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Nature versus nurture is dead.

—MATT RIDLEY1

Expel nature with a pitchfork, she'll be back again.

—HORACE2

INTRODUCTION

 

Perhaps the most famous maxim in philosophy is René Descartes's “I think therefore I am.” I suspect that a more telling adage that defines our daily existence is “I consume therefore I am.” Humans possess a ravenous consummatory appetite. Most individuals will typically make hundreds of consumption-related decisions in any given day. Should I have breakfast or skip straight to lunch? What am I going to wear today? Will it be casual attire or a power suit? Should I put on my favorite perfume or try the new one that an old acquaintance recently gave me? For dinner, will I have a healthy and sensible tuna salad or head off to the deli for a thick pastrami sandwich? Valentine's Day is rapidly approaching. Will it be the customary flowers for my beloved, a day pass at a spa, or shall I finally take a principled stance against this marketer-made holiday? My nephew's birthday is coming up. What should I give him as a gift? I have been asked to be the best man for one of my closest friends. I need to organize a memorable bachelor party with all his friends to celebrate his imminent marriage. What should I do? Are we taking a vacation during spring break, and if so, where to and which book will I be bringing on the trip? I need to update the playlist in my iPod Nano for the long flight should we end up traveling. Should we postpone our vacation and instead place the money in our child's college fund? On the other hand, I just noticed that our glitzy neighbors recently bought a new Mercedes Coupe. Is it time for us to upgrade to a fancier car? My wife looks so beautiful tonight. I think I'll put on some Marvin Gaye and see where the night takes us.

I have chosen the aforementioned examples for two key reasons. First, they highlight my notion of all-encompassing consumption, which extends beyond the more restrictive definition of consumption as the purchase of goods and services. We consume traditional products (e.g., food and clothes) and services (e.g., massage at the spa); a wide range of relationships, including those with family members and friends (via gift giving) as well as mates (via an act of courtship); cultural products such as movies, song lyrics, religious narratives, literature, art, dance, celebrity gossip magazines, advertising, and television shows; and hedonic experiences (traveling), to name but a few. Second, the examples demonstrate how the great majority of consumption acts can be mapped onto one of four Darwinian overriding pursuits, namely, survival (preference for the fatty smoked meat), reproduction (offering flowers as part of an elaborate courtship ritual), kin selection (buying a gift for my nephew), and reciprocity (organizing the bachelor party).

The subtitle of my book—What Juicy Burgers, Ferraris, Pornography, and Gift Giving Reveal about Human Nature—recognizes the ubiquity of these four key Darwinian drives.3 Juicy burgers refer to our penchant for fatty foods (chapter 2). Ferraris are used as a sexual signal in the mating arena (chapter 3). Pornography speaks to the evolutionary forces that have shaped human sexuality (chapters 3 and 9). Finally, I included gift giving within the subtitle because it is intimately linked to all four Darwinian overriding drives, and as such it carries great social and economic import. For example, for some retailers, 30 to 50 percent of their yearly sales are generated within the winter holiday season (wherein substantial expenditures are gift-related), and 10 percent of retail purchases in North America are gift expenditures.4 In 2004, the American gift-giving market garnered sales revenues of $253 billion, with an average of $1,215 spent per capita on gifts in the United States (which corresponds to 2.7 percent of consumer expenditures per capita in 2004).5 Gifts are central to the courtship ritual. In some instances, they are used as part of the wooing process (flowers, dinner invitations, promise rings, engagement rings), whereas in other cases they are meant to celebrate an existing relationship (Valentine's Day, wedding anniversaries) or even the termination of a relationship (divorce gifts). A defining feature of many wedding-related events is the offering of gifts to the bride and groom. These include engagement parties, bachelor's parties (as per the 2009 movie The Hangover), bachelorette parties, and bridal showers. When a couple is expecting the arrival of a new child, a baby shower is held, at which time gifts are offered to the expectant mother. Once the child is born, family members and friends visit the newborn while bearing gifts.

