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			Gestalt psychology for marketing and leadership

			Key information

			
					Names: Gestalt psychology, gestaltism.

					Uses: The theory is used in the fields of psychology, education and service, in management, in the industrial sector and in philosophy.

					Why is it successful? It is based on the functioning of the human brain.

					Key words: Gestalt, Gestalt psychology, perception, content and form, Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka, Wolfgang Köhler, psychoanalysis.

			

			Introduction

			Have you ever imagined something as a whole when only a part of it was suggested to you? Are you ever amazed at the projections that your brain is capable of? Thanks to Gestalt psychology, we can try to understand a little better how our minds work.

			History

			Although it became widely recognised following the work of German psychologists from the Berlin School (later known as the Gestalt School), including Max Wertheimer (1880-1943), Kurt Koffka (1886-1941) and Wolfgang Köhler (1887-1967), Gestalt psychology originated before the start of the 20th century. In fact, the first ‘concept of form’ was developed by Christian von Ehrenfels (Austrian philosopher, 1859-1932) in his 1890 article Über Gestaltqualitäten, translated as On the Qualities of Form. Subsequently, a number of psychologists (especially those from the Graz School) and authors contributed to increasing knowledge on the subject, enabling the creation of a multidisciplinary model like the one we know today. However, it was not until the 1970s and the global search for new values that this movement became famous.

			
				
					Good to know

					The German word Gestalt has no exact English equivalent, although it is usually translated as ‘form’ or ‘shape’ in this context. It comes from the verb gestalten, meaning ‘to design’ or ‘to develop’.

				

			

			Definition of the model

			In its original function, the theory of Gestalt was used in psychology during individual therapy, couple therapy and all kinds of group therapy. It aimed to push each individual to become aware of their internal contradictions in order to reduce them as much as possible. Over time, these principles have spread to the domains of education, specialised hospitals, businesses and many others. Gestalt psychology emphasises our brain’s ability to perceive objects or events in their entirety. As such, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

			In this guide, we will focus on the impact of the theory on the economy, and more specifically on marketing and leadership. In these areas, gestaltism allows us to achieve a higher level of personal development, strengthen human relationships while managing conflicts, and encourage creativity.

		


		
			Theory 

			Psychology

			The premise of the theory can be summed up in one very simple sentence: the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

			We perceive objects and events not by learning to interpret our feelings, but through the evolution that allows us to see in three dimensions under certain conditions. As such, according to gestaltists, we perceive things (objects, concepts and events) as a whole and not in detail. The whole therefore appears different to the sum of its parts and is perceived before them. The example of music illustrates this idea: we listen to it in its entirety rather than taking each note individually.

			A second fundamental principle states that a part of the whole is different to the same part in another whole. For example, tears will mean different things at a wedding and at a funeral.

			The main laws of Gestalt psychology which illustrate the issue of perception are as follows:
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					The law of similarity. This refers to our tendency to group items with similar characteristics (shape, colour, etc.) in order to observe a form or a message in them. In this way, we perceive the horizontal lines more easily in the shape on the left and the vertical lines more easily in the shape on the right.
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					The law of closure. A closed shape is easier to understand than an open shape. We tend to fill in the gaps in order to see a shape. Here, neither drawing is complete, but you can probably see a triangle and a bottle.
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					The law of proximity. This means the tendency to group items that are close to one another. See for yourself: most people will see two groups of separate spots and not six spots.

			

			[image: ]

			
					The law of good gestalt. This is the tendency to group independent elements in order to see a simple and complete form. We filter some of the data, changing the way we perceive the whole. Most people see the logo of the car firm Audi, not just any geometric shape. What do you see?
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					The law of continuity. This refers to the tendency to perceive elements that are positioned similarly as being a continuity of one another and to make them into a single form. In our example, we will see the last three points going down or up as a continuation of the first four points.
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					The law of common fate. This is the tendency to think of moving parts as having the same trajectory as a single shape. In the picture above, we will see one line following a horizontal trend and one line following a vertical trend.

			

			All of these laws teach us that it is essential to analyse, take a step back, synthesise and contextualise behaviour or situations in order to understand them better. Of course, Gestalt theory is not just a psychological treatment, but rather reflects a way of thinking that is shared by most people.

