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H
ow will my customers react 
to my new product portfolio? 
W h a t could persuade 
customers to use my services? 
W h y is my product not hitting 

its sales targets? 

These are difficult questions, and the 
success of every new product or service 
depends on the answers. The t ru th about 
what motivates consumers to behave as 
they do is of huge importance to salesmen, 
marketers, product developers and business 
owners alike. But how can we get to this 
truth? 

Much has been wr i t ten about the extent 
to which Market Research can access the 
t ru th behind consumer motivations and so 
make accurate predictions about likely future 
behaviour or attitudes. Many researchers see 
accessing implicit or subconscious decision
making as the Holy Grail in decoding these 
consumer motivations; but the sticking 
point remains that direct measurement of 
the implicit and instinctive lies f irmly in the 
domain of neuroscience, outside the budgets 
and t ime restraints of the average consumer 
research project. 

However, as the past century of 
psychology has shown us, neuroscience 
does not offer the only tools at our disposal. 
Careful observation of behaviour patterns 
has allowed psychologists to shed light on 

some truly fascinating rules and quirks of 
implicit decision-making wi thout going near 
a brain scan, electrode or test tube. The 
power of deduction in forming testable 
theories to explain behaviour should not be 
underestimated. 

Indeed, it is only through observation of 
real behaviour that the effect of context can 
truly be seen. This is something that most 
neuroscience research struggles to replicate 
- it is, after all, difficult to accurately measure 
physiological responses, or take a brain scan 
wi thout interrupting or removing the natural 
context in which that response would usually 
occur. 

THE POWER OF DEDUCTION 

Through observation and deduction alone, 
psychology, sociology and behavioural 
economics have revealed a mult i tude of 
implicit heuristics or cognitive biases in the 
way we process information. This insight 
is invaluable in helping market researchers 
understand why consumers will often behave 
differently to the way we, or even they 
themselves, would have logically expected or 
hypothesised. Over t , rational decision-making 
is an effortful process, and given the sheer 
number of decisions we make in getting 
through an average day, implicit heuristics are 
of huge importance in maximising the speed 
and efficiency of our decisions, bypassing the 
need for constant rational analysis. 

One of the most common cognitive biases 
seen in decision-making is the Status Quo 
Bias (Figure I). This relates to our implicit 
need to stick wi th what we are used to. We 
are more motivated to minimise loss than we 
are to maximise gain. Therefore, even when 
there are clear benefits to making a change, 
we hold back on the basis that we do not 
want to lose what we have already, thereby 
maintaining the status quo. 

For example, if you were to ask someone 
why they return t ime and again to the 
same holiday destination, even when there 
are multiple alternatives offering a less 
temperamental climate, more space or better 
facilities, they will likely answer, 'we know 
we can have a good t ime here, so why make 
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a change?' They are not willing to risk losing 
what they have despite every indication that 
there are alternatives wi th more to offer. 

This has important implications for market 
research. When predicting future behaviour 
most of us assume that we will act rationally. 
Therefore, when asking someone how likely 
they would be to purchase a product that 
has clear advantages over their usual choice, 
most will say 'very likely'. It is only through 
studying behaviour that we discover the 
reality of consumers' tendency to hold on to 
what they know, ignoring the benefits of 
alternatives. 

Armed with this insight into implicit 
consumer decision-making, it is possible for 
businesses to capitalise on this irrational 

consumer quirk. This is illustrated in the 
success that Apple has in selling multiple 
updates for a single device. W h y is it that 
consumers are repeatedly will ing to part 
w i th large amounts of money for an updated 
version of a product they already have? Apple 
understands that, as a customer, I am more 
likely to make a change when the potential 
for loss is minimised, believing, 'I wil l still 
have all the benefits of my current device but 
I wil l also have all the latest innovations.' 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EMOTION 

Whi le studying behaviour can reveal the 
occurrence of non-rational heuristics or 
implicit decision-making, the cause of this 

deviation f rom the rational is not always 
obvious. Given the sub-conscious nature of 
these implicit decisions, we cannot simply ask 
the consumer fo r their reasoning, so how can 
we unpick the underlying motivators? 

According to prominent neurobiologist 
Anton io Damasio, the key to implicit 
decision-making is the emotional value we 
attach to the various options involved in 
a decision. Put simply, Damasio uses the 
Somatic Marker Hypothesis to explain that 
when complicated decisions are put under 
time pressure or there are simply too many 
options to weigh up, we subconsciously 
default to the decision that has the most 
positive emotional associations. 

Implicit heuristics could, therefore, be 
described as emotional short cuts used to 
deal wi th the multiple decisions we make 
every minute of every day, when t ime and 
energy do not allow fo r a fully conscious and 
logical analysis. 

These emotional heuristics include: 
• Emotional associations wi th good and bad 

relevant past experiences. 
• T h e emotional state we are in at the t ime 

of decision-making. 

• Imagined emotional responses to potential 
future outcomes depending on the opt ion 
we choose; that is, we are able to imagine 
ourselves in future situations resulting 
f rom the decision we make and replicate 
the emotions we expect to feel in these 
situations. 

So if we take the earlier example of 
someone choosing to return to the same 
holiday destination many times (Figure 2), 
adhering to the status quo bias, we can use 
Anton io Damasio's theory to hypothesise 
about the emotions driving this decision. 

The lengthy process of weighing 
up the many potential holiday options, 
combined wi th pressure to make a quick 
choice on behalf of others, is likely to have 
resulted in abandonment of conscious 
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