Other family and kin-based gifting include marketer-inspired occasions such as Father's Day and Mother's Day. They also include religious occasions such as Christmas, Easter, Hanukkah, baptisms, confirmations, first communions, bar mitzvahs, and bat mitzvahs. In some instances, gift giving occurs as a means to celebrate secular rites of passage (sweet sixteen parties, prom nights). Birthday gifts are exchanged between family members as well as with friends and acquaintances. Other occasions wherein gifts are exchanged among friends or kin include housewarming visits, home dinner invitations (e.g., bottles of wine), convalescence visits (e.g., flowers), promotions or retirements, going away to college or graduation parties, and celebrations for specific accomplishments (e.g., obtaining a driver's license). Not satisfied with all the innumerable occasions wherein gifts are exchanged, marketers have devised a whole new set of gift-giving occasions centered on the celebration of self. An example of such self-gifts is the recent practice of women buying themselves rings (which they wear on their right ring finger) as a form of self-affirmation and autonomy. The bottom line is that gift giving is a universal ritual that is an inextricable part of our human nature, and accordingly it is a topic that I address in chapter 3 (reproduction), chapter 4 (kin selection), and chapter 5 (reciprocity).

E. O. Wilson, the world-renowned Harvard evolutionist and two-time Pulitzer Prize-winning author, and James Watson, the Nobel Laureate and co-discoverer of the double helix structure of DNA, appeared together a few years ago on the Charlie Rose Show. During their discussion, they proclaimed that the twenty-first century would be defined by the joining of psychology and biology. My book operates at this exact nexus in that it highlights the importance of recognizing the biological and evolutionary roots of consumption. Whereas culture is important in understanding consumer behavior, of equal importance are the biological and evolutionary forces that have shaped our consuming minds and bodies. I hope to illuminate the relevance of our biological heritage in our daily lives as consumers, from the foods that we eat, to the gifts that we offer, to the products that we use to make ourselves more attractive in the mating market, and to the cultural products that tickle our emotional fancy (e.g., religion). Homo consumericus is a species that has evolved via the dual forces of natural and sexual selection. Failure to recognize this fact will continue to yield at best, incomplete—and at worst, erroneous—explanations of consumption phenomena. Ultimately, nothing in consumption makes sense except in the light of evolution.6

I will at times demonstrate how consumers engage in behaviors that are either homologous or analogous to those displayed by other animals. A homology refers to similarities between species that are indicative of a common ancestry. Homologies includeDNAsequences, anatomical structures, morphological traits, physiological systems, and behavioral patterns. For example, several primate species display homologous facial grimaces when expressing fear, whereas humans and cats possess homologous forelimbs. Behavioral homologies refer to similarities between species along behavioral patterns. Alternatively, an analogous trait between two species is an example of convergent evolution; namely, the fact that two species evolved the same adaptation as a result of having faced similar selection pressures. In other words, in such instances, the biological analogy does not imply shared ancestry. Rather, it connotes the fact that natural selection, the Darwinian process by which organisms evolve adaptations, can yield the same solution when animals originating from different lineages share a common selection environment. Regardless of whether a given comparison with an animal is based on a homology or an analogy, my goal is to ultimately demonstrate that similar biological forces drive the behaviors of human consumers and animals alike. I recently gave a talk at an elite American business school where I received a very hostile reception from the members of the marketing department. One of the questions (paraphrased) posed by an audience member was as follows: “Sure, these evolutionary processes apply to animals. But consumers are humans. They are not animals. Are you suggesting that consumers are animals?” Yes, I am.

In this chapter, I provide an overview of evolutionary psychology and contrast it with the socialization perspective. I tackle some of the fallacies that persist with regard to evolutionary theory. I address the infamous nature-versus-nurture debate, as it helps in understanding which elements of consumption are learned, which are innate, and which are shaped by an inextricable mélange of both forces. Whereas many consumption phenomena fall under the rubric of evolutionary psychology (as in the use of status symbols as sexual signals), others lie outside it (for example, why a given consumer prefers bowling and another enjoys scuba diving). Ultimately the power of evolutionary theory rests in its ability to delineate the common features inherent to the consumer instinct from the idiosyncratic consumer preferences that define our unique individualities. Still, the bottom line is that not all consumption can be explained by evolutionary theory. The challenge for marketers is to know which phenomena fall under its universal rubric.