			Marketing

			Marketing is increasingly present in our lives and has taken advantage of the various principles of Gestalt psychology. Indeed, for a consumer to be persuaded and buy a product or service, it is essential that they perceive, understand and retain the advertising message. The laws outlined above help us to understand how visual perception functions among consumers and why certain groups of elements have a better image. By applying some of these laws, marketing professionals manage to influence the thinking, and therefore behaviour, of the consumer. To do this, advertisers and marketers play on our senses:

			
					Sight, through the use of colours, shapes, etc.

					Hearing, through the use of sound, music, etc.

					Smell, through the use of scents, perfumes, etc.

					Taste, through the use of aromas, flavours, etc.

					Touch, through the use of textures, etc.

			

			Premise: Advertisements are perceived as a whole, not as the sum of several elements.

			The main aims of Gestalt psychology in marketing are to create effective means of pushing consumers to buy, to spread a message as effectively as possible, and to develop the most profitable distribution.

			We will now analyse some particular cases where the Gestalt principles are used. These can appear in multiple areas, such as web page design, the creation of advertising posters, the positioning of logos, etc. For all of these examples, it is necessary to perceive the message as a whole, not just as a sum of various parts. Of course, details are important in the creation of logos, websites, etc., but only insofar as they contribute to the whole.

			
					Law of proximity: in marketing and online marketing, distance is used to create a context and in this way influence how the message is understood. A well-understood message is likely to attract more customers. Below is an example of a logo for a pear farm: the designer plays on the proximity of different fruits to create the shape of a pear.
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					Law of closure: when a message or logo is delimited, it is better defined and understood. As such, in a physical newspaper, each advertisement will be clearly marked out so that the reader has a clear view and can distinguish between the advertisement and that of a competitor. However, some logos may not be completely finished: the famous WWF panda is a good example. Nonetheless, this does not pose a problem: our brain takes care of everything! It automatically fills in the missing parts to give a clear picture of what is depicted.
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					Laws of common fate and continuity: seeing different elements going in the same direction gives the impression of dynamism. This arrangement of shapes captures the attention of the customer and increases the chances of them being attracted to the advertised object. In our example, the set of points is coordinated and follows the same direction, giving the impression of movement. This perfectly matches the theme of the advertisement, which is a cycling competition.
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			It is common to see several of these laws used simultaneously to increase the attractiveness of the advertisement.

			In conclusion, advertisers have understood the importance of perception and its impact on customer attention. These marketers play on multiple senses in order to awaken our brains and influence our behaviour. Marketing is therefore not a fully-fledged science, but a discipline based on several fields, including psychology and gestaltism.

			Leadership

			In a constantly moving world where the only constant is change, leaders must adapt by using, in particular, their creativity and inspiration. The company can be defined as a collection of activities and elements that must be connected to one another in order to make the company profitable and successful. In this context, which demands that leaders achieve ever-higher aims while limiting costs, Gestalt leadership theory emerged.

			Premise: Each worker must be considered as a whole, not just as a work tool in the service of the company.

			In fact, no distinction is made between the employee, their career and their company, as these three elements are interrelated and influence each other. For example, personality inevitably appears in the work, making it unique. It is therefore important to develop synergies between staff and activities and not to distinguish between the motor, sensory and cognitive aspects of tasks.

			The main principles of Gestalt psychology in leadership are as follows: 

			
					All workers are considered as a whole through their relationships with themselves and with others. It is therefore necessary to consider them in their full context (family, personality, work, etc.) and understand how each element influences the others.

					They must be aware of the fact that they have freely chosen their company, what they are doing and how they do it. When a worker likes their company, what they do and the way they structure their life give rise to new opportunities. The leadership style should therefore allow everyone to achieve this level of complete consciousness.

					Everyone can do more, perform better or be creative by reducing the obstacles in front of them. To get there, they just need to be aware of the possibilities, and the leader’s role is to bring them to this realisation.

					Three types of awareness should be considered: awareness of others, awareness of ourselves, and awareness of the links between ourselves and others.

					The force that drives humans and their behaviour is self-actualisation. Indeed, everyone wants to perform actions that give them satisfaction. Leaders must therefore ensure that the values of employees correspond with those of the organisation.

