “worldly” brings to­
gether the seemingly contrasting constructs “American” and “universal.” 

But a characterization is not the same as character. The character­
ization is a description of the brand, while character is what a brand 
does. For example, Coca-Cola’s character is revealed when it seem­
ingly “chooses” to do one or another thing for us, such as quench our 
thirst or refresh us. In effect, a brand’s character senses our needs. It 
expresses the element of a duality that is most appropriate for the 
moment, such as “relax alone” versus “be energized with friends.” Char­
acter, then, emerges during the moment of consumption. A complex 
brand, one that has many dualities, has a multifaceted character. Thus 
the same consumer may experience it in very different ways at differ­
ent times, and different consumers may experience it in the same way. 
Of course, brands don’t actively “choose” how to best please con­
sumers. Rather, the “choice” is a function of the salient desire of the 
consumer, as //the brand reads their mind and provides the appropri­
ate satisfaction. The more complex the brand, the greater the range of 
choices that a manager can communicate about that brand.
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D eep  character is revealed when a “choice" conflicts with a brand’s 
characterization. Traditional marketing communications characterized 
Coca-Cola as refreshing, energizing, and social, qualities that align with 
the way many consumers experience the beverage. Yet on the surface, 
these characterizations also conflict with other qualities that are 
equally important and appealing to frequent Coke drinkers.

Characterization and character are only two parts of a brand’s 
story. Events constitute key moments in the life of a brand’s character. 
By selecting key events and portraying them in an ad, a firm provides 
the framework for the story that it wants consumers to create about 
the brand.

Finally, all stories have a controlling idea, which communicates the 
value of the brand and a reason for that value. The controlling idea 
becomes more powerful when the brand has many different kinds of 
value at different times. The controlling idea behind Coke may be that 
it transforms. It replenishes energy (a change in value) when a con­
sumer’s energy diminishes; it rehydrates when the consumer is dehy­
drated; it relaxes and calms when the person feels tense; it makes 
consumers feel more comfortable with other people; it helps people to 
escape within themselves while remaining in the presence of others. 
Again, these changes in value stem from the combination of the prod­
uct’s qualities and consumers' immediate needs or desires.

Source: Used with permission of The Coca-Cola Company.
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Chapter Eleven

Crowbars for Creative Thinking

The difference between creating an idea and imitating someone 

else’s is the difference between a Picasso and graffiti.

The difference between a Picasso and graffiti is the difference 

between disciplined imagination and vacuous thought.

T a p p i n g  i n t o  c o n s u m e r s ’ unconscious thinking is only the 
first step to designing more effective marketing communica­
tions, products, and services. Managers must also understand their own 

unconscious thoughts about consumers and marketing— and think in 
entirely new, interdisciplinary ways. To that end, we shift our focus from 
consumers’ thinking to that of marketing professionals and managers.

Managers who want to consider new ideas or reshape their own 
thinking face four challenges. Specifically, they must:

• create or identify new ideas themselves 
• understand new ideas that they encounter 
• critically examine those ideas 
• leverage them imaginatively in their own work

Can you meet those four challenges? If so, congratulations: You 
possess the curiosity, the capacity to wonder, and the willingness to mod­
ify your current mental inventory, all vital to breakthrough thinking. 
Since ideas are the “coin of the marketing realm,” these abilities distin­
guish exceptional managers from the merely good ones. Several mental

237
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exercises can help managers kick some old habits and think in new ways. 
Alone, however, they won’t ensure the highest-quality thinking. Managers 
must also draw on the leading-edge knowledge from other disciplines.

Four Assumptions
How many times have we heard that “managers must think out of the 
box to excel in business today”? How often have we nodded in agree­
ment? But consider the following four propositions.

Imaginative Thought and Routine Thought Involve 
the Sam e Cognitive Processes

Many people believe that creative thinking requires a special, almost 
magical cognitive process. But little evidence supports this belief.1 
Almost everyone can think more imaginatively by relying on visual 
imagery and metaphor, which are central to all thought.2 Indeed, we all 
possess the mental tools for creative thought, even if we don’t use them 
effectively. That’s not to say that everyone can think imaginatively in any 
endeavor, and that we’re equally creative. We aren’t. People who have 
accumulated many diverse experiences have the highest capacity for 
creativity. Likewise, exposure to a wealth of ideas enables people to sur­
face, test, and (if useful) change their existing thought processes more 
easily.

Organizational Environm ents Are Critical Elem ents 
in M anagers’ Creative Capacities

Organizational climates and workplace attitudes can strengthen or 
hinder a marketer’s creative thinking. In fact, the organizational climate 
within which our imaginations operate matters more than our individ­
ual imaginations. That climate largely determines whether or not we can 
form, surface, and pursue creative ideas that can be put into practice 
effectively. Special programs or books designed to encourage innovative 
thought can’t succeed unless a company explicitly values originality. Yet 
too few companies genuinely welcome creativity It challenges the com­
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fort zones of established thought and threatens the security of familiar 
practices. When asked whether they’d send their child to a school that 
supported creative thinking to the same degree their company does, 80  
percent of managers answered no.

The good news is that companies can implement specific practices 
to stimulate creative thinking among managers. For example:

• For its internal consulting group, the J. Walter Thompson adver­
tising agency deliberately hires people with graduate degrees in 
disciplines as diverse as molecular biology, mathematics, engi­
neering, and nineteenth-century French literature. New hires 
also have broad work experience ranging from investment bank­
ing and brand management to strategic planning and advertis­
ing. The crosscurrents of these perspectives enable employees to 
address client issues in fresh ways. All that creativity pays big 
dividends: The agency’s billings doubled in less than three years 
after it formed this group.

• Every month, Larry Huston, a Procter & Gamble vice president 
and lead creative director, deliberately introduces his staff to at 
least one new idea from nonbusiness sources to encourage unfa­
miliar perspectives on the firm’s current best practices. Huston 
poses a vital question whenever he introduces a new idea: “What 
would change if we acted on this idea?” The question often gen­
erates useful answers. Most important, it encourages his staff to 
see the world differently, open themselves to change, and con­
sider even more new ideas.

• William McComb, president of McNeil Consumer Healthcare, 
periodically bans the “business as usual” ideas that crop up in 
business-plan review meetings. His approach stimulates his col­
leagues to break from routine quickly when they encounter situ­
ations where “the usual” doesn’t help. This quick, fresh thinking 
enables these managers to find better solutions and save consid­
erable time and money.

In addition to generating breakthrough ideas, these practices engen­
der a positive climate of eager restlessness among key personnel. Accord­
ing to Vincent P Barabba, head of Corporate Planning and Knowledge
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Development at General Motors, this quality rouses managers to won­
der each day where the next opportunity to improve will emerge. It also 
stimulates people to think differently and to enrich existing ideas with 
new ones. Even when eager restlessness doesn’t yield a tangible out­
come, it transforms managers’ state of mind. People begin expecting 
more, and “good enough” no longer is.

M anagers Can Find More Knowledge about Consum ers  
outside [te  Marketing Discipline

By any measure, traditional market research provides only a small 
part of available knowledge about consumers. The social and biological 
sciences and humanities devote appreciably more human and financial 
resources to knowledge development than the marketing profession 
does. Fortunately for marketers, much of the work in the nonmarketing 
areas relates directly to marketing, and managers with both the curiosity 
and the time to explore it can do so for free. Thus, another crowbar is 
the willingness to tour other fields and the ability to find relevance 
where others see triviality.

Shared Them es Connect Highly Diverse Areas of Study

Pulitzer Prize-winning author and scientist E. O. Wilson intro­
duced the term “consilience” to describe the unity of knowledge that 
connects seemingly unrelated disciplines.3 For example, many topics 
that interest visual artists also engage neuroscientists; problems that 
attract sociologists also pique linguists and evolutionary biologists; and 
certain matters of theological significance captivate mathematicians 
and physicists alike. Likewise, mathematical models of physical events 
shed light on many sociological phenomena. Particularly exciting is that, 
the more overlap among multiple disciplines, the more valuable those 
disciplines become for marketing managers. Rob Scalea, chief strategy 
officer at the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, calls the applica­
tion of ideas from these overlapping fields “combination therapy,” or the 
orchestration of multiple but well-coordinated attacks on a problem.

To spur creative thinking, managers must dare to differ and play 
constructively with ideas. They must blend knowledge from seemingly
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unrelated disciplines with knowledge accumulated through market 
research and their everyday professional experience. Only then can they 
free themselves from conventional habits of thought.

Breaking Out of the Box
The breaking-out-of-the-box metaphor suggests freedom and escape but 
ignores the reality that we inevitably break from one cubicle into another 
one. Change-minded managers must become “honest cat burglars/’ not 
simply abandoning their ways of thinking and slinking aimlessly about 
the world of ideas, but clawing different boxes, gleaning new knowl­
edge, and playing with it.

As Stephan Haeckel notes, “People in highly unpredictable environ­
ments can survive if they are skilled at invoking metaphors and experi­
ence to impose pattern on signals that make no sense in the current 
context. These kinds of people excel in high-performance teams, not on 
continuous improvement projects.” Box 11-1 describes one of these cre­
ative thinkers.

Even managers who value new boxes may want to return to old 
ones. This recidivism sometimes makes good sense. After all, our estab­
lished ways of thought have brought us a long way. However, we tend to 
flounder in familiarity and fail to venture out frequently and extensively 
enough to collect worthwhile ideas. We can’t redecorate our primary 
cognitive lodging. So, to escape this box, we must wander often but 
acknowledge that not every expedition will prove valuable.

How to Think Creatively
How we think is more personal than what we think. That’s why most 
managers spend considerable money to validate an existing idea and 
even more money before changing what and how they think about it. 
After observing some of the most imaginative executives, I’ve distilled 
the following ten theories-in-use to pry us loose of conventional think­
ing when it proves ineffective.



242 I Thinking Differently and Deeply

Box 11-1

Meaning from Apparent Noise

In the 1960s, IBM sales rep Bob Hippe became a legend by closing an 
order for IBM’s largest scientific computer without using the com­
pany’s fabled “sales cycle” process that was drilled into all IBM sales 
trainees during their first eighteen months with the firm.

When Hippe showed up at Boeing in Wichita to meet with the 
company’s chief engineer, he found his customer’s office in turmoil. 
Engineers and scientists scurried in and out of the chief engineer’s 
office, shouting and waving designs, brandishing yellow pads covered 
by partial differential equations. The secretary told Hippe that the chief 
engineer couldn’t see him that day because of a major crisis: The 
mechanism for weighing airplanes had broken down, meaning that no 
B-52s at Wichita could take off. (Federal regulations required that 
planes be weighed before every flight.)

