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In marketing our goal is to inﬂuence purchase decisions. But
what drives those decisions? Decision sciences help to answer
this crucial question by uncovering the underlying
mechanisms, rules and principles of decision making. These
fascinating and valuable insights from science have been
expanding rapidly in the past few years. This chapter will go
into some of the depths of the latest learnings from decision
science, but don’t worry, you don’t need to be a scientist to
swim here! We will see what really drives purchasing
behaviour, and how to apply these insights to maximize the
beneﬁt to marketing. Most importantly, we will introduce a
practical framework to harness the learnings in our everyday
marketing roles.
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Let there be light!
No advert in recent times has won more prizes for creativity or received
more public and media attention than Cadbury’s ‘Gorilla’. Brand volumes
had been fairly static for years and the brand had suffered the effects of
a significant quality problem the previous year. So Cadbury’s objective
was to get back into the British public’s ‘hearts and minds’ with a new
advert. The agency’s brief was to ‘rediscover the joy’. This resulted in the
‘Gorilla’ advert, in which a gorilla first anticipates and then starts drumming along to the Phil Collins song ‘In the air tonight’. The advert achieved
huge amounts of interest and attention, not only from consumers but also
from those of us working in brand management. It was a very unusual
ad for the category, not least with a gorilla as opposed to the chocolate
product taking centre stage. The advert (Figure 1.1) does not contain the
usual food or consumption shots either and only at the very end is the
packaging shown.
Spurred on by the hype and excitement caused by ‘Gorilla’, Cadbury
immediately ordered a follow-up campaign. You’d think that nothing
could be simpler, yet despite a similar strategy, the same brief, same agency,
same director, same campaign objective and media budget, the sequel did
not meet client expectations at all. How can this be? Why was ‘Gorilla’
successful in the client’s eyes but the sequel clearly failed? We’ve all experienced similar situations with our own work. Some ads take off and are
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Figure 1.1 The much talked about Cadbury ‘Gorilla’ TV advertisement

long-running successes, others fail – and, more often than not, it is hard,
if not impossible, to decode the underlying reasons for success and failure.
Another area where the key success principles are often unclear is innovation and new product development. As we all know, the majority of new
products launched in any one year fail. Which of us hasn’t experienced
cases where our product launches were failures despite market research
giving them the green light? Research is carried out, tests are run and, in
the end, the predictions are simply wrong. Not only is this costly to the
enterprise in terms of wasted resources, it’s also intensely frustrating for
us marketers due to the unanswered questions that subsequently plague
us: What did we overlook? What went wrong? And what can we learn
from this in order to prevent us from simply following a trial-and-error
approach? What can we improve in our thinking and process? The uncertainty dangles like the sword of Damocles over the heads of those people
responsible and their colleagues, which is not exactly conducive for the
next innovation.
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The reverse scenario happens, too: an innovation, which might actually
have been successful, isn’t even introduced because market research predicted it would fail. To give an example, Baileys liqueur was rejected by
consumers but was launched anyway and turned out to be a great success.
Likewise, during product testing prior to Red Bull’s introduction, customer comments like ‘yuk’, ‘disgusting’, ‘tastes like medicine’ and ‘I would
never drink this’ were commonplace, and yet today Red Bull is available
almost everywhere in the world and is hugely successful.
In times of reduced budgets and a growing requirement to justify marketing expenditure, achieving effective branding in our activities is crucial.
This is not only a critical factor in our return on investment, it also ensures
that we don’t spend money to benefit the competition or, indeed, solely
advertise to support the whole category. Our communication should
anchor our brands efficiently in the minds of consumers. If ‘branding’
scores are below the required benchmark in a pre-test, how often have we
heard (or even made) recommendations such as ‘make the logo bigger’?
However, it is unlikely that these kinds of recommendations will fix the
problem. When we look at the image in Figure 1.2, what brand is it for?
We can immediately recognize it as O2 – even without any direct brand
information like the logo. But how do we know? One could argue that
the bubbles are a key visual for the brand. This is true, but does this mean
that any kind of bubble would activate the O2 brand? Probably not, so
what is it that makes it O2? What are the principles that underlie successful branding? While some ads achieve above-average brand recall, for
others the brand linkage is very weak – and yet our brand logo is always
integrated somehow, so why exactly do these differences occur?
Despite all our efforts, be it working on strategy, communication or
market research, the direct path to successful marketing often resembles
a stumble through a weakly illuminated black box, and still leaves many
questions unanswered.
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Figure 1.2 The brand isn’t present and yet we know it

If these examples ring any bells then they help illustrate that, in order to
make progress, we need to better understand how people really decide,
and what drives their decisions when it comes to choosing brands and
products. The great news is that there is now a systematic approach to
human decision making that we can take, one that is both scientifically
valid and practical for marketers.

Decision science and economics merge
In a study into the neural bases of decision making, German neuroeconomist Professor Peter Kenning and his associates looked at brain
scans of people who had been shown photographs of pairs of brands.
These photos either included the person’s stated favourite brand or did
not. Every time they were shown one of the photographs, each person
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was told to choose a brand to buy. There were two main findings. First,
when the favourite brand was included, the brain areas activated were
different to when two non-favourite brands were exposed. When the
favourite brand was present, the choice was made instantly and, correspondingly, the brain showed significantly less activity in areas involved
in reflective thinking, an effect the scientists named ‘cortical relief’.
Instead, brain regions involved in intuitive decision making were activated (in particular the so-called ventro-medial prefrontal cortex in the
frontal lobe). In other words, strong brands have a real effect in the
brain, and this effect is to enable intuitive and rapid decision making
without thinking.