Key Doctrines of Evolutionary Psychology

Evolutionary psychology (EP) is a relatively new scientific discipline, roughly two decades old.7 I was initially exposed to EP as a first-year doctoral student at Cornell University in fall 1990, when I read Homicide, the brilliant book coauthored by Martin Daly and the late Margo Wilson, two early pioneers of EP. The book provides a parsimonious account of universal patterns of criminality, using elegant and powerful explanations. For example, Daly and Wilson demonstrate that most killings of adult women occur at the hand of their male partners, with the overwhelming reason being suspected or realized infidelity.8 Given the evolutionary costs associated with paternity uncertainty—there is no such thing as maternity uncertainty in nature—men have evolved a wide range of emotional (e.g., experiencing intense sexual jealousy), cognitive (“chastity is a good trait for a prospective wife to possess”), and behavioral (e.g., mate guarding) adaptations to thwart the threats of being cuckolded. Providing an adaptive explanation for such a heinous and violent act in no way justifies it, any more than explaining the metastasis of pancreatic cancer is meant to justify the disease! Providing scientific explanations for morally reprehensible acts (if not illegal ones) has nothing to do with the condoning of the acts in question.

Evolutionary psychology is the latest of a long list of Darwinian-based disciplines that have sought to understand the evolutionary and biological roots of human behavior. Some of its predecessors include human ethology, human behavioral ecology, human sociobiology, and Darwinian anthropology,9 all of which remain thriving and exciting disciplines in their own right. Other Darwinian approaches for understanding human behavior include gene-culture coevolution (biological as well as cultural processes have shaped the evolution of humans) and memetic theory (applying Darwinian theory in understanding the spread of cultural content such as ideas and beliefs).10 Evolutionary psychology construes the human mind as having evolved via the dual Darwinian forces of natural and sexual selection, namely the processes that confer onto organisms survival and reproductive advantage respectively. More specifically, EP proposes that the mind is made up of domain-specific algorithms, each having evolved as an adaptive solution to a specific problem of evolutionary import. Some of these domains include food foraging, avoiding environmental threats (e.g., predators or hostile strangers), mating, and investing in both one's kin (e.g., sibling-to-sibling, parenting) and in one's friends (reciprocity). Note that each of the listed domains corresponds to the four Darwinian drives that I mentioned earlier. My contention throughout this book is that many consumption phenomena are manifestations of innate needs, preferences, and drives that cater to one or more of these basic Darwinian overriding goals. Ultimately, to fully comprehend our consuming instinct requires that we recognize the evolutionary forces that have forged our human nature.

Evolutionary theory recognizes that phenomena can be investigated at two distinct levels. Proximate explanations deal with mechanistic descriptions of how something operates and which factors affect its inner workings. Ultimate explanations tackle the why question, namely, why has a given behavior, emotion, thought, preference, choice, or morphological trait evolved to be of a particular form (i.e., identifying its Darwinian genesis).11 Whereas both levels of analyses are needed for a full understanding of the human condition, marketers along with many social scientists have largely focused on proximate explanations.

Two tangible examples will clarify the distinction between proximate and ultimate explanations. Pregnancy sickness is a universal physiological phenomenon. Irrespective of cultural setting or epoch, women have experienced its unpleasant symptoms in similar ways. A proximate perspective might explore how a given hormone (e.g., estrogen) affects the unpleasantness of the experienced nausea. An ultimate focus would seek to understand why such a physiological mechanism would have evolved in the first place. Evolutionists have concluded that pregnancy sickness is an adaptive solution to a woman's possible exposure to food pathogens during a crucial part of the gestational period known as organogenesis.12 Hence, whereas proximate-informed physicians happily prescribe drugs to assuage the symptoms of pregnancy sickness, evolutionists recognize that such symptoms are beneficial to women and their fetuses. The practical implications of evolutionary theory should be evident. As a second example, let us ask a fundamental question regarding human sexuality: Why is sex pleasurable (at least to most people)? A proximate cause might identify the neural bases of the pleasurable experience, such as the release of dopamine during orgasms. The ultimate cause is rather obvious. Engaging in the ultimate of all possible gene-propagating behaviors should be pleasurable lest sexually reproducing organisms become extinct. Generally speaking, pleasurable experiences are meant to augment behaviors that encourage contact (e.g., seeking to have sex or to eat a tasty, juicy steak), whereas nonpleasurable ones trigger avoidance (e.g., avoiding foul-smelling foods). In other words, one would expect that evolutionary forces have honed our pleasure instinct.13