Without hesitation, Hippe asked the secretary for thirty minutes— 
plus some string, a ruler, and a tire gauge—to show the chief engineer 
another method to weigh a B-52. The secretary immediately ushered 
him in. Hippe took these tools to the first B-52 on the tarmac. He 
wrapped the string around one of the tire pods, used the tire gauge to 
determine the pressure in each tire in the pod, calculated the average 
pressure of the tires in that pod, and multiplied the pressure times the 
width and length of the rectangle formed by the string. He repeated 
this procedure for all the pods and totaled the results to arrive at the 
bomber’s weight.

Like everyone who took high school physics, Hippe knew that 
weight is a force, and that force equals pressure times area. But only 
Hippe applied that knowledge successfully to the challenge at hand 
without state-of-the-art technology. He identified a pattern in an 
abstraction learned years earlier in school and saw a new way to apply 
it—during a sales call. He quickly converted apparent “noise" (seem­
ingly irrelevant information) into new, valuable meaning, an essential 
information-management and marketing function.
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People like Bob Hippe can mitigate efforts fraught with uncer­
tainty. Indeed, the U.S. armed services use extensive screening 
processes to identify individuals with this kind of creative aptitude. 
Fighter pilots and recruits in high-performance teams can turn appar­
ent noise into meaning more usefully than other people.

Source: Courtesy of Stephan Haeckel, the IBM Corporation. See also Stephan Haeckel, 'Managing 
Knowledge in Adaptive Enterprises,” in Charles Despres and Daniele Chauvel, eds., Knowledge Hori­
zons: The Present and Promise of Knowledge Management (New York: Butterworth-Heinemann, 
2000).

Unlike the abundance of books, twelve-step programs, and consult­
ants offering formulae for fleeing our wom cognitive hampers, these 
practices result from intense, conscious effort and experimentation.

1. Favor restlessness over contentment.
2. Wonder about the cow’s crumpled hom.
3. Play with accidental data.
4. View conclusions as beginnings.
5. Get outdated.
6. Stop squeezing the same baby chicken.
7. Nurture cool passion.
8. Have the courage of your convictions, not someone else’s.
9. Ask generic questions.

10. Avoid premature dismissal.

Set any initial skepticism aside, but don’t follow these practices 
blindly. Rather, as Harvard Business School professor Max Bazerman 
suggests, evaluate each one’s appropriateness to your own situation and 
adapt the rules to your own style.4

Favor Restlessness Over Contentment

Contentment feels good but fosters little innovation. It doesn’t moti­
vate us to adjust techniques or spot cracks in the status quo. Consider 
the companies that favor restlessness over contentment.
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• Motorola, for example, realized that its device designed to 
allow business travelers to summon help in isolated parking 
lots or hotel corridors could benefit its employees working late 
at night. If Motorola hadn’t worried about its employees’ safety, 
then it wouldn’t have applied its consumer research findings to 
its internal safety concerns. Thus its eager restiveness led it to 
discover important new uses for existing technologies.

• Procter &r Gamble, through metaphor-elicitation research, dis­
covered not only what consumers need in household and per­
sonal care products, but also how they want those needs met. By 
developing detailed consensus maps (see chapter 7) from inter­
views with individual consumers and then finding similarities 
among these maps, P&G has honed its product-development 
skills and significantly increased its success in new-product 
development.

• To cultivate restlessness, a senior manager in a global electronics 
and home-appliance firm occasionally asks her staff to replace 
terms such as “loyalty,” “brand equity,” or “consumer need” in 
business plans, memos, and other reports with alternative terms. 
In their search for alternatives, managers frequently reexamine 
the very meaning of the forbidden term, thereby discovering its 
limitations as well as its possible new meanings. For example, in 
rewriting a memo without the word “incentive” (the memo’s 
central subject!), one manager discovered that the company’s 
consumer-incentive programs had ignored intrinsic rewards, such 
as shoppers’ feelings of heroism, when exploiting an incentive.

• A senior vice president at Hallmark requires her staff to sum­
marize research by citing the single most important question 
left unanswered. This policy, she believes, keeps people from 
developing the false sense of security that large volumes of sta­
tistical data often engender. The strategy also enables her staff 
to pose important questions without criticizing the researchers 
and opens them more to the unknown, where tomorrow’s 
answers await.

These efforts inspire managers to reexamine patterns of thought 
and frequently used meanings and underlying assumptions. Without in­
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duced restlessness, Starbucks would probably never have developed the 
concept of a caffeine-induced oasis that has contributed so much to the 
chain’s growth and success.

W onder about the Cow's Crumpled Horn

Have you ever read This Is the House That Jack Built, the story of the 
cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog, that worried the cat, 
that ate the rat, and so on? If so, you may have wondered, Who crum­
pled the cow’s horn? Why? How did it happen? Does the cow know 
about it? Why just that one horn? How would I crumple a cow’s horn? 
What will the cow think? Does it hurt?

Our second crowbar is a variation on these musings. The key ques­
tion is: What irregularity can we create in a standard way of thinking or 
in a standard practice to wrinkle the issue at hand? Our brains are wired 
to perceive irregularities and to wonder about their origins, so this ques­
tion is powerful.5 Managers automatically develop causal explanations 
for irregularities.6 Let’s face it: A crushed can (or a crumpled horn) 
catches our eye more than the undamaged one next to it. Irregularities 
interest us. Their mysterious past begs an explanation or the creation of 
stories to answer the question, What transformed the object from one 
state to another?

An irregular or aberrant datum— a high sales statistic for a particu­
lar year or a bizarre reason for enjoying Cheerios— can generate valu­
able new product ideas, advertising campaigns, and marketing-mix 
strategies. For example, while examining scanner data, a Home Depot 
executive noticed an unusually high response to a sales promotion in a 
store that ordinarily performed like other stores in the same region. 
Rather than dismiss the response as a random event, she visited the 
store during the promotion and searched for clues to the aberrance. She 
noticed that the featured product— a home-plumbing tool kit— was dis­
played next to certain bathroom fixtures also on sale. Further study 
revealed that when both products were on sale and placed next to one 
another in the store, customers snapped up significantly more of them 
than when the two were displayed separately. Because noncompeting 
manufacturers offered the two products, the companies coordinated 
their respective sales promotions— to everyone’s benefit.
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The ability to detect anomalies evolved early in our species for sur­
vival.7 It allowed early hunters to spot weak or vulnerable prey and 
spared them from becoming prey themselves. We still watch for anom­
alies in people’s facial expressions to detect their emotions and predict 
their actions. However, managers rarely exercise this ability in con­
sumer research. Instead, they engage in the questionable practice of 
discarding or discounting so-called outlier information— data that fall 
outside an established pattern. Why? Because researchers consider 
outlier data distracting. By deleting it, they can more easily focus on 
the established pattern. Thus, they miss outlying information that 
could help them design new products or attention-getting advertising 
messages.

Managers must detect both anomalies and patterns. For example, Bud­
get Rent a Car analyzed its fleet diversity, the variety in its models of 
rental cars. Managers and researchers alike assumed that consumers 
didn’t value fleet diversity. At the same time, the consumer vehicle 
market revealed a strong attraction to vehicle diversity. Budget’s execu­
tives ignored this inconsistency until their advertising agency pointed it 
out. Budget then redefined its concept of fleet diversity, and in just five 
weeks, saw an uptick in sales for the first time in a decade.

Play with Accidental Data

Look at the following image. What do you see?

The answer appears at the end of this chapter. Even if you guessed 
correctly, you would likely have identified the answer more quickly with 
the same amount of information as above, but in the form shown in the 
middle image at the end of the chapter. Both incomplete images of 
the object contain the same total length of lines, that is, the same exact
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amount of information. But the incomplete information in the middle 
version is nonaccidental, that is, it is configured in a way that favors a correct 
interpretation whereas the information in the image shown earlier is acci­
dental or random. The nonaccidental form of information enables us to 
close the spaces in the figure and recognize the object.

Unfortunately, consumers present data to marketers in the acciden­
tal form. That is, they haven’t conveniently arranged cues about their 
innermost thoughts and feelings so that managers can easily “fill in the 
blanks.” When managers encounter information in accidental form, 
they must ask: “How can 1 add new ‘lines’ or rearrange those already 
there to surface new meanings from these data?” This creative thinking 
requires active play with the data.

At an East Coast U.S. hospital, a staff member engaged in such 
play by collecting accidental data— and finding magic medicine in it. 
She noted that patients on one side of a floor were discharged earlier 
than those on the opposite side, even though room assignments were 
random. Staffers had observed this pattern for years. But this staff 
member became curious— and playful. She searched available hospi­
tal data to explain the mysterious pattern. Her curiosity intensified 
when she failed to find any explanation. She then looked beyond the 
hospital. By observing the grounds outside, she discovered that the 
rooms of patients with shorter hospital stays overlooked an attractive 
park— while patients with longer stays overlooked an immense park­
ing lot. This observation led her to the idea of “therapeutic imaging,” 
viewing appealing scenes to aid patients’ recovery. A major company 
specializing in imagery explored this idea further and developed a 
new business.

View Conclusions as Beginnings

Managers and researchers often think of themselves as detectives 
solving “crimes”; that is, drawing conclusions about marketplace mys­
teries. This orientation offers some benefits but also has serious limi­
tations. Specifically, to formulate new questions and think outside the 
box, managers must not only solve “crimes” but also commit them—  
that is, create entirely new mysteries. They must treat conclusions 
as beginnings.
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This attitude doesn’t come naturally to everyone. Real detectives 
prefer closing cases, not opening new ones, and they hate reopening 
closed ones. In fact, “getting closure” has more positive connotations 
than “starting over” or “back to the beginning.” This propensity to con­
clude can severely damage a marketer’s ability to think differently.

Like young readers who wonder about the cow’s crumpled horn, 
managers must actively seek new questions rather than answer existing 
ones. Research findings— solved crimes— are great for formulating new 
interrogations. For example, marketers can ask some simple preliminary 
questions:

• What additional information would make me mistrust this 
conclusion?

• Am I sure that this information isn’t relevant to my work?
How might it apply?

• What question (and subsequent answer) would disrupt or 
corrupt these results?

• What do these findings lack or miss altogether? How should I 
further interrogate the data?

• Have I questioned the results deeply enough to unearth all 
their secrets?

How does this crowbar work? Suppose some new evidence suggests 
that a consumer incentive program sparks repeat patronage. In such a 
case, the program manager could simply continue the program. How­
ever, by treating the evidence as a starting point, that same manager 
could create questions to reveal what the program is concealing. 
Answers to those questions might lead to insights for generating greater 
profits or better incentive plans.