Second, this cortical relief effect occurs only for the respondent’s number
one brand – even the brand ranked second does not trigger this intuitive
decision making. The scientists call this the ‘first-choice brand effect’. One
target we set as marketers is to be in our target consumer’s relevant, or
consideration, set. This research indicates that the optimal target is to
maximize the number of consumers for whom we are the number one
brand – being in the relevant set is not sufficient to enable this intuitive
decision making and, of course, no revenue is earned by the brand that
was nearly bought!

Intuitive decision making, as a process, is what enables a shopper to stand
in front of a shelf and make purchase decisions in milliseconds. But it’s
not only about brand and product purchases; it is a characteristic of our
everyday lives. It’s even relevant when it comes to numerical logic. In the
introduction to his acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize, psychologist
Daniel Kahneman posed the following simple question:

A baseball bat and a ball cost $1.10 together. The bat costs $1 more
than the ball. How much does the ball cost?
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It’s simple, isn’t it? Nearly everyone to whom this question is posed immediately and intuitively answers that the ball costs 10 cents. This intuitive
response was also true of the majority of students at the elite universities
of Princeton and Harvard, among whom this exercise was originally conducted. Nearly everyone gives this answer. But it’s incorrect. The ball
actually costs only 5 cents (reason: $1.05 for the bat plus $0.05 for the
ball equals $1.10). Something in our brain leads most of us, intuitively, to
give an incorrect answer to this apparently simple calculation. Instead of
doing the mathematics, we resort to our gut feel that, given the $1 price
of the bat, 10 cents feels about right as the price for the ball. This intuition is based on the ease of perceiving the split of the 1.10 price tag into
two chunks of $1 and 10 cents respectively. Doing the actual calculation
is much harder for our brain, and most of us don’t bother because the 10
cent answer feels just right.
Using examples like these, Daniel Kahneman investigates how decisions
are influenced through psychological processes. By bridging psychology
and economics, Kahneman’s work results in a major opportunity to systematically integrate the psychological world with the world of economics
and, in so doing, to exploit the full explanatory power of consumer decision making that the combination of both approaches provides.
Economics and psychology were, for a very long time, two completely
separate worlds. Economists start with the basic idea of a rational human
being who makes decisions according to objective cost versus utility analyses. Psychologists, meanwhile, emphasize the psychological character of
decision making, where the evaluation of value and utility appear irrational, following a kind of psycho-logic. Nowadays, if you do a Google
search for ‘neuro-economics’, neuro-marketing’ or ‘behavioural economics’, you will find millions of returns. Among the major drivers of this
change were the insights of Daniel Kahneman, the first psychologist to
receive the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 2002.
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A science-based framework for marketing
Literally thousands of research papers are being published every year in
academic journals such as the Journal of Neuroscience, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Journal of Experimental Psychology and Behaviour and
Brain Sciences. There are so many studies and so much data coming from
these new fields of decision science, but how can we make sense of them
all and integrate the resultant understanding with what we do in marketing?
To translate and transfer the insights to our marketing world we need a
framework that allows us to systematically apply the most important
principles, rules and mechanisms offered by science. The framework we
will use to structure this knowledge is also provided by science and is
that which Kahneman introduced (see Figure 1.3), and for which he was
rewarded with the Nobel Prize. It represents the summary and culmination
of the key findings from his life’s work on human decision making. Since

Figure 1.3 Illustration of Kahneman’s Nobel Prize-winning framework showing the
two systems that determine our decisions and behaviour
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the award, Kahneman’s model has been supported by many subsequent
studies, including many from the neurosciences, which have also further
validated and extended his view of decision making. In his 2011 bestselling book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Kahneman gives an up-to-date review
of the science underlying his framework.
The core of Kahneman’s framework is the distinction between two systems
of mental processes that determine our decisions and behaviour. He calls
these two systems ‘System 1’ and ‘System 2’. System 1 integrates perception
and intuition. It’s always running – Kahneman says that it ‘never sleeps’.
It’s very fast, processes all information in parallel, and is effortless, associative and slow-learning. It is made for fast, automatic, intuitive actions
without thinking. Automaticity is crucial because it’s efficient and hence
consumes less energy. In times when energy was a scarce resource this
efficient way of acting and deciding was key to survival. Reflective thinking
requires energy so, in a way, our brain is not made for thinking, but for
fast and automated actions. The most highly skilled mental activities are
based on System 1, such as cardiologists interpreting an ECG trace, chess
masters deciding on the next move, or agency creatives coming up with a
new design. In contrast, system 2 is slow, works step by step, takes up a
lot of energy because it is effortful, but has the benefit of being flexible. It
enables us to make reflective, deliberate decisions. It is made for thinking.
The experiment cited earlier that revealed that brands induce ‘cortical
relief’ shows that strong brands are processed in System 1. Indeed, the
hallmark of a strong brand is to activate System 1 and circumvent System
2 processing. Weak brands, by contrast, activate System 2, i.e. consumers
have to think about the purchase decision.
Subjectively we do not usually experience that there are two separate
systems at work and, in the end, we make one coherent decision. We notice
both systems only when they are in conflict, as in the baseball bat example
above. We reflectively understand the calculation but our intuition just tells us
something different. Another demonstration of the same principle is shown
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Figure 1.4 The Stroop test demonstrates the two systems in action