					Leaders should not analyse or explain, but describe and let actions speak for themselves.

					The leadership style should enable everyone to be responsible for their own actions, words, work, etc.

					The leader empowers and guides the workers, but decisions are made by the team.

					Conflicts, tensions and resistance are forces that can be used to improve the group. Differences should therefore be highlighted by the leader.

			

			By absorbing the principles of Gestalt psychology, leaders take into account the interpersonal and intrapersonal aspects of groups. The goal is to create reciprocal relationships so that workers benefit from individual energy and group energy. To do this, the leader or leaders should help workers to be aware of their situation and give them responsibilities. In this way, everyone will benefit from paying better attention to situations and seeing how they relate to themselves, to others and to the world.

			In that case, what qualities make for a good leader? They must:

			
					be aware of the diversity of personalities, people-centred and dynamic;

					have an overall view of the company in order to to identify stress factors, social pressures affecting the group, etc.;

					demonstrate the ability to motivate, influence and develop individuals;

					be open and able to work as part of a team; 

					be a good counsellor and facilitator, and be open to the complexity of relationships.

			

			Their role is to:

			
					maximise the potential and performance of their employees;

					help others to become independent, to self-manage and to thrive;

					make the most of employees’ potential in order to make them independent;

					shape the behaviours, attitudes and values of the workers.

			

		


		
			Limitations and extensions 

			Limitations and criticisms 

			Marketing

			If a product changes (for example, if new elements are added to the basic product), consumer perception also changes. Consequently, the marketing campaign should probably be changed and the implementation of Gestalt laws should be reconsidered in order to match the new target.

			The different laws can contradict one another. Impossible shapes, such as the Penrose triangle, are perfect examples of this potential contradiction. Here, our brain is somewhat lost faced with the high degree of complexity and our habitually simplistic vision finds itself disturbed.
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			It is essential that consumers do not confuse a brand with that of a competitor. Logos and other symbols should therefore not be too simple, even though this allows the customer to quickly identify the product.

			By playing on different senses and trying to attract customers, advertising convey less information. It is therefore necessary to find a balance between visual appearance and the information included in the message.

			Care must be taken to avoid sensory overload. This happens when a potential customer is exposed to too many stimuli, leaving them incapable of processing them all.

			The elements used (colour, contrast effect, etc.) do not completely influence the choice. In reality, stimuli are interpreted based on the personal experiences, needs and expectations of the customers.

			It is important that the potential buyer does not feel manipulated and appreciates the stimuli used; otherwise, advertising risks losing its effectiveness.

			
				
					Good to know

					In marketing, the target refers to the customers that the company sets out to attract. It is often appropriate to focus on one segment of the population and try to meet their needs.

				

			

			Leadership

			By considering workers as a whole and taking into account all the relationships they maintain, output may deteriorate if elements outside their working life come into play.

			The principles of Gestalt psychology do not allow managers to change the personalities or basic professional skills of their employees.

			If an employee does not like their company or does not enjoy what they do, they will not be effective. Gestalt psychology offers nothing to remedy this situation.

			Despite their ability to advance the group, conflicts are also likely to lead to tensions and reduce productivity.

			Related models and extensions

			Marketing

			Sensory marketing is an example of a model related to Gestalt psychology. In this case, it is assumed that there is a relationship between the atmosphere at the point of sale and purchasing decisions. As in the Gestalt model, the five senses are used to reach consumers and make them loyal customers. Sensory marketing theorists see the point of sale as a whole (music, smell, etc.) which has the aim of influencing our perception.

			Leadership

			Several leadership ideas, other than the one developed in this book, are used by companies and other organisations. They include:

			
					Directive leadership. The leader imposes things without explaining the overall vision and without taking into account the opinions and motivations of individuals. The result of this model is generally negative as it reduces group motivation, since team members are not recognised or involved in the objectives that need to be reached.

					Democratic leadership. The leader takes into account the opinions of each worker and perceives the group as superior to individuals. Teamwork and personal development are two practices highlighted by this type of leadership.

					Coaching leadership. The leader focuses on people and tries to develop their strengths while reducing their weaknesses. As a result, everyone feels considered and supported, making the work more efficient.
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