This form of creative thinking can lead to significant benefits. Chris­
tine Smith, former director of marketing for Futuredontics, noticed a 
lack of data in focus groups about the dental office waiting-room experi­
ence. She wondered about the data’s silence on this topic and decided to 
use metaphor-elicitation interviews to explore the topic more deeply. As 
it turned out, the waiting-room experience— with its scary, behind- 
closed-doors noises and odors— powerfully discouraged people from 
visiting their dentists. Because of the additional study, several dentists 
added extra insulation to their doors and placed fresh flowers in the
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waiting room to improve the waiting experience. The result? Patients 
visited them more frequently.

Get Outdated
Children practice a principle that (to them) seems to make perfect 

sense: “If it ain’t broke, then break it.” This attitude is such an intrinsic 
part of being a kid that there’s probably a special gene for it. However, as 
children develop, powerful socialization processes and organizational 
routines convert that rule to “If it ain’t broke, then don’t monkey with 
it.” Besides, busy marketing managers usually have enough broken 
things to fix in a day’s work. But sometimes breaking something makes 
sense, like challenging a prevailing idea or overhauling an existing 
process— even if that something functions adequately.

If you simply can’t break something that’s working fine, then con­
sider this compromise: Outdate the existing (and functional) idea or 
process. That is, ask yourself, “How can 1 make what I currently know 
and do look out of date or old-fashioned as soon as possible?” The ques­
tion focuses on making progress rather than celebrating the status quo. 
It encourages insightful connections among seemingly irrelevant ideas 
and current practices.

The inspiration to outdate or break a current effort sometimes 
comes from unlikely sources, as the following examples illustrate.

• At Ford Motor Company, a manager responsible for a customer- 
loyalty program used an article that she’d read in a doctor’s wait­
ing room to improve her already successful program. The article 
described social bonding among nonhuman primates, a subject 
that most managers might ignore. How would the loyalty pro­
gram look if it leveraged the idea about nonhuman primate 
grooming? This question eventually inspired the company to 
experiment with grooming concepts relative to consumer car 
care. Early results suggest that consumer loyalty to Ford’s vehi­
cles has begun to intensify.

• Jeffrey Hartley of the design staff at General Motors leads a simi­
lar program, which has helped the company find new ways to 
get designers and consumers working together much earlier in 
the vehicle-design process. See box 11-2.
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Box 11-2

Getting Close to Customers 
at General Motors

Dr. Jeffrey Hartley, a psychologist and manager of Brand Character 
and Theme Research at General Motors, has established local panels 
of customers to ensure that GM designers and marketers get to know 
customers deeply through repeated, direct interactions. In this way, he 
says:

We avoid the trap of a one-way mirror in which someone else 
asks our questions. [Instead,] we visit with panel members on 
several occasions, asking some questions that are obvious and 
some that are quite relevant but have only occurred to us by our 
having observed consumers’ choices over a period of a year. 
These important questions and resulting insights would other­
wise have been missed if we had only brief and shallow 
encounters with customers.

At first glance the goal of knowing your customers—seeing 
the world through their eyes—seems daunting. After all, how 
well can you see through your spouse's eyes? But through 
repeated interactions between our personnel and our cus­
tomers, we build trust and understanding—not possible in focus 
groups, especially for tacit information. We don’t just try to find 
out what customers want; we try to impress upon them what 
our world is like, and what decisions we must make. Then they 
are better equipped to help us delight them.

GM has established such a panel for its Saturn Brand Character 
Studio. To qualify for the panel, people participate in multiple face-to- 
face interviews in which researchers explore their values and their 
emotional connections with their vehicle. As it turns out, Saturn owners 
have a sense of community and care greatly about the common good 
and needs of others. They reflect these values in their concern for the 
safety and comfort of their passengers—as important to them as their
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own safety and comfort. Saturn owners tend to have an optimistic out­
look yet realize that life also brings hardship and challenge. They are 
emotionally stable, secure within themselves, and face life with a posi­
tive attitude. They are also self-confident and feel in control. They want 
to lead a well-balanced, happy life.

Understanding such values and characteristics helps GM explore its 
customers’ vehicle-ownership experiences more deeply. Panel mem­
bers become wellsprings of valuable insight. For example, recounts 
Hartley:

We paired panel members up with Saturn design and marketing 
people and sent them to the Detroit auto show to talk about 
what vehicles caught their eye and why. Again, this was infor­
mal, and the dialogue [notice the use of dialogue, not interroga­

tion] was fluid and two way, with our people explaining why a 
certain feature was put on a vehicle, even if it was not a GM car.
In another event, we had panel members select products which 
communicated optimism (since this was a key customer and 
Saturn value). Consumers discussed these images and prod­
ucts with our people one on one. Designers and marketers then 
understood—directly from customers—what makes a product 
seem optimistic.

The design and marketing staffs who work with panel members 
become privy to Saturn customers’ most emotional memories. The 
more they get to know these customers by listening to their recollec­
tions, the more committed they are to serving customer needs. As one 
manager explains:

It is easy to forget or ignore a meeting you had from 9:00 to 
10:00 a .m . on Monday where you receive a debrief about what 
your customers are like. But you can’t ignore dozens of emo­
tionally saturated episodes with real people—people you know 
personally and can easily picture in your mind’s eye and hear in 
your mind’s ear. Sitting back at your desk at work, you might 
feel discomfort if you decide against what John or Elizabeth 
would want.

(continued)
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It is also interesting that different designers and managers tender 
different interpretations of what panel members express, which they 
explore before arriving at a common understanding. When they can't 
agree, they examine the bases for the continued disagreement, and, if 
possible, resolve them. This approach uses disagreement productively, 
surfaces the unconscious thinking among managers, and sheds light 
on how that thinking influences their interactions with consumers.

Source: Courtesy of Dr. Jeffrey Hartley, the General Motors Corporation.

Stop Squeezing the Sam e Baby Chicken

Ideas aren’t quite like diamonds: They don’t last forever (although 
good ones have long lives). Therefore, a manager must commit to 
the process of improving ideas and practices as much as to the ideas 
and practices themselves. Nancy Cox, the lead manager for creative 
processes at Hallmark, addresses the underlying problem by asking this 
provocative question: “Are you still squeezing the same baby chicken?” 
We often become overly attached to a new idea and hold on to it 
very tightly, as children do to baby chickens. It’s not healthy for the 
chickens.

Commitments to particular ideas often block the path to improve­
ment, because of a tendency to defend them when challenged. That’s 
why face-to-face interactions between managers and consumers work 
well. Such exchanges can produce forceful emotional experiences that 
push managers into new modes of thinking.8 Dismissing a challenge 
from a colleague is easier than dismissing one from live consumers. For 
example, a cross-functional management team in a sporting goods com­
pany had a preconception of a novel engineering design that it wanted 
to incorporate into a new product. Some managers expressed concerns 
about negative consumer reactions but were ignored. They eventually 
held a prelaunch trial in which several consumers used the product for a 
month. The entire team watched the personal interviews with these 
consumers following the trial period. In nearly all instances, the con­
sumers reacted negatively to this particular design feature. The vivid­
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ness of consumers’ negative reactions promptly produced a significant 
change. The product itself proved very successful. If the design engi­
neers on the team had committed less to the particular feature and more 
to the development of an appealing product, then they’d have tested the 
feature at issue much earlier and saved considerable R&D money, not to 
mention launched the product sooner.

Nurture Cool Passion
Passion (or emotion) for new ideas fuels creative thinking, while 

coolness (reason) harnesses its energy. Imaginative thinking integrates 
both without censuring the process. A manager at Eastman Kodak 
notes, “My model for retaining an idea is simple: Only those with high 
combustion quotients move forward. If an idea does not light a fire for 
me, it is unlikely to do so with my colleagues.”

Heat serves as an essential catalyst for burning through the box. But 
managers must contain and focus that heat with a cool detachment. 
Communications consultant and marketing strategist Mary Jarman call 
this talent for cool passion “di-stance”: the knack of being both part of 
your ideas and separate from them. Cool passion requires a delicate bal­
ance between the nurturing attitude of a parent and the dampening 
mind-set of a skeptic. To practice cool passion, a manager must simulta­
neously explore the conditions under which an idea will and will not 
work— and then ensure the presence of the former conditions and 
absence of the latter. As Stephan Haeckel at IBM’s Advanced Business 
Institute suggests, creating good ideas requires “active tinkering and 
occasional serious surgery” to overcome our cognitive limitations.

Have the Courage of Your Convictions

Breaking out of the box requires courage to stand alone or wade 
into tomorrow’s mainstream before others know where it is (or even that 
it exists). Managers interested in venturing forward must prepare care­
fully, because people who haven’t wet their feet will closely watch what 
happens to more adventurous colleagues. There are also the inevitable 
“Yeah, but” types and “door closers,” as well as the usual tribe of 
pooh-poohers who feel uncomfortable around new ideas. These groups
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default to the downside, revealing themselves with comments such as 
“Senior management won’t buy that,” or “Company X tried and failed,” 
or “We don’t have the resources,” or “I must solve the problem this 
week, not next week,” and even “It just won’t work.”

“Yeah, buts” crop up most frequently in unhealthy organizational 
climates, those that penalize risk taking. Keep in mind that “Yeah, but” 
types aren’t fools, which is why they succeed in discouraging others. 
They point out possible obstacles that merit consideration but can con­
vince innovative thinkers that these potential obstacles are unavoidable 
and insurmountable. Here lies the greatest danger of “Yeah, but” think­
ing: It oozes into the minds of people who would otherwise innovate 
but lack the courage of their own convictions. It therefore stifles inno­
vation. William McComb, president of McNeil Consumer Healthcare, 
deals with “Yeah, buts” by accepting them— and then challenging the 
naysayers to resolve the issues raised. In this way, “Yeah, but” thinkers 
gradually develop a constructive “But we could” attitude without depriv­
ing their company of their critical-thinking skills.

A sk Generic Questions

In any research effort, marketers can stimulate their own creativity 
by formulating the generic question behind that effort. The generic ques­
tion is the fundamental human or social process that the research seeks 
to examine. For example, generic questions about brand loyalty would 
ask, “How do norms of reciprocity (beliefs that if I give you something, 
then you give me something in return) contribute to enduring social 
commitments by establishing patterns of exchange and mutual depend­
ence?” or “How do beliefs and expectations shape consumers’ percep­
tion of their own experiences?”

How can managers craft generic questions? Start by posing a query 
like, “Why would someone in a different discipline— say, religious stud­
ies— want to read research results from a project on air fresheners or the 
meaning of clean taste?” Asking this kind of question has two benefits. 
First, it helps managers identify other domains of study that may relate to 
marketing, like the generic issues surrounding the creation, maintenance, 
and loss of community that can affect the use of computer-mediated 
communication as a marketing tool. Therefore, literature on community
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development and volunteerism could help companies design more 
effective communication technologies.