by the following exercise. Have a look through the table in Figure 1.4
column by column and say out loud as quickly as possible the colours of
the words (i.e. you start at the top left corner with ‘green’, ‘black’, ‘red’ . . .).
You didn’t find it that easy, did you? At the very least it took you considerable effort and concentration. The meaning of each word can be automatically processed, as can the colour (System 1). However, when word
meaning and colour are in conflict, naming the colour takes some time
and needs to be done reflectively (System 2). The two pieces of information do not match and this induces a conflict, leading to us requiring more
control and concentration to avoid mistakes. As you progressed through
the exercise, known as the Stroop test, you probably found it increasingly
demanding, requiring you to concentrate harder in order not to make a
mistake. This is because the more effortful System 2 is tiring the brain and
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so it reverts to the more energy-efficient System 1. This exercise also shows
the ubiquity of System 1 – it’s present in everything we do, including
reading and speaking our mother tongue.
A useful metaphor for how the two systems work together is to see System
1 as an autopilot and System 2 as a pilot. The pilot is responsible for tasks
that require flexible decision making, such as take-off and landing or when
a problem occurs, whereas the autopilot is responsible for all the decisions
that can be made automatically. As long as there are no problems, the pilot
relies on the processing of the autopilot for the entire flight without really
knowing what is going on in the autopilot. None of the workings of the
autopilot are transparent to the pilot. The autopilot works implicitly whereas
the decisions of the pilot are explicit. To get a deeper insight into the nature
of these systems let’s look at something we’ve all experienced: driving a car.
As we saw in the illustration of Kahneman’s framework, the autopilot is
connected to what we perceive through all our senses. In terms of our first
driving lesson, the assault on our senses was a nightmare. We had to concentrate on the traffic signals, steer, indicate and brake all at the same time,
as well as listening to our driving instructor’s advice and directions. The
resulting problems with hand–eye coordination, decoding the traffic signals
and generally dealing with a lot of incoming data typically led to a sense
of overwhelming panic. We had to think a lot, so this made us slow to
respond and react. Our decisions were dominated by the pilot system,
because we were not able to base them on intuition since intuition is based
on experience. But it got better with practice and the need to concentrate
reduced. We now know where third gear is without having to look at the
gear shift. When we think of how we drive to work, all of these things that
once appeared so stressful and overwhelming now simply happen intuitively. We navigate through traffic, we stop at red without really focusing
on the traffic lights, and we complete all of these complex tasks while
listening to music or even making phone calls (hands free, of course). And
sometimes we wonder how we even got from A to B because we did not
pay conscious attention to our driving throughout the entire journey.
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We do all of this automatically and intuitively. When we learn something
for the first time, the pilot is engaged. Then, with repetition and based on
the experience, we develop intuition and the processes become automated
and, consequently, more efficient. We become driving experts. The underlying
learning process is the same in general, for doctors, chess masters, agency
creatives and even consumers since they have a lot of experience of seeing
advertising and of buying and using the products.
Once we have sufficient experience under our belts, and have developed
our intuition, the pilot system comes into play only when we face new problems or something we have not experienced before. If, on our way to work,
the road we normally use is closed due to roadworks, we suddenly have
to think what detour to take. In this situation we most probably turn down
the radio or end our phone conversation because we need to concentrate.
On the one hand, we have a strong tendency for automation in our brain
and on the other we have the benefit of deliberation and reflective thinking
There are two
in order to solve new problems. These are the hallmarks
decision-making

of why these systems have evolved.

systems at work in
any decision we

So there are two systems operating in our brains – this is

make: an implicit

a general characteristic of decision making. For marketers,

system working like

it’s crucial to understand these two systems, as they deter-

an autopilot, and an

mine purchase decisions across all categories, industries,

explicit system

brands and products. So let’s look further at how the

operating like a pilot.

autopilot and the pilot work.

The (almost) unlimited capacity of the autopilot
Think of a typical kitchen area at your office. Next to the kettle, there
might be a box in which to make a monetary contribution towards the
cost of buying tea, coffee and milk. This is known as an ‘honesty box’.
Generally, there’s a gap between the cost of tea, coffee and milk that is
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Figure 1.5 The autopilot processes signals in the environment even if we are not
consciously aware of them

consumed and how much money is contributed. An experiment showed
that when a cut-out pair of eyes was positioned close to the box (see Figure
1.5), people were significantly more inclined to pay for their consumption.
The employees did not generally notice the eyes as they were focusing on
making coffee or tea. But the pair of eyes must have been processed by
the autopilot system because this significantly influenced behaviour. The
eyes implicitly activated the same social norms that would be followed if
someone else were in the room. Without employees noticing the impact
of this, it nevertheless led to more honest behaviour.
What this experiment shows is that the autopilot processes a huge range
of information, not only that on which we focus but also all the contextual
information in the environment. When we are in front of a shelf in the
supermarket, our autopilot therefore processes much more than just the
product on which we are currently focusing: other products on the shelf,
the shelf layout, colours, interior design, odours, light levels in the store,
music and much more. Similarly, when we visit a website, our autopilot
processes the page layout, colours, design and content over and above that
which we’re looking at.
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Figure 1.6 The enormous capacity of the autopilot processes everything we experience through our senses

The autopilot processes every single bit of information that is perceived
by our senses. It has a huge processing capacity of 11 million bits per
second, roughly the size of an old floppy disk (1.4 megabytes) (see Figure
1.6). Each second our senses deliver 11 million bits to the autopilot – no
matter whether we’re aware of this input or not. And every input is processed by the autopilot and can potentially influence our behaviour. One
study shows that when we visit websites the autopilot will derive a first
impression within less than one second – and this impression strongly
influences our subsequent behaviour.
Comparing this with the very limited capacity of the pilot system, the
superiority of the autopilot becomes obvious. A classic finding in cognitive
psychology is that the upper limit of our working memory, which is the
basis for the pilot to do its thinking, is 7 +/–2 chunks of information (e.g.
numbers, letters, words or faces), which amounts to roughly 40–50 bits
in the case of numbers or letters. This limited capacity of the pilot is the
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reason why we find it difficult to remember phone numbers that exceed
seven digits. It is also the reason why it is so hard to follow a presentation
when someone is whispering next to us, a phone rings or someone leaves
the room. We are distracted, we are not able to follow what’s being said
and we miss some of the information. Likewise, if you think about all of
the decisions we make before we leave for work in the morning, 40 bits
is not enough to get us out of the house! If we were to reflectively think
about every purchase decision in the supermarket, it would take so long
to do our shopping that we would starve to death. Even if we wanted to
decide reflectively, our very limited capacity constrains us from doing so.
What’s more, the typical duration of an average contact with advertising
media also shows that most processing does not involve the slow pilot system:
●