Another defining tenet of EP is that it construes explanations that strictly attribute causality to learning, culture, and socialization as being at best incomplete and at worst erroneous. Specifically, to simply attribute the causes of a phenomenon to the broad shoulders of the socialization process—the learning of the expected behaviors, norms, beliefs, and values of one's society—is in most instances a nonexplanation. To the extent that many socialization patterns occur in extraordinarily similar ways across cultural settings and time periods, it becomes incumbent on those offering this approach to provide an explanation for these universalities. I next discuss various movements that have historically been hostile toward biological explanations of human behavior.


Movements United against Biology

Social constructivists are scholars who believe that much if not all human phenomena are due to socialization. Central to their worldview is the premise that the human mind is a blank slate. Accordingly, they propose that cultural learning and other socialization forces shape our minds. Why do most men have a penchant for young and beautiful women? They learned it via media images. Why do the majority of women prefer tall and socially powerful men (recall the “tall, dark, and handsome” archetype)? Hollywood movies are to blame. Why are young men around the world more likely to display violent tendencies than their female counterparts? Of course, it must be because they play video games laden with violent images and listen to misogynistic rap lyrics. Any phenomenon, irrespective of how universal it might be, is ultimately linked to some environmental cause.

Are individuals natural-born consumers, or are they products of their environments? This question has been posed concerning countless phenomena of relevance to the human condition. Is intelligence innate or acquired? Is an individual born with the proclivity to be a charismatic leader, or can this elusive talent be taught? Bill Gates (Microsoft), Richard Branson (Virgin Records), Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Brian Glazer (movie producer), and Howard Schultz (Starbucks) are legendary entrepreneurs in their respective fields. Were they born with the penchant to be revolutionary agents of change, or did their idiosyncratic environments shape them? What of our political bents? Are individuals born with conservative or liberal dispositions, or does cultural learning forge our political worldviews? Are preferences for junk foods learned, or is the exposure to endless commercials for fast-food restaurant chains to blame? Do we come into this world with a fixed personality, or are our unique personhoods strictly determined by situational contexts? Most social scientists have historically adhered to social constructivism, which purports that the relevant causative agents can be assigned to the socialization process. According to this worldview, it is unequivocally clear that consumers are made. They are singularly products of their environments.

In the educational system, social constructivism sells hope by proposing that students who might otherwise perform poorly in school must have been negatively influenced by their environments. Hence, apparently no child can be born with a weak penchant for learning. If the child fails, the environment is to blame. A similar logic has been applied to the penal system. In this worldview, there are no innately violent criminals or heinous psychopaths, only toxic environments that resulted in poor life choices. Prior to the recent focus on pharmacological interventions, psychiatrists had taken a very similar stance regarding the etiology of mental illness. Every conceivable disorder including lifelong battles with clinical depression, schizophrenia, and autism were assigned to environmental causes. Recently, actress and model Jenny McCarthy has been a staunch and leading advocate of the mantra that autism is caused by childhood vaccinations. Ultimately, such a position is comforting to desperate parents, as it reassigns the root of the problem to a human-made cause, which hopefully can be reversed. Some medical practitioners argue that to eradicate certain endemic health problems such as the greater incidence of high blood pressure among some populations requires the eradication of poverty, racism, and injustice. Hence, individual factors that might otherwise serve as the key drivers of high blood pressure are ignored. The genesis of all ills is to be found in toxic environments.

In the 1980s and 1990s, many nonmainstream therapists practiced recovered memory therapy wherein they utilized a wide range of techniques (e.g., hypnosis or age regression) to recover otherwise repressed memories of sexual abuse. These therapists firmly believed that the roots of many mental health problems were due to childhood sexual abuse. If patients denied ever having been abused, then they had simply repressed the memory; thus, the central ideological dogma was unfalsifiable. In this case, the “one-size-fits-all” environmental cause had been identified. Whether a patient were suffering from debilitating low self-esteem, experiencing the affective ebbs and flow of bipolar disorder, or engaging in frequent suicidal ideation, the root cause was always the same: sexual abuse. Notwithstanding its falsity, this premise is rooted in a hopeful outlook. If the cause is always the same, and if a therapeutic intervention can be devised to undo the harm of sexual abuse, then the prognosis looks good.