Second, posing generic questions helps managers identify new ways 
to apply seemingly unrelated disciplines to marketing challenges. For 
example, General Mills has used insights from its generic questions to 
design several breakfast-product lines that resonate with mothers’ feel­
ings about their children’s life-stage transitions. When a company 
attends to generic issues for one brand, it may identify important appli­
cations of those insights for several other brands as well.

As another way of asking generic questions, companies can invite 
people from diverse disciplines to bring their various perspectives to 
bear on a problem. Box 11-3 shows how rental car company Avis, work­
ing with Lou Carbone and Experience Engineering, Inc., did just that.

Avoid Prem ature D ism issal

The tendency to dismiss ideas without asking what the conse­
quences would be if they were true also causes narrow thinking. Man­
agers can avoid this pitfall by asking, “Would there be significant con­
sequences for my work if this idea or theory had substantial support?” 
If the answer is yes, then it pays to assess the idea’s validity and poten­
tial value. For example, when reading about new research in neuro­
science, marketers can ask themselves, “If these findings are correct, 
then what do they imply for my company’s efforts to surface con­
sumers’ mental models or design more effective advertising?” By ex­
ploring the pragmatic validity of a new idea, managers guard against 
premature dismissal.

A major international bank looked at research concerning placebo 
effects in medicine. Although the company initially dismissed the re­
search as irrelevant and unfounded, a division vice president used it as 
an intellectual exercise for some managers in a knowledge-management 
program: Let’s act as if these ideas about placebos have valid application 
for the banking industry, he proposed.

To the managers’ surprise, the research could indeed have enor­
mous value if the basic findings had scientific merit and the group could 
generalize the findings to banking services. The vice president then 
assembled a small task force to investigate the issue further. Within
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Box 11-3

Customer-Experience 
Management at Avis

Business Issue

Avis Rent A Car competes with Hertz and National with more than 
2,700 locations worldwide. In the early 1990s, Avis brand loyalty 
ranked third among the three car rental companies, and the company 
experienced declining customer-satisfaction scores. In 1995, Avis 
applied experience-management principles and techniques to its 
office in Newark International Airport in New Jersey—one of the com­
pany’s largest operations and a major business hub.

Implementation

A fundamental principle of experience management is for companies 
to connect emotionally with their customers. This connecting starts 
when a company determines customers’ most prominent emotional 
needs through a wide range of observation and interview techniques. 
For Avis, the process yielded surprising insights that ultimately influ­
enced the company’s marketing strategy and, most important, 
strengthened customer loyalty.

Working with Experience Engineering, Avis began by studying its 
customers’ current rental experience, examining all aspects through 
videos from stationary cameras and pinhole cameras embedded in 
customers’ wristwatches and clothing as they rented the cars. The 
research team, comprised of a futurist, psychologist, and cultural 
anthropologist, wanted to see and feel exactly what the customer did 
at every stage of the rental experience; and they studied customers’ 
body language, voice inflection, and word choice at all critical em o­

tional junctures. The team also conducted in-depth interviews with 
both customers and employees to define customers’ emotional associ­
ations along the way.
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To Avis’s surprise, customers’ most prominent emotional need was 
to reduce the stress and anxiety associated with traveling. They cared 
much less about speed of service, cleanliness of cars, or even conven­
ience. This insight became the unifying element for new clues that Avis 
subsequently developed to restyle the rental experience.

For example, locating one’s departure gate and flight status was a 
major source of stress. So, in the entrances of its rental car return facil­
ities, Avis installed video monitors of flight departure times and gate 
numbers. Other clues included special doors to accommodate over­
sized luggage and a business center that customers could use to make 
calls, send faxes, and plug in their laptops. Avis embedded several hun­
dred new clues into the rental experience, all of which helped to relieve 
customers’ stress and anxiety in some way.

The redesigned rental experience also included new human clues. 
For example, Avis changed the roles of staff members who worked in 
the company’s frequent-renter express program. Over time, the growth 
of this program had shifted the bulk of the company’s personal contact 
with top customers from counter personnel to the security guards and 
roving agents who checked in cars as customers returned them. Avis 
changed several aspects of the program to relieve customers’ anxiety. 
For example, it renamed the security guards “customer courtesy repre­
sentatives" and coached these personnel to behave and talk with cus­
tomers in ways that reduced their stress and anxiety. These courtesy 
reps were told, for instance, that providing directions to a customer 
was just as important, if not more important, than checking a driver’s 
license and verifying an assigned rental vehicle. Even these staff mem­
bers’ uniforms and workstations were reconfigured to reinforce their 
ability to meet that emotional need.

Results

After implementing these changes, Avis’s Newark Airport office moved 
from last place (in a survey of more than sixty airports) to first place in 
customer satisfaction and experienced a 9 percent increase in overall 
employee retention.

(continued)
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Management rolled out the prototype experience to other key 
locations that constituted more than 65 percent of Avis’s business. By 
1998, Avis ranked first in the industry in customer satisfaction and loy­
alty. Additionally, in an independent study of 147 top worldwide brands 
in twenty-six categories, Avis ranked first two years in a row for its abil­
ity to consistently meet customer expectations.

Ron Masini, a senior vice president who championed the experi­
ence project, states: “The insights we gained were significant. Areas 
where we had beat ourselves up for years to improve turned out not to 
make any difference. A whole new set of items, many of which we’d 
never have unearthed, have become key drivers in our ability to gener­
ate preference.”

Source: Used with the permission of Experience Engineering, Inc., and Avis Rent A  Car.

three months, the bank had implemented several of the task force’s 
ideas, like the brochure that detailed why a particular service was supe­
rior to that of the bank’s competitors. This strategy was based on 
placebo research indicating that knowledge about how a medication 
works increases its efficacy. The bank saw results almost immediately. 
Clients who’d received this new material reported significantly greater 
satisfaction with the service than clients using the same service who 
lacked the more detailed information.

Similarly, managers at the Coca-Cola Company’s Germany office 
found that new research on memory contradicted many of their prevail­
ing assumptions about how memory works and how to design the most 
effective advertising campaigns. They determined whether these find­
ings were grounded in solid research and whether the contradictions 
had significant implications for their business. By applying several key 
findings about memory well-grounded in scientific research, the man­
agers launched a successful marketing program in that country. Specifi­
cally, the company created more meaning and effective advertising by 
understanding the reconstructive nature of memory and the various fac­
tors affecting the encoding and retrieval of memory.
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Integrating Creative-Thinking Principles
The preceding ten creative-thinking principles share certain underlying 
themes that can help managers tailor the principles to their own habits 
of mind. For example, several principles imply a sense of restlessness, 
especially those suggesting that marketers should make their own work 
out of date and view conclusions as new beginnings rather than end­
ings. To apply these principles to your own thinking, ask yourself, 
“What makes me restless?” Whatever your answer is, make sure you’ve 
got plenty of it in your work life.

The principle about the cow’s crumpled horn evokes an appreciation 
of the irregular and an eye for the odd. To leverage this theme, welcome 
the unexpected. Ask, “How can I better detect anomalies?” or “How do 1 
create anomalies?” The principles of cool passion, of being more com­
mitted to the process of generating quality ideas than to the ideas them­
selves, of seeking knowledge from other domains, and of maintaining 
the courage of your convictions all share the notion of reasoned but vis­
ceral stubbornness. When you believe you are right, be stubborn and 
strong enough to tolerate those who disagree. It’s much easier to be 
stubborn when you possess deep knowledge of other disciplines seem­
ingly unrelated to marketing. To cultivate this quality, ask, “What ‘for­
eign’ fields are most interesting, enjoyable, and important to visit?” 
Whatever these are, visit them often— and stay awhile.

The principles of asking generic questions and avoiding premature 
dismissal share the theme of helping you achieve wide cognitive periph­
eral vision in your research. Widening your research lens sometimes 
means you must crumple a horn or two. To apply these principles, ask 
yourself, “What makes me curious and nosy to the point of being mis­
chievous?” or “What tempts me to break things that appear to be work­
ing just fine?”

Taken together, the above crowbars evoke the theme of thought con­
tagion. These principles don’t exist in isolation. Rather, managers apply 
them in social settings that can either help or hinder their practice. As 
you saw in some of the company examples, some firms even require 
their managers to put these principles into action. The principles can 
infect employees only if the environment truly values fresh thinking and
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encourages error (rather than merely tolerating it), and recognizes that 
knowledge flows from ignorance.

For example, a senior vice president at Unilever allows his staff to 
make decisions that are probably mistakes. When a decision does prove 
to be a mistake (that is, it doesn’t produce positive results), the manager 
who made it visits the VP’s office and expresses remorse. But the VP dis­
courages that posture and asks the manager to develop one or more les­
sons learned from the experience to share with others. He views the cost 
of the error as tuition— and a great bargain in terms of the knowledge 
gained. Vincent P Barabba at General Motors has created an inquiry 
center that systematizes learning from such errors. Barabba asserts that a 
failure to learn from mistakes is like paying expensive tuition but never 
showing up for school.

High-quality thinking depends on an intellectual agility that remains 
latent among most managers today. This latency stems in part from 
restrictive work environments, an inability to engage in out-of-the-box 
thinking, and lack of wisdom about where to look for alternative boxes 
and what to do with their contents once they are found.

Our habits of mind— whether they generate creative or stale think­
ing— have a neurological underpinning, just as our physical movements 
and systems do. Thus they usually lie beyond our awareness and may 
resist testing and change. Though our normal habits of mind help us, 
they also inhibit our ability to think in new ways. An example is prema­
ture dismissal, discussed earlier, which tends to occur when we ask 
whether an idea is true before asking whether it is potentially important. 
This predisposes us to dismiss too quickly potentially relevant and valid 
ideas.

Journeys into unfamiliar areas of knowledge demand time— per­
haps the scarcest of all valued resources for many managers. That’s 
because new ideas don’t come prepackaged and assembled. Marketers 
must figure out just where to start their journey— for example, in 
anthropology? psychology? neuroscience? They also must master the 
unfamiliar terminology that will help them understand and communi­
cate about the new ideas they encounter during their venturing. In addi­
tion, they need time to play with the possible applications of an intrigu­
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ing insight. Finally, they need patience to tolerate jargon and presenta­
tion styles that clearly were not created with their needs in mind. Time 
is necessary to view research questions and findings through the lens of 
multiple disciplines. Problems and ideas don’t belong to disciplines; 
they don’t have a community membership.

To make the most out of diverse bodies of thought, managers must 
define the generic question they themselves are seeking to address. 
Specifically, they must ask, “What version of my research question 
would catch the attention of thinkers in the humanities, natural sci­
ences, and arts?” By answering that question, managers can then seek 
out research in those disciplines that may shed important light on their 
question.