advert in popular magazines: 1.7 seconds

●

advertising in trade journals (e.g. The Lancet): 3.2 seconds

●

poster: 1.5 seconds

●

mailing (first relevance check): 2 seconds

●

banner ad: 1 second.

This makes it clear that most marketing communications need to deliver
their core messages within seconds. Given the time that would be required
to reflectively process all the information in an advertisement, it is obvious
that very little of this will be processed by the slow pilot system. Therefore
the autopilot, with its high bandwidth and its ability to process information very rapidly, provides marketers with the opportunity to convey
messages in a minimal time span.

Suggestion
Read the text of one of your adverts or brochures and note the time
it takes you to do this. How long does the customer need to read
and digest everything?
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The high capacity of the autopilot is also what enables us to include
the context within which a decision is made when we actually make that
decision. The autopilot processes everything that is perThe autopilot

ceivable in the environment at any given moment in time,

processes almost

even without focused attention. We’ve all experienced

every signal in the

the power of the autopilot in action without our focused

environment due to

attention in the so-called ‘cocktail party effect’. While

its enormous

fully engaged in conversation at a loud party, we neverthe-

capacity. Therefore

less immediately notice if someone around us mentions

even peripheral,

our name. This phenomenon occurs only because our

subtle signals in the

autopilot is constantly processing everything, no matter

environment can

whether we are focusing on the information or not. So if

inﬂuence decision

we manage to use this high bandwidth efficiently in our

making and

marketing communications, then our messages can have

behaviour.

significantly more impact.

What ﬁres together wires together
What does the brain, or more specifically the autopilot, do with all the
input it receives? It’s used for learning. But the way the autopilot learns
is different to what we normally think of when we think of learning. This
learning is not like the way we learn in school, rather it is based on what
is called associative learning. Let’s look at an example.
The first time we hear the word ‘No’ it is just a phonetic pattern, a sound.
But we recognize that the voice becomes louder and Mum’s face looks
different the second time she says it. Some minutes later the word ‘No’ is
accompanied by her taking something away from us. After a while we
learn the meaning of the word ‘No’. This implicit learning is completely
different to how we learn a foreign language in school. If we are walking
down the street with our mother and there is a group of rough-looking
youths in front of us, we experience our mother holding our hand more
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tightly and she starts to distance us from them, and perhaps walks quicker.
The next day she acts similarly, but this time not because of a gang of
youths but because of a dog. This time she says, ‘Watch out for the dog,
it might bite you.’ What we learn is that when there is some danger, our
hand is held more tightly. And consequently, we learn that the youths are
also associated with danger, because then we experienced the same behaviour pattern. Later, when we see a TV ad where a hand is held tighter, and
after the brand appears the grip on the hand is released, we directly understand that there was a danger that was resolved by this brand and so we
build a learned association between the brand or product and ‘safety’.
The principle underlying all of this associative learning is: ‘What
fires together wires together.’ Neuropsychology shows that our brain
builds associative connections between signals when they appear at the
same time or space and when this simultaneous appearance happens
repeatedly over time. If something happens to us once it’s probably a
random occurrence, but if the same thing happens regularly then our
brain starts to learn it, as it has a higher probability of occurring again.
Neural cells, which repeatedly fire together, get wired together more and
more tightly.
Before we are born, our brain’s associative network and our memory can
be compared to a field covered with fresh snow. Gaining experiences and
learning new things is like walking across the field, leaving fresh footprints
in the snow. After some time, the paths that have been well trodden
(because we have repeatedly experienced similar things) become fast and
easier to navigate, whereas those that have been walked only once or
seldom are less well defined and therefore are less likely to be used. So if
we smell freshly brewed coffee and a few minutes later the family gathers
together in the same room and we experience this several times, a link is
created between this smell and the concept of ‘companionship’. If we see
our father making a cup of coffee when he has to work we build the
association of ‘work’ with coffee. So when we grow up it just feels natural,
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and intuitive, to drink coffee at work. We might also see someone drinking
coffee in the pub, but since this is an exception, the link between coffee
and occasions associated with a pub will remain very weak.
The brain does not store information individually like a computer, but
instead organizes the world into so-called neural networks where everything is interconnected, which is why this type of memory is also called
‘associative memory’. So when we think of coffee, not only is companionship activated but so is everything else that is associated with companionship (e.g. a cake). If we repeatedly see a certain visual representation of
bubbles accompanied by the O2 branding, then we implicitly learn the
connection between the specific characteristics of the typical O2 bubbles
and the brand.
The autopilot needs about 10,000 hours’ experience of a specific topic
before intuition develops fully. It is not sufficient to see our father make
a cup of coffee once while at work. Rather, we need to experience this
very often for the autopilot to establish a strong connection between work
and coffee. Once established, this intuitive knowledge enables rapid decision making. Experienced cardiologists simply have a look at an ECG to
see the relevant patterns. They just know what to do intuitively. But this
intuition is far from being a feeling in the way the term ‘gut feeling’ might
indicate. The gut feeling of experts is really implicit knowledge. Consumers are experts as well – in buying and consuming products, brands and
communication. Their autopilots have spent much more than 10,000
hours in consuming products and brands, making purchase decisions and
being exposed to advertising all day long.
But even experts – professionals or consumers – do not have access to
their implicit knowledge. Asked why or how they do what they do, consumers often refer to their gut feeling (‘It just feels right’), which is the
only conscious signal we get from the autopilot. Unfortunately, the terms
‘well-being’ or ‘feel good’ are part of many brand positioning statements
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and briefings, although they are not themselves the drivers