A common theme throughout a better part of various strands of feminism is that gender is a social construction. Hence, short of an individual's genitalia, most sex-specific phenomena are thought to be due to the differential socialization of the two sexes. Writer and utopian feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman famously wrote, “There is no female mind. The brain is not an organ of sex. As well speak of a female liver.”14 Some feminists have maintained that even sex-specific hormones are nothing more than a social construction. The infamous John Money, the Johns Hopkins University professor who advised surgeons to surgically reassign male infants (due to, say, a botched circumcision or if born with a micropenis), did so under the tenet that one's gender was strictly learned. Hence, to the extent that a child who was born male was shortly thereafter raised as a girl (with all the expected sex-specific norms of socialization), Money believed that no deleterious consequences would occur. This utterly outlandish premise has had devastating effects on unsuspecting patients, as per the eventual suicide of David Reimer (who had been raised a girl after his penis had been damaged during a fumbled circumcision). Credit goes to Milton Diamond, a professor at the University of Hawaii, who brought the case to the public eye as a means of highlighting the disastrous consequences of quack theories of human nature.

Some theorists propose that heterosexuality is an imposed norm. In other words, it is argued that heterosexuality should not be construed as an innate orientation. Interestingly, when it comes to a homosexual orientation, many gay lobbyists posit that they were born with their samesex preference. Hence, by amalgamating these two premises, one ends up with the “facts” that heterosexuality is not innate but homosexuality is. This is indeed quite an extraordinary worldview for a sexually reproducing species. Of course, individuals who hold an ideological or theological position against homosexuality claim that it is a choice, and therefore it can be reversed (see, for example, JONAH, an acronym for Jews Offering New Alternatives to Homosexuality, or NARTH, the National Association for Research and Therapy on Homosexuality). Again, “inconvenient” facts rooted in human biology are ignored and even rejected in the pursuit of ideological dogma.

In subsequent chapters, I address other frameworks that are antithetical to universal claims about human nature, including antiscience movements such as postmodernism and deconstructionism. I also cover religion, which provides us with the granddaddy of environmental causes—or, to be more precise, nonnatural causes—for observed phenomena. Clearly, the queue of ideologies that are hostile to a biological understanding of human affairs is a long one. Interestingly, many of these movements are united in aping the same set of antiquated and false concerns regarding evolutionary theory.15

ERRONEOUS ANTIEVOLUTION CONCERNS

I tackle here nine of the most pernicious antievolution issues, some of which are particularly relevant to the consumer context.

Claim 1: Darwinian theory is ideologically dangerous, as evidenced by the number of cretins who have misused it to advance their criminal ideologies (e.g., the Nazis, eugenicists, and social-class elitists under the moniker of Social Darwinism). An evolutionist must possess some sinister political agenda or hold reprehensible attitudes and views. Many social scientists are under the impression that proponents of evolutionary theory must be sexist or right-wing zealots.


Rebuttal: It is important to avoid conflating the gross misapplication of evolutionary principles with the actual tenets of the theory. Evolutionary theory provides overarching mechanisms for explaining the extraordinary biological diversity that exists in the natural world. It explains what is and certainly does not delve into the territory of what ought to be. Accordingly, there is nothing inherently sexist or patriarchal about evolutionary psychology. A substantial number of editors of the leading scientific journals of the field are women. For example, two of the four editors-in-chief of Evolution and Human Behavior are women (Martie Haselton and Ruth Lace). The editor-in-chief of Human Nature is a woman (Jane Lancaster). Two of the founders of evolutionary psychology are women (Leda Cosmides and Margo Wilson). One of the most famous of all popularizers of EP is a woman (Helen Fisher). Therefore, the notion that EP is a patriarchal male-dominated vehicle for justifying sexist stereotypes is outlandish.