For example, the quest to understand needs that consumers have 
difficulty expressing evokes the generic question: “How does the mind 
represent its content?” This question in turn may encourage a manager 
to examine principles of art history and criticism, which could lead to 
investigations into art therapy, which could in turn inspire research on 
visual systems, the mind, and ultimately neuroscience. Existing knowl­
edge in these disciplines may reveal new ways that companies can help 
consumers express hard-to-articulate needs. By understanding those 
needs, firms can more effectively design valuable products and services 
to meet them.

The managers featured in this chapter explore other disciplines in 
part because they find them inherently interesting, even if those disci­
plines have no immediate connection to their daily responsibilities. 
They let their minds randomly connect disparate fields of study; they 
enjoy wondering about and exploring unfamiliar ideas— and then they 
transform the seemingly idle curiosity into hard-core business results. 
Meandering onto the playgrounds of other disciplines and playing with 
their “toys” satisfies the curious mind.

In all cases, a firm’s top leaders must model commitment to these 
creative-thinking principles if they hope to inspire similar commit­
ment among managers. This modeling requires a high degree of self- 
confidence, the willingness to reveal one’s own lack of answers, the 
courage to reveal errors in one’s thinking, and an intense, underlying 
curiosity. This final dimension— curiosity— prevents confidence from 
morphing into arrogance.
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Answer:



Quality Questions 
Beget Quality Answers

Chapter Twelve

If it weren’t for questions, where would answers be?

T h e  a b o v e  e p i g r a p h , attributed to Gertrude Stein, reflects 
the essential role of questions in developing marketing 

knowledge. Questions beget answers. They help us interpret informa­
tion that we encounter serendipitously, and they drive our search for 
deeper meaning. Equally important, the sequence of the questions asked 
determines the information acquired and the knowledge gained or 
missed. In this way, a marketing manager’s questioning strategy shapes 
his ultimate learning about consumers. Different strategies beget differ­
ent insights.

However, most managers focus more on answers and conclusions 
than on questions and beginnings. To reengineer the mind of the mar­
ket, managers must attend equally to both processes. They must also 
appreciate the interdependency of questions and their answers. Our 
very framing of a question foreshadows the answer.

Which Question, Which Method?
Formulating the right research questions is both art and science—  
a combination of tacit sensing and thoughtful, explicit reasoning. As

263
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managers craft questions, they risk posing the wrong question, leading 
to what is called post-survey regret: After collecting all the data, regard­
less of the data collection method used, we often discover that we 
should have pursued a different basic question or asked important, 
more focused questions.

Even small nuances in the framing of a question can produce dif­
ferent insights— some unexpected or undesired. Consider the ques­
tion, “Of all the products and services that you’ve used in the past 
month, which one disappointed you the most?” This query will yield 
considerable insight about specific events that disappointed respon­
dents. However, it won’t help marketers draw accurate, useful conclu­
sions about disappointing consumer experiences overall. To do that, 
the researcher must ask something like, “How do you feel when a prod­
uct or service fails to meet your expectations?” Of course, this new 
question wouldn’t generate as many specific details as the earlier query. 
Research questions, like the methods used to answer them, involve 
trade-offs.

Because different methods involve different question styles, the 
chosen research method will influence the answers. For example, 
researchers often use surveys when they want to track changes over 
time, such as trends in consumer disappointment with well-established 
products like computers. For an established product category, most 
respondents will have had numerous satisfactory and unsatisfactory 
experiences and considerable exposure to product information. Thus 
they’ll have plenty of background information on which to draw in 
answering the survey questions.

However, if the researchers want to understand consumers’ satisfac­
tory and unsatisfactory experiences in a relatively new product category, 
like Internet-ready cell phones, personal interviews may yield more 
than surveys.

Although open-ended survey questions may accomplish some of the 
same goals as interviews, marketers can’t ask people to respond to more 
than a few such questions. Also, researchers can’t ask follow-up ques­
tions to clarify particular comments. Indeed, surveys involving open- 
ended questions are costly to code and time-consuming for respon­
dents, increasing the chance that they’ll not complete the questionnaire.
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Survey research can illuminate consumers’ basic thinking about 
goods and services and reveal the magnitude of a change in an existing 
attitude.1 Nevertheless, it won’t generate information about previously 
missed or new attitudes— both of which may interest marketers. Sur­
veys can provide precision, but one-on-one, in-depth personal discus­
sions (such as metaphor-elicitation interviews) produce more surprises 
and nuanced responses.

Regardless of the method of questioning, the point of view used in 
wording the study’s questions can greatly affect the results. For example, 
asking consumers about a particular brand (a commonly used question) 
will often produce markedly different information than asking about 
what the brand thinks of them (a more counterintuitive approach). Yet 
consumers have much to say in both cases; and their thoughts and feel­
ings about what a brand (or company) thinks of them strongly influence 
how they evaluate a firm’s offerings.

For example, when asked what they thought of the brand Mercedes, 
consumers in one study responded mostly with positive answers, 
such as “good styling,” “comfort,” and “good maintenance records,” 
along with few negative answers. However, when the same consumers 
were asked what they thought the Mercedes brand thinks of them, 
many negative answers surfaced. Respondents made comments such 
as, “They don’t [think of us],” “We are sheep,” “[They think] I have 
money to burn,” and “[They think] I’m a child that doesn’t know 
better.” Consumers’ decisions about whether to buy a Mercedes vehi­
cle emerge from the blend of both sets of judgments. If the researchers 
in charge of this study had explored only the first question, they 
would have missed the more negative— and equally important—  
thoughts that the second question unearthed. That second question 
not only added valuable information, it also suggested that the gener­
ally positive evaluation consumers provided while answering the first 
question was actually fragile. Thus you should ask whether the con­
sumer’s other points of view are relevant. For example, when loyal 
consumers of a men’s shaving gel were asked why they might stop 
using the brand, entirely new insights were obtained that had been 
missed when consumers were asked only why they continued to use 
the brand.
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Framing Effective Research Questions
The following guidelines can help you frame the basic question to 
explore:

1. Determine the generic question you want to explore.
2. Determine whether the basic question should be specific to 

brand, category, or problem.
3. Pose more general and more specific versions of the first ques­

tion that occurs to you.
4. Determine whether you need to know direction, velocity, or 

both.
5. Allow for surprises.
6. Convert assumptions into questions.
7. Employ a clairvoyant.
8. Employ a wizard.

We examine these guidelines more closely in the following sections.

Determine the Generic Question You W ant to Explore

When one firm set out to research the potential market for a new 
system for cleaning cars, it chose to examine consumers’ generic experi­
ences with cleaning as well as their more specific, car-related experi­
ences. To explore generic experiences, the company asked broad-brush 
questions, such as, “What is the meaning of ‘washing’?” and “What is the 
meaning of ‘clean’?” By exploring consumers’ generic attitudes about 
“washing” and “clean,” this company could identify fundamental 
thoughts or emotions relevant to many contexts, including one’s home 
and clothing as well as one’s car. Attitudes and perceptions that crop up 
in diverse contexts are likely to be highly relevant to consumers and 
deeply embedded in their thinking. Therefore, these same thoughts will 
play an especially important role in any specific context, such as car 
washing. Though the company could have explored generic attitudes in 
a survey designed specifically to ask about car washing, the results
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would not have revealed the basic underlying beliefs that make having a 
clean car relevant in the first place.

In a similar vein, a major provider of bottled water addressed sev­
eral generic questions when planning the introduction of its brand. 
These questions included discovering consumers’ perceptions of the 
concepts “clean,” “pure,” and “water.” Such concepts have deep and 
complex significance for consumers that spills into their purchase deci­
sions and their responses to marketing communications. Exploring con­
sumers’ thoughts and feelings about each concept helped the company 
to place bottled water within the complex system of ideas consumers 
have about (for example) purity, and to create a compelling message 
about the pure, clean taste of their brand of bottled water.

Firms can also gain important insights about generic concerns inex­
pensively, by examining published resources or consulting experts from 
various disciplines. For instance, a company can learn much about the 
generic concept “clean taste” by reviewing research on eating disorders, 
the human sense of smell (closely related to taste), cultural history (how 
the meanings of “clean” and “pure” have changed over time in different 
societies), religious practices (in which water and purity play a promi­
nent role), and anthropology. In fact, the firm that introduced its brand 
of bottled water convened a group of experts from these same fields to 
formulate questions to explore with consumers in subsequent research.

Likewise, when Hallmark was developing a new division to focus 
exclusively on products relating to the role of memories in consumers’ 
lives, it commissioned an expert forum program.2 The forum included 
memory researchers from several disciplines who explained the way 
memory actually works and helped the firm identify misperceptions 
among consumers as well as themselves. The forum also helped the 
company identify additional generic questions to explore in subsequent 
market research.

As a final example, when managers at a European-based manufac­
turer were evaluating a radical new kitchen-appliance concept, they 
asked themselves an intriguing generic question: How might the basic 
idea of the hero’s journey (see chapter 9) play a role in the appliance­
buying experience? Initial research revealed that certain joumey-like 
elements influenced consumers’ experiences with a particular problem
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the new product was aiming to address. By exploring the essence of the 
classic hero’s journey and seeing how it played out in consumers’ expe­
riences, managers were able to hone the new concept so that it promised 
to satisfy more consumer needs.

Determine W hether the Key Question Should Be 
Specific to Brand, Category, or Problem

It is also important to decide whether you should be asking about 
the brand, the product category, or about the basic problem making the 
brand and category relevant in the first place. For example, should you 
be asking consumers about your brand of tooth whitener, about tooth 
whiteners in general, or about how consumers experience the problem 
that tooth whiteners address. All three questions may be relevant to a 
specific brand, but each provides different kinds of insights. Knowing 
more about the basic problem consumers experience may be helpful in 
creating a new story about the brand. Knowing more about your spe­
cific brand may be helpful in understanding how consumers perceive 
the brand story now and whether it should be changed. Knowing more 
about the category may help in understanding brand positioning issues.

When a question is category specific rather than brand specific, 
researchers should phrase the question to focus on the underlying con­
sumer need that the category seeks to satisfy. For example, if a company 
wants to introduce a new system for washing cars, it might first learn 
how people who wash their car at least once a month feel when their car 
is dirty and what “problem” having a dirty car poses. If the company has 
already developed the new system, exploring consumers’ general feel­
ings about cleanliness is more useful than knowing what they think of 
existing car-washing solutions.

Sometimes consumers’ thoughts and feelings about a brand and its 
category may be similar. For instance, consumers’ perceptions of Nestle 
Crunch Bars at one time strongly resembled their perceptions of candy 
bars in general. If such similarities exist, companies had better be aware 
of them. The more consumers’ thoughts about a specific brand and cat­
egory are aligned, the more vulnerable the brand is to competition, 
because the brand has few unique qualities. On the other hand, if no
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other brand has these same qualities, then the brand that does embody 
them will have a major strategic advantage.