Implicit associative

of the decision but generic indicators. It’s our only con-

learning enables us

sciously accessible signal of the processes taking place

to efﬁciently and

in our implicit system. Kahneman’s framework and the

automatically make

underlying science help, as we will see in this book, to

sense of the signals

make this implicit level of knowledge both tangible and

we perceive.

manageable.

Framing – the autopilot frames our experience
So there are two systems operating in our brains – but at the end of the
day we have to derive a decision about which product or brand to buy.
How does this work? How do the autopilot and pilot interact when we
buy? Let’s look at an example.
A cosmetic company wanted to develop a new skin cream, so they conducted tests where they made consumers use the different formulas,
unbranded, to see which formula was superior. They conducted this
research in several cities. When looking at the results they found that in one
city one of the creams scored much better than in the other cities. However,
all the other creams tested in that particular city did not show the city to
be a general factor. After much investigation they discovered the reason for
the effect: in that specific city a different jar was used because the standard
jar was not available. The replacement jar, however, differed in shape. And
it was this seemingly trivial difference that significantly altered the participants’ evaluation of the cream. The jar framed how the cream and its
performance were perceived. The reason for this is that the autopilot in our
head processes even the most subtle signals (such as the shape of a jar) and
this in turn can colour the overall product experience.
Every perceivable signal can frame our decisions. In an experiment on
scent, people entering a shopping mall were exposed to different kinds of
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aromas, such as baking cookies or roasting coffee beans. On their way
through the mall they encountered someone who, unbeknown to them,
was involved in the experiment. This person pretended that they needed
some help, for example in selecting something to buy or picking up items
when they’d dropped their bag. The people who had been exposed to the
aroma of baking cookies were more likely to help than those who hadn’t.
Again the test subjects were not specifically aware of the scent when they
entered the mall, but this signal influenced their behaviour.
It’s not only signals from the outside world but also our own internal
states that change our choices, decisions and behaviour as well. We know
that when we’re in a good mood, we can easily look beyond the mistakes
of our work colleagues; our good mood directly flows into our decisions,
it radiates. We come up with different ideas when we’re in a typical workspace than those we generate on a terrace overlooking the ocean – spatial
conditions also work on us in the background. In workshops, it can even
help us to come up with new ideas if we merely change places with
someone. The background indirectly affects everything that we do without
us being aware of it.
How does this work? What is the principle that underlies these effects?
Figure 1.7 shows a key illustration from Kahneman’s Nobel Prize speech.
At first one wonders why he uses such an old trick of perception in what
is probably the most important speech of his career as a scientist. This is
not about the illusion of perception itself, however, but about what may
be the most basic principle in our brain. The image shows what scientists
call the framing effect. Framing is a key concept in understanding how
decisions are made. Understanding this principle leads to a comprehension
of how the autopilot and pilot come up with an integrated purchase decision together.
If we look at the two small squares in the centre, it seems as if they are
lying in front of the larger ones. The small squares are in the so-called
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Figure 1.7 Framing: the background changes the perception of the grey square in
the foreground

foreground; they are what scientists call the figure. The large squares form
the so-called background, they frame the little squares. The two grey
squares in the centre appear to have different shades of grey colour. But
they don’t. Objectively, both grey squares are identical, but subjectively
there is a clear difference. The perception of different shades of colour of
the two centre squares (the figure) are created only by the different shades
of colour of the large squares in the background. The background frames
and, with that, changes perception. This means that the background ‘radiates’ onto the figure and changes its appearance.
The jar was the background influencing the perception of the cream.
Customers, of course, focused on the cream because that was what they
wanted to evaluate, but the background framed the perception of the
cream. The scent of coffee framed the perception of the experience in the
mall and thereby influenced behaviour. This framing happens implicitly.
We are not aware of the influence, we do not even notice this effect and
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even now that we know that the two little squares are identical, we cannot
help but see them as being different. The impact of the background and
Through framing,

how this works remains intangible. The background indi-

the autopilot and its

rectly, and implicitly, changes our perception and, hence,

implicit processes

changes our decisions. This is how the autopilot and pilot

determine how we

work together. They are intertwined. The autopilot pro-

perceive and act

vides the frame and the pilot focuses on the figure. Together

upon the world

they create how we experience the world and build the

around us.

basis for our decision making.