What about political leanings? Are those subscribing to evolution members of a political conspiracy, as is often argued by those who reject evolutionary theory on ideological grounds? Interestingly, the Left accuses evolutionary behavioral scientists of being members of an ultra-right-wing conspiracy. At the same time, the Right accuses evolutionists of promulgating a godless liberal ethos! A recent study published in Human Nature explored the political leanings of evolutionary psychologists and found that they tended to be very liberal and progressive.16 Nonetheless, the scientific veracity of evolutionary theory holds independently of any political, social, or economic implications.

Claim 2: Evolutionary theory amounts to biological determinism; namely, evolutionists believe that our genes usurp our free will. As such, Darwinian theory ignores the importance of the environment, including cultural and social forces, in shaping human behaviors, preferences, desires, and needs. For marketers, this is a particularly worrisome point, as they are in the business of developing actionable solutions. Hence, if something is inscribed in one's genes, how could the marketer's reach be relevant in shaping consumption patterns?

Rebuttal: Biological determinism is an utter canard that has been propagated by people who otherwise have no understanding of evolutionary theory. For most human phenomena, genes interact with environmental contingencies, idiosyncratic talents and abilities, and unique life experiences in generating a given behavior, preference, or choice. Take the universal Darwinian drive for males to seek social status. Men in Peru, Kenya, the United States, and Japan might all wish to seek social status. This is the biologically based adaptive drive, as it caters to women's preference for men of high social standing. However, there are many ways by which this overriding goal can be achieved, depending on an individual's environmental realities and distinctive life circumstances. One can become a successful academic, a neurosurgeon, a ballet dancer, an entrepreneur, an investment banker, a novelist, or a corporate lawyer, among endless other possibilities. Hence, biological determinism exists only in the minds of those who are ignorant about our biology.

Evolutionary scientists espouse “interactionism,” namely, the notion that our genes interact with our environments in shaping our individuality. Accordingly, the nature-nurture dichotomy is a grossly misconstrued idea. For most phenomena, we are an inextricable mix of both nature and nurture. I am particularly found of the “cake metaphor” in explaining this idea. When you bake a cake, you start off with clearly delineated ingredients such as sugar, eggs, flour, baking soda, cocoa, and milk. Subsequently, these are mixed together into a cake. If I were to ask you at that point to identify the sugar versus the eggs, you would think that this is a silly request, as the cake would be an inextricable mix of the original ingredients. Accordingly, not only are we all products of both nature and nurture but also nurture exists in its particular forms because of nature. In other words, our biological heritage constrains the range of possible socialization forces that can shape us. This is why no culture has ever been found in which men are taught to be virginal, chaste, and judicious about their sexual choices while women are taught to be indiscriminate in their sexuality. Our common biological heritage dictates universal patterns of nurture (as per the first quotation that introduces this chapter).

Two other rebuttals should hopefully lay to rest the concern regarding biological determinism. Epigenetic mechanisms,17 which affect how genes are expressed without changing their genetic codes, can either turn on or off particular genes as a function of specific environmental triggers. Our epigenome (not to be confused with our genome) is a blueprint by which genes are activated or silenced. This demonstrates how absurd the biological determinism argument is. Genes interact with the environment in part via our epigenome in yielding unique individuals who are products of both nature and nurture. This explains why identical twins, who otherwise share the same genes, can end up with such radically different health outcomes. Finally, it is important to remind the reader that evolutionary processes (e.g., natural selection) take place within a given environmental niche. Evolution is a mechanism that is defined by the fact that it operates within a given environment in shaping unique adaptations. Thus, evolution explicitly recognizes the importance of environmental realities.

That our genes are at the root of our consuming instinct in no way affects the central role that marketers occupy in the marketplace. Humans have evolved gustatory preferences for fatty foods. Accordingly, companies (e.g., McDonald's, Wendy's, and Burger King) create innumerable products that cater to this biological-based preference, subsequent to which marketers and advertisers seek ways to ensure that we'll choose their hamburger the next time we are hungry. That our genetic and biological heritage guides our consummatory nature in no way renders the existence of marketers as useless and their quest as futile. That said, it is undeniably true that marketers are unlikely to be successful in creating needs and wants for products that are grossly antithetical or incongruent with our human nature. Start a company that sells Harlequin-type romance novels strictly to men, and see where that takes you. Alternatively, try to launch a chain of “grass juice” outlets, and let me know how it goes. An infinite advertising budget cannot counteract products that are disconnected from our biological heritage.