If resources are limited, researchers must make a trade-off in decid­
ing whether to explore consumers’ perceptions of the brand in question 
or of the larger category or even the general need or problem. Generally, 
the more crowded a category is with alternative brands, the more useful 
for companies to understand consumers’ experiences at the category 
level or even the more basic problem level rather than brand level. This 
may identify important but unleveraged thoughts and feelings.

Pose More General and More Specific Versions 
of the First Question That Occurs to You
When a manager begins thinking about a particular market research 

project, often a particular question will pop into his or her mind imme­
diately. Rather than proceeding with that question, the manager should 
instead explore more general and specific versions of it. For example, 
before proceeding to ask consumers, “What are your thoughts and feel­
ings about keeping a clean car?” the manager should rephrase the ques­
tion in more general language, such as, “What are your thoughts and 
feelings about keeping the things you own clean?” He or she should 
also rephrase it in more specific language, such as, “What do you enjoy 
most and least about keeping your car clean?” Each version produces 
somewhat different— and equally valuable— insights. Researchers must 
therefore decide which version will yield the most important informa­
tion. They should view the first question that comes to mind through 
the lens of alternatives framed at other levels. Although this screen may 
seem obvious, researchers rarely use it; they usually debate alternative 
framings of a question at the same level.

In designing a new microwave oven, Samsung Electronics followed 
this guideline. The company had initially considered asking consumers, 
“What is your experience when using a microwave oven?” It then devised 
the more general question, “When you think about cooking in your 
kitchen, what thoughts and feelings come to mind?” It also created the 
more specific question, “Tell us about how you use your microwave oven 
when preparing meals.” After debating the merits of all three questions,
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the company decided to use the more general question because it 
allowed for surprising results. Had it stuck with its initial question, it 
would have missed valuable insights. Also, when consumers have pre­
pared for a one-on-one interview, the interviewer can more easily move 
from the general to the specific than vice versa. For example, before inter­
views, Nokia has found it better to ask people to think about electronic 
communication in general rather than cell phones in particular, even 
when the latter is of greatest interest. Their researchers then gradually 
move the discussion toward the more specific topic of cell phone use.

Similarly, the Walt Disney Company frames questions at various 
levels of specificity. Initially, managers had planned to ask metaphor- 
elicitation interview participants, “What does Mickey Mouse mean to 
your children?” But by bracketing this question with more general and 
more specific variations, they created a wide menu of inquiries, each 
promising a different bundle of insights. The very process of designing 
the different versions of the question helped the managers to clarify the 
exact nature of the information they desired. In the end, they decided to 
ask participants the more general question, “When you think or hear 
about Mickey Mouse, what thoughts and feelings come to mind?” The 
participants’ responses yielded some surprising insights that prompted 
the managers to consider new strategic directions in selling Mickey 
Mouse properties. It is unlikely that the initial question would have 
yielded these insights.

Determine W hether You Need to Know Direction, Velocity, or Both

When you’re sailing into new territory, sometimes you need to 
know only the direction of the wind; other times, you must figure out 
the wind’s velocity. Sometimes you must know both. Exploring a new 
concept or product through market research is akin to navigating 
uncharted waters. You must decide what’s most important to learn: the 
attractiveness or appeal of a concept or product (the wind’s direction) 
or its likely unit initial sales (the wind’s velocity). The former is essential 
for development and launch decisions; the latter, for production deci­
sions. Or, if you are certain about the important features that need to 
be incorporated (the wind’s direction) but need to make improvements 
in the product with limited resources, it then becomes necessary to pur­
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sue questions that address the relative importance (wind velocity) of 
these features.

Distinguishing between direction versus velocity is crucial, because 
each suggests different methodologies. In one proprietary study, a Mid­
western U.S. bank used a survey to estimate the number of their existing 
customers who would likely enroll in the new plan. The survey pre­
sented the concept and asked respondents to evaluate it and indicate 
whether they were likely to enroll immediately. The responses were very 
positive and indicated a high likelihood of enrollment among the client 
segment of greatest interest. Therefore, the bank introduced the plan—  
only to withdraw it eight months later after few customers enrolled. It 
turned out that the precise measures of whether people liked the plan 
completely missed another critical dimension of consumers’ needs for 
savings plans. In effect, this other dimension represented the critical 
direction in which consumers’ attention was focused but which the bank 
had not identified. The bank made the common mistake of trying to 
gather too precise data too soon. By using velocity measures to assess 
direction, it gathered misleading data, and the new product failed.

The reverse can also occur. Firms have unwisely used focus groups 
to estimate likely sales (velocity) when they should have been measur­
ing general attitudes (direction). Often companies need answers to 
directional questions first and velocity issues later. Yet many managers 
feel tempted to address both at once with the same investigation. 
Although this approach sometimes works, it often doesn’t, and the qual­
ity of both kinds of information is compromised.

By approaching these questions in the proper sequence, companies 
can generate the most valuable data. For example, the bank that intro­
duced the new savings plan subsequently conducted a “directional” 
study to correct its earlier error. Using the new data, it then implemented 
a “velocity” survey involving a conjoint analysis. The insights from that 
study, which was designed with a deeper understanding of consumers, 
produced a newly configured savings plan that became a huge success.

Allow for Surprises
As noted earlier, most market research is confirmatory; that is, man­

agers conduct it to prove a point rather than explore an idea, thereby
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forfeiting the chance to surface confirming as well as disconfirming evi­
dence. It also forces consumers to tell you that they think about whatever 
you suppose they’re thinking about. Consumers probably won’t express rel­
evant thoughts and feelings that the manager hasn’t anticipated. So how 
do you stay open to surprises? Ask interviewees whether they would 
like to share any other information— something important that the sur­
vey or interview didn’t address, or that they would ask in conducting the 
research. For example, at the end of formal interviews about the use of 
advertising research, a Shell Oil team found that participants often gave 
“parting gifts” in the form of “You know, something we didn’t discuss 
was. . . .” The team pursued these surprises in subsequent interviews—  
and generated some of the study’s most significant insights.

In conducting surveys, managers can capture the value of surprising 
findings by first simulating possible results. They can then select those 
scenarios with the most serious consequences for them and ask, “What 
else must I know to interpret and act on these results? Have I allowed 
for discovery?” Simulating final results, even if generated randomly, 
almost always results in timely changes to the survey. The use of more 
sophisticated statistical tools, together with an attitude of serious play, 
can yield important surprises. For instance, by experimenting with a 
new model for segmenting consumers using an existing database, one of 
the leading telephone service providers in the United States discovered 
that it had missed an entire market segment.

In one-on-one interviews, managers can generate vital, surprising 
information by enabling consumers to use their imaginations. For 
example, an interviewer could ask, “What if, by magic, you never had to 
wash your car? How would you feel?” In a metaphor-elicitation project 
on the “soul of Mickey Mouse,” interviewers asked participants, “Sup­
pose you were Mickey Mouse and could create just one memory for a 
child. What would it be?” Questions of this nature uncover thoughts 
and feelings by assisting the consumer’s inward look.

Convert Assum ptions into Questions
You know the old saying: “It isn’t what we don’t know that gets us 

into trouble; it’s what we know that isn’t so.” Managers face just such a
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predicament in letting their prior knowledge and assumptions inform 
their market research. All research inevitably rests on assumptions that 
inform core questions, the method selected, and the implementation. 
But sometimes these assumptions are incorrect. For this reason, 
researchers must identify their underlying assumptions early in the 
study design and test their accuracy.

One food manufacturer’s experience illustrates the importance of 
testing assumptions. This company’s market researchers always re­
cruited consumer participants based on the managers’ usage criteria. 
Their definitions of heavy and light product usage guided their re­
search for several years. However, a new VP from another firm chal­
lenged the criteria and asked consumers to describe themselves in terms 
of usage. It turned out that allowing consumers to select their own 
usage criteria provided more meaningful insights than when managers 
applied theirs. Enough discrepancies existed between the managers’ 
and consumers’ definitions that the composition of the self-selected 
consumer groups differed markedly from those formed through the 
managers’ criteria. In fact, allowing consumers to define themselves as 
light or heavy users of frozen foods produced more significant insights 
than did research using managers’ criteria. Subsequent research led to 
significant extensions of its current product line as well as a new com­
munications strategy.

Em ploy a Clairvoyant

In designing effective survey or interview questions, managers can 
also engage in an imaginative thought exercise: Suppose you had access 
to a clairvoyant— someone who can see into the future and who will 
answer just one question for you. This clairvoyant won’t take simple 
questions, such as, “Will this product succeed?” or “How many units 
will it sell?” Rather, he or she answers only deeper questions, such as, 
“What do consumers fear most when they use this product?” or “What 
key emotions ‘converse’ with one another when consumers think about 
my brand?”

A leading alcohol manufacturer used this exercise to define the core 
question that it wanted to explore through market research. The com­
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pany’s overall goal was to reposition one of its brands. The obvious, sim­
ple question— which the clairvoyant would not address— was “What is 
the best positioning for this brand?” Instead of posing this query, the 
company brainstormed several more complex questions, such as: “What 
do consumers consider to be an exciting taste experience?” “How does 
the social setting of beverage consumption affect the definition of an 
appropriate beverage choice?” “What is the role of alcohol in the overall 
daily diet?” Finally, the firm decided to focus its research project on the 
question, “What is the anatomy of social well-being?” By selecting this 
question, the company was able to concentrate on the factors affecting 
consumers’ thinking and behavior, such as sharing secrets, as opposed 
to gathering mere descriptions of those thoughts and behaviors in the 
form of “spending time with friends.” Armed with that information, it 
proceeded to develop one of the most effective advertising campaigns in 
the brand’s history

Employ a W izard

A wizard is someone who can fix things that are broken. Of course, 
waiting for something to be broken before consulting a wizard is a costly 
strategy. A better strategy is to imagine that a particular decision has 
proven ineffective and that a wizard needs to be called in. “What one 
thing would a wizard most likely fix to correct this problem?” By asking 
themselves this question in advance, managers can identify potential, 
important knowledge deficiencies before implementing a decision. 
Once these are identified, managers can assess whether they have suffi­
cient information to either (1) know that it won’t occur or (2) know 
how to respond to it if it does occur. If sufficient information is lacking 
for these purposes, then the critical information can be gathered in 
advance, lessening the likelihood that a wizard will be needed later.

W hat Do Data “Tell” Managers?
Before discussing whether data by themselves actually say anything, a 
few words about the nature of data and answers will be helpful.
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W hat Are Data?
When asked what data are, most people respond with numeric 

examples, such as age, price, frequency, correlation coefficient, and so on. 
When pressed a bit further, they may make distinctions between “hard” 
data and “soft” data, such as attitudes measured in a three-hundred- 
person survey versus the same attitudes expressed in focus groups.