This framing effect is crucial for marketing. With the model we currently
use in marketing the impact of the jar on the product experience is hard
to explain. The same applies to brands. We know that they have an impact,
but how brands work is hard to grasp – they are intangible assets. Framing
explains how brands influence purchase decisions: brands operate as the
background, framing the perception and, with it, the experience of the products. We know a lot about what people explicitly want from a shampoo, a
bank or a car (the small grey square). What is more difficult to grasp is
the interplay between the brand working as a background and the product
on which the consumer focuses. Framing explains the real equity of brands
for selling products. We know this from blind tests: branded products
appear superior to unbranded although, objectively, the product is identical. This framing effect of brands is not marketing hype; it increases the
perceived value and the willingness to pay a premium price – even for
objectively identical products. The VW Sharan and the Ford Galaxy are
identical cars – both produced in the same factories – but consumers have
been willing to spend a premium of €2,000 for the frame that the VW
brand added. In the UK, Virgin Mobile has higher perceived network
quality and satisfaction scores than T-Mobile despite the fact that it uses
the exact same network.
Starbucks can command a significant price premium for its coffee. Let’s
think about what frame the brand conveys: the interior design is warm
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Figure 1.8 The Starbucks brand frame justiﬁes its price premium

and cosy, the smells are exotic, and world music is playing in the background. There is a Starbucks everywhere in the world. A visit to Starbucks
is more than just a momentary ‘pit stop’ (what Wild Bean Café offers), it
is a short getaway to the ‘third place’ between home and work. The Starbucks brand, one could say, frames the coffee experience as ‘a short
holiday’ (see Figure 1.8).
The ‘short holiday’ frame is both credible and intuitive as it is ‘baked in’
to coffee itself: the smells, the exotic varieties, the special modes of preparation – coffee as a product is the right bridge to this frame of reference.
The frame can be different depending on the culture. For example, in
China Starbucks is not about a short holiday but rather a symbol for
status and a visit indicates social wealth. This had a significant impact on
the sales pattern because people stayed there in order to be seen and
consequently did not buy coffee to take away. Because of this frame and
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its impact on consumer behaviour, Starbucks increased the shop size in
order to accommodate more people and compensate for the low volume
in takeaway sales.
It is unlikely that in a blind test consumers would be able to judge a difference in taste or quality of a Starbucks coffee versus its competitors.
Nevertheless people are willing to pay a significant price premium for the
frame that the brand and the outlet provide. This implicit value that the
frame adds is exactly what we’ve meant all along by the intangible asset
we call ‘brand equity’. The amount of money that we are prepared to pay
over and above the objective value of the product is exactly equal to the
value of the frame that the brand provides at the moment of purchase. A
quick calculation of the margin this provides per cup of coffee multiplied
by the millions of cups that Starbucks sells every year shows that this
matters hugely to the commercial success of a business and by far outweighs the marketing support budget.
The Virgin Mobile example indicates that framing works not only for
tangible products like coffee or cars but also for intangibles such as
network quality. In fact, one can argue that brands as frames for products
are especially important for intangible offers like services, data transfer
(e.g. high-speed internet) or content because quality and value are hard
to judge, and even harder to compare, in these cases. For these industries
brand frames are a crucial lever for differentiation. That brands are important for intangibles is also shown by a recent list of the most valuable
brands produced by market research agency Millward Brown. The majority of brands in the Top 20 are in the IT, telecommunications and service
(e.g. banking) businesses. Here the brand makes the difference, because
the product or service offered is intangible and hence hard to evaluate – so
the perceived value is strongly determined by the frame.
A brain-imaging study by the University of Munster published in the trade
journal Brain Research Bulletin (Deppe et al. 2005) shows how media
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Figure 1.9 The media brand frame inﬂuences credibility

brands influence the credibility of a news item through framing (see Figure
1.9). The researchers evaluated news items in terms of their credibility.
During this process they presented the news either with a brand background (brand logos and typefaces from well-known magazines) or
without the media brand (as an isolated ‘figure’).
The result clearly showed that the credibility of an identical news item
was strongly influenced by the background frame of reference in which
the news was presented. Depending on the media brand in the background, the subjective credibility changed massively – without the respondents being aware of the reason for this. The study showed that the framing
effect operates in areas of the brain whose functioning we do not consciously experience. In addition, this effect happens very quickly – the
brains of the respondents had made their judgement about the credibility
of a news item long before the person had even finished reading it and
was able to make a judgement on reflection. All of this was triggered by
the brand signals in the background. The autopilot works very fast, so
that the logo was processed by the autopilot system in a fraction of a
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second and this framed the news item. Subjectively, the respondents based
their judgement only on the news items because the impact of the autopilot system, the framing, remains implicit. The explicit judgement about
the credibility of a news item was therefore massively influenced, and
coloured, by the implicit processes in the autopilot.
The perspective of ‘brands as frames’ can help to end the typical dualistic
debate between Marketing and Sales departments, where Sales want to
focus on the product while Marketing and agencies want to put the focus
on a brand’s ‘image’. This dualism often translates into a discussion (or
argument) as to how much product should be shown in an ad (features,
facts, text) and how much time and space should be allocated to the brand
(images, stories, emotions). When creating communication, we often think
of brand and product as antagonists: it is brand or product, sales or image,
functional or emotional benefit. This dualism originates in the outdated
‘emotional versus rational’ model of decision making which we use –
mostly without being aware of it – to conceptualize the roles of brand
(emotional) and product (rational) in purchase decisions. In the new view,
brand and product are not antagonists, they are intertwined: brands
provide the background which increases the perceived value of the product.
If you remove the grey square at the centre (the product) then you have
nothing of value at all. The substance is lacking. Figure 1.10 shows what

Figure 1.10 Without the brand frame, products appear identical
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happens if you remove the frame (the brand): there is only the product
left and we all know that, particularly in mature markets, the quality at
the product level hardly offers a perceivable and big enough difference
between competing products, as indicated by the success of private labels.
And since, in most categories, customers are quite satisfied with the
product performance, a relevant differentiation at the pure product level
is increasingly hard to provide.
The idea that there is something more to how brands and products are
experienced and perceived than purely their objective qualities is not new
in itself. This ‘added value’ of brands explains the high sums that companies are prepared to pay when acquiring other companies’ brands. In the
Coca-Cola Company’s 2011 annual report they place a 25 per cent higher
value on goodwill and trademarks (i.e. intangible assets like their brands)
than on their tangible assets (property, plant and equipment). However,
until now, it was hard to capture and define precisely what
is meant by this branded effect – although there are many

Brands are frames:

descriptions given to it, such as intangible, hidden, uncon-

they implicitly

scious, psychological, emotional or irrational. The core

inﬂuence the

benefit of modern decision science is to provide an analyti-

perceived value of

cal, systematic access to the autopilot system and, hence,

products and

to the implicit level of purchase decision making and its

product experience

intertwining with the explicit level.

through framing.