Claim 3: Biological instincts and drives might be applicable when explaining the behaviors of zebras, eagles, monitor lizards, and tarantulas. However, humans are first and foremost cultural beings. “Vulgar” biology is simply irrelevant in explaining the complexity of human phenomena.

Rebuttal: I have often encountered this claim even within the hallowed halls of highly prestigious universities. I think that its genesis derives from two distinctly different sources. On one hand, all Abrahamic religions possess a narrative that places man at the apex of living creatures while being distinctly unique from “animals.” Hence, there is a general uneasiness among many people to accept that the same Darwinian processes can give rise to the evolution of bacteria, amoeba, invertebrates, our family dog, and us! Religious narratives might be compelling stories, but they do not falsify the unequivocal evidence in support of the evolutionary tree of life, of which we are an integral part. There is no biological reason to think that the evolutionary processes that have generated the billions of species that have existed on Earth are somehow nonoperative when it comes to humans. Similarly, there is no scientific argument that justifies why evolutionary theory can explain how our pancreas, opposable thumbs, and eyes have evolved, but our brains have not. Human narcissism (and ignorance) compels many people to think that our humanity falls outside the purview of the universal forces of evolutionary theory. However, it is time to accept that all living systems are interconnected in a grand tree of life.

A second source for this false concern stems from the Standard Social Science Model,18 which postulates that humans are born with minds that are blank slates.19 These slates are subsequently filled by a wide range of socialization forces including cultural learning. Under such a worldview, biology is completely abdicated as an explanatory force in shaping human behavior. Perhaps the most infamous group of academics that held steadfast to this position are cultural relativists, who argued for the near-infinite malleability of cultural forms, and in so doing rejected the idea that human universals could exist. The reality is that although endless cross-cultural differences exist, there are countless documented human universals20 (many of which I will explore). If anything makes us unique in comparison to most animals, it is the fact that Homo sapiens is both a cultural and biological animal.

Claim 4: Evolutionary psychology is strictly concerned with the cataloging of human universals, while most social scientists are interested in understanding behavioral heterogeneity or variety (or, why do some consumers prefer Coke and others prefer Pepsi?). Accordingly, Darwinian theory and related biological formalisms may matter, but they are largely unimportant and irrelevant in elucidating consumer-related phenomena.

Rebuttal: It is indeed true that evolutionary psychologists seek to identify human universals. But they are equally interested in understanding the adaptive forces that give rise to individual differences. The study of personality is a perfect example of how one might investigate differences between individuals from an evolutionary perspective. Clearly, unlike fixed traits (e.g., we all have five fingers on each hand), there is great heterogeneity across people when it comes to their personality profiles. Why would this be the case? How might evolution explain the maintenance of such differences? The answer is elegantly simple: There is no unique optimal personality type for all possible social and environmental contexts. Let us assume that there were only three personality types (P1, P2, and P3) and only three possible social niches (S1, S2, and S3). Perhaps P1 is optimal in social niche S3, P2 is optimal in social niche S2, and P3 is optimal in social niche S1. There could not be a species-wide fixation of one optimal personality profile. To reiterate, understanding differences across individuals is very much within the purview of evolutionary theory.

Evolutionary theory is the only framework that can identify which types of consumer phenomena are universally valid (e.g., men are the overwhelming consumers of hardcore pornography in every known society; see chapter 9); which are culturally determined, albeit because of biological reasons (e.g., the use of spices in culinary customs varies across cultures as a function of the density of food pathogens within a particular environment; see chapter 2); and which are due to idiosyncratic individual differences (e.g., person A prefers to bowl, and person B prefers to read) or to idiosyncratic cultural traditions (e.g., the Swiss consume a greater amount of chocolate than Egyptians do).21 I am not suggesting that evolutionary theory can explain every conceivable consumer choice. However, it provides an extraordinarily powerful framework for understanding the biological bases of our consummatory nature.