But examples are not definitions. Despite the frequency with which 
the word data crops up in marketing discussions, many people have dif­
ficulty pinning down what a unit of data actually is. One way to clear 
this up is to figure out what the various pieces of information that we 
gather through statistics, personal observations, and other data sources 
have in common. As it turns out, these pieces of information— these 
data— are all stimuli that influence our thoughts, feelings, and behav­
iors. By viewing data in this way, most managers suddenly see the value 
of collecting multiple kinds of data.

W hat Are Answ ers?

As stimuli, data provide the raw material for answers to market 
research questions. The topic of answers is complex, and only a brief 
comment is possible here. For our purposes, we can think of an answer 
as a packet of learning that fills the empty “container” of a question. The 
better designed the container, the more robust the answers it can hold. A 
small (that is, narrow) question can never hold a large answer. Likewise, 
a small answer will rattle around hollowly inside a large (that is, broad) 
question. Thus the “size” of a question and its answer must correspond.

Data Say Very Little without M anagers
Many managers wonder whether market research data will clearly 

tell them what to do next. According to Vincent E Barabba of General 
Motors and author of Meeting of Minds, “Data don’t say anything; only 
people do.” That is, data have meaning only to the extent that managers 
or researchers bring meaning to them. Barabba has another, related 
observation: “Never say ‘the model says.’” Models only capture and
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express the information defined by the model maker’s assumptions. 
Rather than saying “The model says . . . ” or “The data say . . . ” managers 
might better say, “According to the assumptions built into this model 
. . . ” or “given my prior experience with . . . this is what these data mean 
to me.” As noted neuroscientist Antonio Damasio puts it: “Whether one 
likes it or not, all the contents in our minds are subjective, and the power 
of science comes from its ability to verify objectively the consistency of 
many individual subjectivities.”3 That’s why we must bring multiple per­
spectives to bear on the same data. When people with different view­
points perceive the same or similar meanings or when they can chal­
lenge one another with regard to their differences, we can be more 
confident in any given interpretation.

Contrary to popular wisdom, then, data don’t speak for themselves. 
Managers’ interpretation of data is the meaning they extract from the 
data. For example, consider the seemingly straightforward question, 
“Do significantly more women than men purchase computer hardware 
on the Internet?” A company could answer this question fairly readily by 
simply surveying the customers who buy hardware through the Inter­
net. The resulting numbers might be important if the firm is trying to 
decide whether to advertise a new online source for computer purchases 
in women’s or men’s magazines. However, the definition of “significantly 
more” is still largely a matter of judgment. In this case, the “data” alone 
can provide answers only at the unlikely extremes; for example, women 
account for 90 percent or 2 percent of all online computer purchases. 
Rarely does a number by itself have meaning. It is a manager’s prior 
experience or the consensus among a group of managers that makes a 
number meaningful.

Thus the meaning of certain language in a research question is also a 
matter of judgment. In fact, such judgments will strongly shape the way 
managers interpret the data resulting from the question. The more 
important they judge a question, the more closely they will examine the 
data— and the more effort they’ll expend to make sense of it. Disagree­
ments among managers about what data mean often cover up more fun­
damental disagreements about the importance of the research question.

Even when managers agree on a question’s importance and the 
meaning of the language used in it, they still face a daunting task in 
determining the resulting data’s message and conclusiveness. For exam-
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pie, the outcome of a conjoint analysis might reveal that consumers pre­
fer a rectangular, hard-plastic product package with a viewing strip 
through which to see its contents more than a square, soft-plastic pack­
age with no viewing strip. However, these data will be meaningful only 
if managers have identified the most appropriate packaging dimensions 
or attributes to measure, the correct options for each dimension, the 
right study participants, eliminated biases in the framing of the survey 
questions, and so on. The only meaning these data are capable of com­
municating is that these particular study participants seem to prefer one 
set of ideas over another— both of which were provided by the market 
researchers. It’s very possible that the participants would have selected 
an entirely different package design if the researchers had presented 
them with one.

To illustrate further, an increase in store traffic during a special sale 
or the average income of people applying for a mortgage at a branch 
bank both seem to represent straightforward, easy-to-interpret data. Yet 
by themselves, these data don’t “tell” a manager whether to hold a sale, 
when, and for how long, or whether to encourage or discourage more 
risk taking (and just how much) in mortgage-lending practices at a par­
ticular branch. Managers can find these “answers” only by merging the 
data with the tacit knowledge they have already acquired through hard- 
earned experience.

How Objective Are Numbers?
As you may have gathered from the above discussion, there is nothing 
more subjective than a number. The only objective aspect of a number is its 
derivation (as through particular calculations). Before ever “crunching 
numbers,” managers make crucial judgments about which target mar­
kets to sample, how to sample them, when to do so, what topics or 
questions to explore, and which analyses to perform on the data. All of 
these human judgments affect the actual results obtained.

To interpret data as objectively as possible, many managers empha­
size the need to determine statistical significance. Attending to statistical 
significance is beneficial. For example, managers ascertain whether a 
given finding could have cropped up randomly. After assessing statistical
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significance, managers and researchers might wrongly conclude that the 
data have a 95 percent likelihood of being “true” and therefore “objec­
tive.” Yet this reasoning poses a problem: Even if the results of all 100 
replications of a study are identical, each iteration still repeats the bias or 
error in the original study design. How can 95 (or even 100) consistent 
conclusions be valid if they all contain the same design flaw? In fact, in 
one famous study involving laboratory experiments where researchers 
could control bias and other kinds of error, psychologists Robert Rosen­
thal and Ralph Rosnow concluded that the probability of a researcher’s 
expectations having no effect on the people being studied was less than 
0.0000001.4 What a researcher thinks he might find (that is, his prior 
interpretation of the data) can subtly or flagrantly influence his findings.

Once researchers collect and process data, their assumptions and 
expectations continue to shape their interpretation of findings. For 
example, when asked what verbal description would most express a 
purchase intent of 90 percent, two-thirds of all managers (and con­
sumers) use terms ranging from “somewhat likely” to “definitely.” But 
“somewhat likely” differs significantly from “definitely.”

For instance, when a comparable group of people are asked to 
assign a probability to “somewhat likely to buy,” most responses fall 
fairly evenly between 30 percent and 90 percent. For “definitely will 
buy,” most responses fall between 50 percent and 100 percent. These 
are huge ranges. When 55 percent of a study’s participants indicate they 
will “definitely buy” a new product, the probability that managers 
unconsciously assign to this observation (50 percent, 70 percent, etc.) 
has immense significance for decisions about production levels, pricing, 
sales quotas, promotion budgets, and so on.

Shaping the Meaning of a Number: Frames of Reference
The following slightly disguised example illustrates this phenomenon. 
Researchers asked three groups of newspaper readers who differed only 
in their geographical location to state how many hours they had spent 
reading newspapers in the past seven days. Readers in region I reported 
an average of 5 hours, those in region II reported about 4.3 hours, and



Quality Questions Beget Quality Answers I 279

readers in region III reported about 3.2 hours. The researchers then 
gave a group of professional news personnel all three numbers and 
asked them to describe the readers using consistently defined terms pro­
vided by the researchers. Each professional described each group differ­
ently and in a way that was largely consistent with his or her colleagues’ 
descriptions. For example, the news personnel described the readers in 
the three regions as follows:

Region I: “heavy readers, dedicated, highly involved”
Region II: “moderate readers, active readers, somewhat engaged”
Region III: “disengaged, passive, somewhat involved”

Now let’s see what happened when the researchers changed one 
aspect of the study. In the second part of the experiment, the researchers 
asked three other groups of news professionals, all comparable to the 
first groups, to respond to the data but gave each group the reading- 
hour number from just one of the regions. Then they asked the news 
professionals to describe the readers in that region. Here’s a representa­
tive list of their responses:

Region I: “active readers, interested, moderate readers, serious”
Region II: “heavy readers, highly engaged, dedicated, quite 

involved”
Region III: “light readers, heavy readers, serious, dedicated”

In the absence of contrasting information from the other two regions—  
that is, a frame of reference— the news professionals tended to describe 
their particular reader group in similar, generally favorable ways. Their 
responses contrast with the far sharper distinctions the first group of 
news professionals made when they saw all three sets of results at once.

The first group of news people had a frame of reference that con­
tained contrasts. The data they saw for one region shaped their thinking 
about the other regions, and different descriptors of readers in the three 
regions emerged. The second group had no explicit frame of reference. 
Thus they used only their prior and somewhat different expectations to 
form conclusions about their reader group.
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Now let’s consider another widely reported example of the framing 
effect. Imagine that a rare disease has broken out in your community 
and is expected to kill six hundred people. Members of the community 
can select one of two programs available to deal with the threat. The 
programs are described in two different ways, as shown below:

Description 1
• Program A would save 200 people.
• Program B would give a 33 percent probability that everyone in 

the community will be saved and a 67 percent probability that 
no one will be saved.

Description 2
• With program A, 400 of the 600 people would die.
• With program B, there would be a 33 percent probability 

that no one would die and a 67 percent probability that 600  
would die.

Based on these two descriptions of the programs, which plan would 
you choose— A or B? Among people who see only the first description 
of the two programs, the great majority choose program A. Among 
those who see only the second description, the great majority choose 
program B.

However, the two different descriptions in each pair would actually 
yield identical outcomes for each program. For example, in the descrip­
tions of program A, “saving 200 people” and “400 of the 600 people 
would die” are two different ways of saying the same thing. Yet “saving 
200 people” sounds more positive than “400 of the 600 people would 
die.” Thus the way the programs are described provides a frame of refer­
ence that strongly influences people’s perceptions and choices.

Using Data as Advisors
Although data can’t “tell” a manager what to do, they can at least offer 
wise “advice” for judging research findings. This advisory role raises 
some valuable points about the discovery process.
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The general process of discovery can take numerous forms. For 
example, picture a painting of a bowl of fruit by an artist from the school 
of realism. The meaning in the image would be relatively straightfor­
ward: You’d gaze at the painting in a rather passive way and conclude, “a 
bowl of fruit.” Now picture an abstract painting consisting of shapes, 
colors, and textures that relate to nothing that you’ve seen before. In this 
case, you’d work at the meaning of image. You might even create your 
own meaning: “It makes a statement about human despair.”