Why we underestimate the inﬂuence of the
implicit level
Although we’ll quite happily pay three times more for a scoop of ice cream
or for a cup of coffee than the cost of the product itself would objectively
justify, the brand is only rarely mentioned by consumers as a reason for
purchase. We have already seen that we don’t have access to how exactly
the frame influences our perception of the small grey square. One study
by GfK examined the reasons for purchasing watches. Several ‘typologies’
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of watch buyers were identified. The study identified those ‘fixated on
materials’ as the most important type of buyer. They decide on a particular
watch because they like the material. Brands are not mentioned. But is this
result really plausible? How variable can the materials of a watch be?
Metal, with a leather or plastic band. When we buy a watch for €200, do
we really check out the cut of the metal with a magnifying glass? Are we
even actually capable of evaluating this and is it really determinative in
our purchase decision? Is it really true that the brand plays no role here?
One could almost be forgiven for thinking so, because the subject of
brands does not even appear in the upper price segment. Let’s quote from
the same study:
‘In the upper price segment, meaning watches with a purchase price of at
least 350 Euros, the “functional aesthete” takes up the lion’s share: around
40 percent of all watches in this price segment are bought by this customer
type. What is especially important: the watch has to fulfil additional functions, for example function as a stop watch and show the date.’
Again, no sign of the brand. Really? For a watch in the upper price
segment? For a product that carries so much history and cultural significance, which is recognizable to everyone and which makes a statement
about us, can it really be true that the date display or stop-watch capability is the decisive factor for purchase?

Suggestion
Consider the following – for which products would you say that
the brand triggered the impetus for purchase? What about your
watch? Your kitchen appliances? Your furniture? Toothpaste? Coffee?
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The pilot system, which we probe through explicit questions, has only
limited access to these implicit drivers of purchase decisions. When asked
in surveys, customers provide information in great detail about why they
choose this shampoo or that service. They are not wrong, but they tell us
only about the explicit part of the decision making. In the jar study the
customers talked about the performance of the cream and the price – and
this is not wrong – but this introspection is just not the complete picture.
The influence of the frame that the autopilot system provides remains
implicit. We do not have conscious access to the workings of the autopilot,
so these answers most likely are not the full picture.
The framing effect explains why the brand effects are so frequently
underestimated in surveys, because framing operates indirectly and we
aren’t aware of its influence. Hence, when we’re asked about our reasons
for buying a watch, we think of product characteristics (the small grey
square) and not the brand (the background frame). The reason is that the
effect of the background is not perceptible. We simply don’t notice
the subtle, but massive, radiating effect of the background.
What is so fascinating is that the autopilot frames

The impact of

decisions without us noticing. It operates in areas of the

frames, and thus

brain whose work we’re hardly aware of, if at all. But a

brands, on our

brand’s appeal exists exactly because of this background.

behaviour is implicit

In order to understand and control the effect of brands,

and we therefore do

we therefore have to decode this indirect influence of the

not consciously
experience it.

autopilot.
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Science box
The neurological basis of pilot and autopilot
Despite it being problematic to attribute complex functions like
those of the pilot or autopilot to anatomical structures, we can
roughly locate the most important brain areas for both systems. The
pilot’s work is based on, among others, the dorso-lateral prefrontal
cortex at the very front of the brain, in the frontal lobe. It is assumed
that the centre of working memory is contained in this brain area,
which we use, for example, when we consider where to spend our
next holiday. Also part of the pilot is the anterior cingulate cortex,
which among other functions also registers and reacts to conﬂicts
and disturbances of the autopilot.
The autopilot is based on a multitude of neurostructures, which have
the common feature of doing their work mainly implicitly. This
includes all sensory areas, the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC, the reward
centre), the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (integration of emotion
and cognition, self-relevance), the amygdala (an emotional centre)
and the basal ganglia (recognize and learn patterns and rewards).
For the interested reader, the following paper by Professor Matthew
Lieberman of UCLA gives an excellent overview of the neural basis
of System 1 and System 2.
Lieberman, M.D. (2007). Social cognitive neuroscience: A review of core
processes. Annual Review of Psychology, 58, 259–289.
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Decoding the autopilot
In the last 20 years, science has gained a huge amount of knowledge about
the architecture and functionality of the implicit system. This new understanding of the implicit level of decision making is based on robust and
accurate measurement techniques able to measure implicit processes with
sufficient objectivity and precision. Such techniques include priming paradigms from psychology, or imaging techniques from neuroscience such
as fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging). Thanks to the progress
in methodology and theory the implicit level is no longer considered to be
the ‘harassing fires of immoral impulses’ as Freudian theory suggested. Let’s
have a look at the aspects with which the autopilot deals. We will get back
to each of these in later chapters, but it can help if we get a feeling for the
scope of the autopilot’s processing even at this early stage on our journey.
As the Kahneman model illustrates, the first module in the autopilot is
perception through our five senses. Perception is the key interface to our
marketing activities, be it the benefits of our products, the brand, the smell
of our face cream, the size or colour of our packaging, or the testimonial
and music we use in our TV ads. The prerequisite for all of this to have
an impact is that it gets inside consumers’ minds, and perception is the
door through which our products and brands have to enter. In order for
our messages to have an impact, they first need to be perceived. Perception
largely operates at an implicit level: we have no clue exactly how we are
able to recognize a red traffic light within a fraction of a second, or which
processes in our brain are responsible for this. We just see the red light as
if we had a camera sitting on our eyes. However, as we will see in Chapter
3, the reality could not be further from this notion of ‘perception as a
camera’. Perception is an active process in the autopilot, as the framing
effect shows: the colour of the little squares is objectively identical but
our brain makes them appear different.
How we actively create, rather than passively perceive, the world around
us is illustrated by the following experiment. Consumers were given a
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vanilla pudding that had been made to look brown by using tasteless
food colouring, so that it closely resembled a chocolate pudding visually.
The consumers were asked to taste it and, in doing so, to describe how it
tasted. The fascinating outcome was that what they reported had nothing
to do with what they, objectively, were eating – most of them described
the taste of chocolate. They all subjectively experienced what they implicitly expected, misled by the appearance of the pudding.
Subjects in a related study who believed they had been given standard
coffee showed an increased pulse and heart rate even if they had, in fact,
been given decaffeinated coffee. This explains the difference in performance experienced by consumers when using their preferred brand as
opposed to an unbranded equivalent, even though the two basic products
might be exactly the same – the brand frame activates expectations, and
these, in turn, influence the subjective, perceived product experience
without us being aware of this influence. Our perception, and hence our
product experience, is created mainly by implicit processes in the autopilot.
The pudding experiment shows that expectations are part of the autopilot.
We expect a brown pudding to taste like chocolate and this expectation
modulates, in the background, the subjective taste experience. In addition
to implicit expectations, there are implicit attitudes. Attitudes about products and brands play an important role in marketing. We measure attitudes
such as sympathy, trust or quality because, if consumers have a positive
attitude towards our brands, then they are more likely to be considered.
However, there are two levels of attitude: explicit and implicit. In a study
we measured the explicit and implicit attitudes of two competitors in the
banking industry, as shown in Figure 1.11.
If we look at the explicit image, the profiles of both brands are correlated
twice as much (r = .64) compared with the implicit profiles (r = .30). This
comes as no surprise because we have already seen that the true differences
between the brands come to the fore only when the frame is present. Only
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Figure 1.11 The explicit and implicit image proﬁles are very different

