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“There’s no map to human behaviour”1

“If someone asked me, rather than one of my distinguished predecessors, which
half of my advertising is wasted I would probably say 90% is wasted but I don’t
know which 90%”2

I believe that the drivers of human behaviour are complex, multivariate and
largely subconscious, which suggests that research conducted using claimed data
is not enough to gauge behavioural drivers or the effect of advertising; that
advertising functions in different ways depending on context, which suggests
that a unified theory of “how advertising works” will be forever beyond reach;
but that doesn’t mean that 90% of advertising is wasted, simply misunderstood.

Why do we do what
we

do?

staggering

It’s

a

question,

Scientology
personality test

up there with where

http://www.scientology.org/oca.htm

did we come from, that humanity has ruminated on since it began ruminating.
The fact that we don’t have an answer yet, the existence of a substantial
psychoanalytic industry and the success of cults like scientology that claim to
1
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Niall Fitzgerald, then Chairman of Unilever
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have the answers all indicate that we don’t really understand why we behave the
way we do.

A desire to understand what drives purchase decisions, and thus find out which
50% of advertising is being wasted, led to simplified models of behaviour, such
as AIDA3 and the classical purchase funnel. Working out what motivates people
to make economic decisions is an area which lies in the middle of psychology and
economics. What’s confusing is that these two areas of enquiry have very
different models. The fundamental subject matter of psychoanalysis is the
“unconscious patterns of life” 4 that drive our behaviour, where as classical
economics is founded on the concept of the “homo economicus” or rational man
that

acts

to

obtain

the

highest possible well-being
given

all

available

information. The traditional
purchase funnel is based on
rational thinking and is an
explanatory fiction5. Firstly, people don’t really act this way – numerous other
factors interplay with a cool assessment of needs and gain. Secondly, in the
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Quoted by Heath and Hyder in Measuring the Hidden power of emotive advertising
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychoanalysis
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Explanatory fictions are constructs that purport to explain phenomena. They should be avoided as they
tend to obfuscate areas of ignorance by ‘filling in the gaps’ between antecedent and correlated subsequent
events. This is a particular problem in behavioural science due to the creation of agents that are equivalent
4
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modern world of brand decisions products have functional parity. Any advance
made by one will be quickly followed by its competitor, so tangible, rational
benefits give way to intangible ones in the era of brands.

Behavioural

economics

emerged

as

a

challenge to the assumption of rationality,
attempting to incorporate some of the
learning from psychology and thus it helps
further highlight some of the drivers of
purchase behaviour. Additional motivating
factors such as other people’s behaviour

matters

-

people

do

many

things

by

observing others and copying - and the
importance of habit in decision making were incorporated.6 Earls has suggested
that “the most important characteristic of mankind is that of a herd animal”7 and
numerous studies have shown that consumers often “adopt patterns of
routinised purchase behaviour”8.

to the self, and thus provide no true understanding, simply another layer. The simplification of the purchase
funnel, in its linearity, doesn’t correspond to real behaviour and doesn’t explain drivers of behaviour.
6
Behavioural Economics, New Economics Foundation
7
Advertising to the Herd, Mark Earls
8
Routinised Choice Behaviour, Brand Commitment, and Consumer Response to Promtions, Ortmeyet and
Montgomery https://gsbapps.stanford.edu/researchpapers/library/RP935.pdf
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Despite the addition of these considerations, “ordinary people remain
tantalisingly unique and unpredictable” 9 . Thus it behoves us to consider how
research may help unpick the myriad influences on people’s purchase decisions.
The majority of market research is based on claimed data: asking people what
they think about brand communication, whether they remember it and why the
do what they do. This is obviously flawed. Firstly, people don’t know why they do
what they do. When asked, they will generate an answer that minimises
cognitive dissonance, or the
gap between how they think
they should act and how they
do. Thus people will tend to
give rational reasons for the
purchase decisions they make
to “justify [their] behaviour to
[themselves].”