Much market research is of the passive, “realistic school” sort. For 
instance, marketers tend to ask consumers straightforward questions—  
such as “How likely are you to buy this product?”— and then draw 
straightforward meaning from the answers. For simplicity’s sake, assume 
that we posed the above question to a large number of people from the 
right target market and that most respondents indicated a purchase 
probability of 0.4. We have “discovered” an answer. We might conclude 
that 40 percent of the larger population would be inclined to buy the 
product. Though we may not expect an exact 40 percent purchase rate, 
we may have other data that also signal a positive reaction to the new 
product; thus we proceed to introduce it. Later, we find that only a dis­
appointing 8 percent of the target market purchased the product.

Was the 40 percent wrong? To find out, we investigate possible ex­
planations for the disappointing sales. We learn a number of surprising 
things. For example, consumers were insufficiently informed about the 
product, word-of-mouth communication did not operate as we ex­
pected, consumers found the product’s price too high, a competitor 
timed a special promotion to coincide with our product’s introduction, 
shoppers couldn’t find the product easily in stores, our advertising cam­
paigns didn’t engage people, and so on.

Thus the actual 8 percent sales figure doesn’t necessarily mean that 
the predicated 40 percent figure was either right or wrong. Rather, it 
reflects our failure to play the kind of active role that understanding 
“abstract art” demands. The managers in this example never consulted a 
wizard; they never asked what could cause the 40 percent projection to 
go wrong or what special action was needed to make it right. In short, 
they failed to use their imagination. :

Actions based on research results or other forms of data, at least 
concerning more complex and uncertain situations, require an inventive
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form of discovery. There is no 40 percent out there, orbiting like an 
undiscovered planet. The 8 percent reflected the way the firm inter­
vened in the marketplace. The estimate of 40 percent simply suggests 
that creative decisions involving pricing, distribution, and communica­
tion strategy, for example, and equally creative implementation are both 
worthwhile.

Creativity plays a central role in designing effective market research 
questions and interpreting their answers in ways that lead to successful 
marketing. The process requires a markedly different attitude and 
thinking style than the more common, passive approach to data that 
currently characterizes much research. Creative thinking also suggests 
that managers don’t unearth meaningful answers in the marketplace 
simply by looking hard for them. Rather, they generate valuable answers 
by asking new kinds of questions. The manager who concedes, “Okay, 
we can expect 40 percent trial purchase” is thinking very differently 
(and far more passively) than the one who asks, “How can we make sure 
we achieve 40 percent potential or more?” This point may seem obvi­
ous. Yet in the face of a marketing failure, too many managers blame the 
data rather than the way they interpreted them and the actions based on 
those interpretations.

Market-research questions foreshadow the outlines of their own 
answers. That’s because no matter how broad a question is, it inevitably 
restricts both managers’ and consumers’ attention. No matter how nar­
rowly focused a question is, it will always simultaneously exclude cer­
tain kinds of answers and overemphasize other kinds. In addition, the 
framing of a question foreshadows the choice of research method; hence 
framing favors certain types of answers and discourages others. Like the 
research methods used to answer them, questions require trade-offs. 
Managers have only so much time, money, and energy, as well as limits 
on their imagination and knowledge. Not surprisingly, many managers 
avoid designing creative research questions and interpreting the answers 
in more thoughtful ways.

A well-designed research question can be a thing of beauty and can 
open new doors onto consumers’ thinking. But equally important, the 
very process of developing a good question can be highly instructive
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and engaging. To frame a research question effectively, managers must 
carefully assess what they know and don’t know, as well as what’s most 
important to them and what isn’t. Sometimes creating the right research 
question can yield so much insight about a problem that a manager 
doesn’t even need to collect further data. The act of thoughtfully fram­
ing a question can expose a hidden wellspring of assumptions, knowl­
edge, and experience that managers never realized they had. Question 
your questions, and your answers will flow with abundance.





Chapter Thirteen

Launching a New Mind-Set

Few occasions intimidate and excite us as much as beginnings.

W E h a v e  n o w  completed our fantastic voyage. Along the 
way, weve sampled knowledge from several disciplines 

and met managers from around the globe who Ve applied crowbars to 
their own thinking. Managers who ignore available knowledge or fail to 
experiment imaginatively with interdisciplinary applications to their 
marketing decisions risk their livelihoods, just as Captain Edward John 
Smith of the Titanic did.

A New Product Launch and the Failure of a Paradigm
At noon on April 10, 1912, the new Royal Mail Steamer Titanic, flagship 
of the White Star Line, launched from Southampton, England, with 
great fanfare on her maiden voyage to New York. At 11:40 p.m . on Sun­
day, April 14, 1912, the Titanic hit an underwater iceberg spur, causing, 
as later photographic explorations would show, poorly installed rivets 
to pop open. Two hours and forty minutes later, the Titanic broke in 
two and sank, taking with her 1,500 lives, more than two-thirds of 
those on board.

The ship was doomed in the first ten minutes following the colli­
sion.1 Neither the Titanic's pumps nor its structural design could cope 
with the volume and location of water taken on in those few minutes. 
Many passengers had no chance to survive, since there were lifeboats for 
only half of them.
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The official inquiries established the following points:

• The Titanic’s officers knew about the presence of icebergs in 
their vicinity that Sunday evening. One of the warnings placed 
icebergs within five miles of the Titanic’s path. Another referred 
to “growlers,” icebergs with deceptively small surfaces and mas­
sive underbellies. The ship received the last known warning an 
hour before the accident. Despite the detail and frequency of the 
warnings, the crew treated them routinely.

• The ship’s officers knew that they’d encounter ice that evening, 
yet no one arranged a meeting to discuss the warnings. The offi­
cer of the watch issued instructions to the crew to keep “a sharp 
lookout for ice.” But visible icebergs weren’t the issue; hidden 
underwater spurs were.

• The ship’s officers believed that the evening weather conditions 
allowed them to spot potential trouble with enough notice to 
adjust course or speed in a timely way— traditional practice for 
night travel in these waters. Consequently, they didn’t increase 
the lookout.

• Two clear precautionary actions were available; alter course or 
reduce speed as night approached. Neither was chosen. The offi­
cers assumed that the ship’s integrity could handle the modest 
consequences of a tardy response to an unexpected collision.

In short, it was business as usual on board. The captain, officers, 
and crew worked according to the existing paradigm on this maiden 
voyage. The officers didn’t doubt that their actions constituted sound 
procedure for passenger vessels in the waters in question, during the 
time in question. Obviously, they were wrong.

The British Wreck Commissioner’s Inquiry final judgment about the 
catastrophe could describe any new product launch these days:

With the knowledge of the proximity of ice which the Master had, two 
courses were open to him: The one was to stand well to the southward 
instead of turning up to a westerly course; the other was to reduce speed 
materially as night approached. He did neither.. . .  Why, then, did the 
Master persevere in his course and maintain his speed?
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For a quarter of a century or more, the practice of liners using this 
track when in the vicinity of ice at night in clear weather had been to 
keep the course, to maintain the speed and to trust to a sharp lookout to 
enable them to avoid the danger. This practice, it was said, had been jus­
tified by experience, no casualties having resulted from it. . . .  But the 
event has proved the practice to be bad.

It is, however, to be hoped that the last has been heard of the practice 
and that for the future it will be abandoned for what we now know to be 
more prudent and wiser measures. What was a mistake in the case of the 
“Titanic” would without doubt be negligence in any similar case in the 
future.2

A Lesson in Hubris
The Titanic's story, like so many of the sea, is one of courage and cow­
ardice, determination and hesitation, good luck for some and ill fortune 
for many others. It is also a story about the inadequacies of conventional 
wisdom, the limitations of business as usual, and management’s 
Achilles’ heel— a reluctance to rethink basic assumptions because of 
excessive confidence in their soundness. These are the parts of the story 
of interest here. The decisions made by the ship’s officers were the tragic 
causal forces whose cumulative effect was the sinking of the Titanic, sac­
rificing many lives in the process. The iceberg, the limitations of the 
pumps, poorly welded rivets, the designs that distributed incoming 
water in unanticipated ways, and the pitiful supply of life boats were 
merely the agents through which flawed conventional thinking wreaked 
its havoc.

Captain Smith of the Titanic and his fellow officers, like so many 
managers in large and small companies around the globe today, were 
following standard operating procedure: procedures whose terrible 
flaws were waiting for an opportunity to assert themselves. No system 
was in place that allowed for questioning the wisdom of simply doing 
what other vessels did in these circumstances. The officers did what 
they had done themselves in the past: maintained course and standard 
speed and kept a “sharp lookout” in the dark of night for cues on the 
water’s surface that might suggest hidden threats below.
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This procedure assumed several things: what appeared at the sur­
face adequately represented what lay beneath; the lookouts abilities 
were reliable; and the crew could alter the ships direction and speed 
fast enough after receiving a warning. Most troubling, they believed 
that their existing practices were so sound and universal— despite 
the uniqueness and the newness of the vessel— that they didn’t merit 
reexamination.

The Titanic Effect, then, is the sinking of a company or brand due 
to managers' unquestioned confidence in customary, surface-oriented thinking 
about consumers— as if the old paradigm sufficed for both understanding the 
market and adjusting quickly to market conditions. This failure to think dif­
ferently— particularly to think deeply about business consumers and 
ultimate consumers— is a failure to question the so-called conventional 
wisdom. Please use this book as a guide for avoiding the Titanic Effect. 
Look at the Titanic's journey as a reflection of the mind of the market, 
the interactions of two sets of forces: the natural force above and 
beneath the water’s surface, and the human force consciously and 
unconsciously guiding the decisions of the ship’s officers.

Managers must find ways to dive deeper and explore those sub­
merged thoughts and feelings. Today the Titanic is a metaphor of callous 
thinking and blind belief. New-product failure rates expose the Titanic 
Effect at work in marketing, as do the failed brands that lost their lead­
ership positions, and the celebrated firms that have undergone bank­
ruptcy. The resulting losses in consumer satisfaction and trust, share­
holder value, and jobs are among the prices paid for failing to think 
differently about consumers and for failing to take the time needed to 
gain a deep understanding of them.

We live in exciting times where the half-life of knowledge in the 
social and biological sciences and humanities is getting shorter and 
shorter. Not every field can claim, as Antonio Damasio does for neuro­
science and psychology, that it has learned more in the 1990s than in 
the previous history of those fields. But every field of inquiry ranging 
from literary studies to evolutionary biology has developed insights in 
recent years that have substantially changed their respective landscapes. 
And, as I have argued, many of these changes have enormous implica­
tions for how we think about the mind of the market— the interaction of 
the conscious and unconscious mind of the consumer with that of the
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manager. These changes suggest new beginnings in our efforts to 
become customer-centric. Yet most knowledge in use in marketing 
today is at best half right. Let us hope that new product and service 
failure rates currently at 80 percent or more will become a thing of the 
past as smarter courses of action are plotted using new insights, an 
openness of mind, and a willingness to continually challenge what 
is “known.”
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