when adding the frame – the implicit level – do we get the complete picture
and a much stronger differentiation between the brands emerges.
Another example is shown through consumers’ attitudes regarding healthy
food. While most of us have positive attitudes towards healthy food at
an explicit level, the autopilot has a different take. In a study published
in the Journal of Marketing in 2006, it was found that the less a product
was presented as, or perceived to be, healthy, the better its taste ratings
were before, during and after consumption. The autopilot uses the rule
‘unhealthy = tasty’. This implicit attitude frames the experience irrespective of the stated, explicit attitude. It works for people who will tell you
that unhealthy food is tasty, and with people who don’t believe this rule
explicitly. It explains the failure of Pizza Hut’s low-cal pizza or the fatreduced McLean burgers – the subjective taste changes when we eat a
burger that we know contains less fat.
In a similar way, consumers in the UK had expectations, created by years
of instant coffee advertising, that granules, as a product format, were
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superior in taste and quality to the same product in powdered form. This
expectation then transferred across categories such that, when Unilever
researched instant soups, consumers rated those soups which they were
told were made from granules as significantly better than other soups
which they were informed had been made from powder – even though
the two soups were identical.
The autopilot also contains a large number of our motivational drivers.
Beside our explicit motivations, there is also an implicit motivational level.
We may, for example, have the goal of buying detergent to clean our
laundry. Beside this explicit goal, there is also an implicit level of motivation connected with the purchase decision, as the following study shows.
In an experiment, some of the respondents were involved in a situation
where they had to tell a lie. After the experiment they were free to choose
from several products such as soft drinks, cookies or disinfectant wipes.
Those respondents who told lies chose the disinfectant wipes significantly
more often than those who didn’t. In a subsequent, linked
The autopilot

study the scientist measured the time the respondents took

manages the

to wash their hands as the main variable. It turned out that

majority of

respondents who were asked to lie washed their hands for

perceptions,

a significantly longer time compared with respondents in

expectations,

the neutral condition. This experiment shows that clean-

attitudes and

ing is implicitly linked with guilt and morality. As we will

motivational drivers

see later in the book, such implicit motivational drivers in

underlying purchase

the autopilot strongly influence purchase decisions – and

decisions

this offers a huge opportunity for brand management.

So we have reached the first stop in our journey to understanding the why
of consumer behaviour. What has emerged is that we have an analytical
framework to manage the explicit and implicit level of decision making. Let’s
now see how we can build on this to increase the efficacy of marketing.
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What we have learned in this chapter
●

We can distinguish between two decision-making systems at work
in any decision we make: an implicit system working like an autopilot, and an explicit system operating like a pilot.

●

Together these two systems determine our perception of products
and brands and our purchase decisions.

●

The implicit autopilot system influences our decisions through an
indirect, yet powerful, framing effect.

What this means to us as marketers
●

To fully understand consumer decision making, and to persuade
consumers to buy our products or services, we need to take into
account both the explicit and the implicit levels of decisions.

●

While we always knew that there were more than just explicit drivers
behind our decisions, it was always hard to identify and manage this
more implicit level. We now have a systematic and analytical approach
to manage the implicit level of purchase decisions.

●

The enormous capacity of the autopilot provides us with a new
and exciting opportunity to influence behaviour. Potentially all the
signals that we send can increase the persuasiveness of our marketing
activities.

c01.indd 35

1/3/2013 10:53:36 AM

c01.indd 36

1/3/2013 10:53:36 AM