10

Secondly,

“the gulf between the information we publicly proclaim and the information we
know to be true is often vast”.11 This is what is the Market Research Society
suggested was responsible for pollsters’ failure to predict the 1992 General
Election results accurately – the Shy Tory Factor: people lying to researchers
because they were embarrassed about voting Conservative.

9

Brands on the Brain, Wendy Gordon, in Brand New Brand Thinking
Learning to live without the Brand, Mark Earls, in Brand New Brand Thinking
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Freakonomics, Levitt and Dubner, P. 84
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This is not to say that asking people what they think is a pointless mode of
enquiry, only that it is
not substantive on its
own. Claimed data is
useful

for

exploring

attitudes – since they are
unobservable, intangible
social constructs the only
way to explore them is via careful questioning. The Implicit Association Test
demonstrates one way of exploring these and also serves to remind us that our
conscious attitudes may not be consonant with our unconscious attitudes. 12
However, even here additional caveats must be employed. Firstly, attitudes can
only be used to “predict behavioural intentions, rather than actual behaviour.”13
Secondly, “individual tendencies do not necessarily extrapolate to group
behaviour”.14

So how are we to uncover the hidden persuaders of behaviour? I believe
research should be thought of as analogous to triangulation: any one reading is
unlikely to illuminate but a combination of readings may do so. Interviews should
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Blink, Malcolm Gladwell, P.81
Belief, Attitude, Intention, and Behavior: An Introduction to Theory and Research, Fishbein, M., &
Ajzen
14
Critical Mass, Philip Ball, P. 395
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-6–
WWW.FARISYAKOB.COM

be supported by research that does not rely on individuals to tell researchers
anything directly and that looks at the context in which brand decisions are made.

Ethnography is one way to “zero in on…customers' unarticulated desires”15. As
an observational mode it is not subject to the flaws inherent in claimed data and
it is “founded in the idea that a system's properties cannot necessarily be
accurately understood independently of each other”16, thus acknowledging the
importance of the herd. However, ethnography incorporates an additional
limiting factor: the observer effect which suggests that “people change their
behaviour when it is observed17”.

Advertising is traditionally pre-tested to gauge its efficacy. Traditionally this
testing
exposure

takes
to

the
the

form
copy

of
and

interviewing. This approach is
hindered like all claimed data,
as noted above. Thus this mode
of

research

also

requires

supplement, ideally in the form

15

The Science Of Desire, Business Week, June 5 2006
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnography
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of physiological response testing such a fMRI and galvanic skin response to
gauge the emotive impact of the communication, which may be beyond the
respondents conscious cognition.

Millward Brown’s LINK testing stipulates the founding requirement for all pretesting, which is also applicable to all research into the influence of advertising:
the “chosen approach should be based on a sound model of advertising works”18.

I believe the notion of a universal model for understanding how advertising
works is misguided. The difference between the influences on the purchase of
baked beans and a car are vast because the difference between the nature of
these decisions is vast. This is what has led to the huge degree in variance
between the models currently en vogue.

It is remarkable that two of the
currently favoured models of how
advertising works, which in turn
provide a template for how brands
should behave, are diametrically
opposed. On the one hand we have
the

18

engagement

http://www.millwardbrown.com/theadvertisedmind/copytesting.html
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model.

The

engagement model suggests that brands that develop deeper relationships with
consumers, that invite them into a dialogue and deliver additional content and
experiences, that stand for something the consumer can ally themselves to, will
be most successful. This is particularly true in today’s fragmented, attention
starved world.

On the other hand, Robert Heath has convincingly demonstrated that low
involvement processing is a powerful driver of behaviour. In essence, this
position suggests that “ads are not meant for conscious consumption”19 at all. In
fact, he suggests that overt attempts to engage higher cognition are met with
perceptual filtering and that those preferences we pick up subconsciously are
much more powerful. Heath argues that the “perceptual and conceptual
elements

we

learn

implicitly

are

stored

as

associations with the brand” and that “implicit
memory is more durable that explicit memory”20.
Since implicit learning is automatic it is functioning
every time we experience an ad. Therefore, brands
that follow an engagement strategy are likely to be
less successful than those that exist at the
peripheries of consciousness at high frequency. How are we to reconcile these
two models?
19
20

Understanding Media , Marshall McLuhan
The Hidden Power of Advertising, Robert Heath
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Heath’s analysis is not based on a new idea – it harkens back to Packard’s
Hidden Persuaders – and it is supported by substantial data. It is also intuitively
comfortable: people remember jingles from their childhood stored in the implicit
memory. That said it is also makes sense that brands that deliver value, that
engage in ongoing relationships with consumers will establish favourability, a
metric shown to be a good indicator of purchase intent.

The answer lies in realising that there are different models that work in different
ways. I believe that a number of different models of advertising are valid and
that communication planning requires an understanding of the differences
between them. This is by no means a new idea:

No single theory or group of theories can explain it all, because advertisements
work in such different ways. There is no point in looking for an overall theory.21

Some brands will benefit from developing engagement communication, some
from adhering to a low involvement processing strategy. The question becomes
when to use which and this depends on, as it inevitably must, the consumer and
their needs.

21

Nevill Darby, quoted in Advertising Frameworks, Giep Franzen, Brand New Brand Thinking
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A brand may be considered like a memory: every brand experience builds to
develop an engram in a person’s mind. This brandgram is triggered by
encountering additional brand cues and these cues combine with the brandgram
to create a new cognitive experience. This final experience at point of purchase,
when the cue of the product itself combines with the brandgram, will ultimately
drive a decision so the nature of the experience is what needs to be considered –
what does the consumer require when making this purchase decision?

I believe that consumers need different brands to do different things. The vast
majority of purchases do not adhere to a purchase funnel at all – they are made
impulsively. Shopping at the supermarket, when
confronted by innumerable varieties of baked beans,
we choose a brand “because it doesn’t matter that
much and it makes stuff easy. 22 ” To avoid choice
paralysis and pointless rational cognition every time
we go shopping we rely on FMCG brands to navigate.
The corollary of the fact that it doesn’t matter much, since there is functional
parity, is that we need only have a very slight preference for a brand to make
the decision. Thus these brands would seem to need to adhere to emotive, low
involvement advertising as the decision process made is largely unconscious.
Richard Huntingdon has argued that there is “no such thing as a low interest

22

Learning to live without the brand, Mark Earls, Brand New Brand Thinking
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category”23 but this seems entirely counter-intuitive – there is simply no good
reason to dedicate much time and thought to my baked bean purchase.

Other purchases have different contextual needs that brands help fulfil. High
involvement purchases such as consumer electronics and cars are known to have
a much longer purchase cycle. There is a combination of rational and emotional
needs that a brand needs to satisfy. Thus engaging communication that helps
build stronger brand affiliations, a more developed sense of the brand, will help
as this is a more considered decision and thus the consumer requires more
reassurance.

A combination of engagement and low involvement communication would seem
to offer the ideal strategy for other moderate involvement purchases, where
decisions may be based on status needs or social considerations.

To apply some of this thinking,
take 3 example products: Quaker
Oats; a Sony television and a pair
of

Diesel

branded

jeans.
content

Developing
proposition

a
or

experience for Quaker Oats would

23
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seem unnecessary – no one has nor wants a relationship of that scale with oats.
Instead, high frequency communication to build salience and point of purchase
prompts will be more effective. However, the decision to purchase a television is
long and thought out. Here Sony could indeed demonstrate its technological
expertise and understanding of consumers’ viewing needs via a series of
programmes or a branded cinema. For Diesel, a relationship is crucial for
maintaining a dialogue with key opinion formers to maintain its status, but this
could be supplemented with low involvement emotive, stylistic advertising to
help build these values into the implicit memory or the wider consumer groups.

The needs of consumers and the drivers of their
behaviour are variable. By unpicking the hidden
persuaders of behaviour, unconscious and contextual,
using a variety of different methods, we can begin to
understand people and brands.
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