Claim 5: Darwinian theory largely consists of unfalsifiable, post-hoc, fanciful, and elaborate just-so stories.

Rebuttal: In my opinion, this is one of the most irksome claims, as it is often cast by otherwise sophisticated academics who regrettably know little about evolutionary theory. If one were to rank scientific theories in terms of how much supporting evidence they have accumulated thus far, evolutionary theory would be on top of any such ranking. Yet given the grand nature of evolutionary-based theories, the ability to refute evolutionary principles is actually much greater than other theories.22 For example, the parental investment hypothesis23 posits that for sexually reproducing species, the sex that bears the greater parental investment will typically be smaller, less aggressive, and more sexually restrained (e.g., more careful when making mating choices). For most species, females bear the greater investment and so are typically the smaller, more sexually coy, and less aggressive sex. In a much smaller number of species, males provide the greater parental investment (e.g., cassowaries), so the theory would predict that the sexual dimorphisms (i.e., the pattern of observable differences between the sexes) would be perfectly reversed.24 This is exactly borne out by the data. The theory is about as falsifiable as can be. If a scientist were to find a single culture in the history of humankind in which women are more sexually aggressive than men, then the theory would be falsified. If a scientist were to find a single sexually reproducing species wherein the pattern of sexual dimorphism did not accord with the theory, it would be falsified. Yet despite millions of existing species, the theory still stands. Hence, it is not that evolutionary principles cannot be falsified. Rather, they have withstood all dogged and assiduous attempts at falsification because they are universally true.

Claim 6: Darwinian theory amounts to believing in a godless universe. As such, it is part and parcel of the growing atheist, secularist, and humanist movements. Richard Dawkins and public intellectual Christopher Hitchens, card-carrying members of the new atheism movement,25 you shall rot in hell for your antitheist Darwinian views!

Rebuttal: Whereas it is indeed true that Darwinian theory provides a parsimonious, elegant, and complete explanation for the evolution of biological forms—and in so doing crowds out God from the relevant narrative—its raison d’être is not to lay any claims on matters of religion. It is clear that evolutionary theory is inconsistent with creation narratives along with their “scientific” offshoots (creationism and Intelligent Design). The late Harvard evolutionist and paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould proposed that religion and science (and hence evolution) cover Non-Overlapping Magisteria (NOMA principle). Specifically, he proposed that whereas science seeks to comprehend empirical truths about the natural world, religion addresses existential matters as well as morality.26 In so doing, Gould was trying to placate religious believers by proposing a conciliatory worldview wherein everyone's outlook was welcomed. In this case, I am with Dawkins and other new atheists in being vehemently against such a pacification program. Morality is certainly within the purview of scientific scrutiny and is not the sole domain of religion.27 As far as existential matters go, it is unclear that religion is superior in assuaging our fear of mortality. I address this point in greater detail in chapter 8. Evolutionary theory does indeed serve a fatal blow to a wide range of religious doctrines. That said, it is technically incorrect to conflate Darwinism with atheism, albeit the great majority of scientists in general, and certainly evolutionary scientists in particular, are nonbelievers.

Claim 7: Darwinian theory is morally dangerous in that it provides explanations for reprehensible actions such as adultery, rape, and child abuse. In so doing, it condones and justifies these behaviors as part of the natural order of things.

Rebuttal: As noted earlier, this argument is as logically sophisticated as arguing that an oncologist who studies pancreatic cancer must be justifying and condoning cancer. After all, cancer is part of our natural world and those who “waste their time” studying it must have sinister pro-cancer motives. Evolutionary psychologists do not conduct their research to justify, excuse, or condone any particular phenomenon. They are no different from all other scientists who apply the scientific method as a means of better understanding the world around us (the scientific method involves the empirical testing of hypotheses via the collection and subsequent analysis of relevant data). They do not commit the so-called naturalistic fallacy, namely, the conjuring of what ought to be from what is. As I explained in my rebuttal to the first claim, evolutionists do not comprise some monolithic supra-organism bent on justifying evil behaviors. Their sole focus is to explain behavior using the scientific method, as informed by an evolutionary lens.


Claim 8: Darwinian theory posits that humans are brutish and selfish creatures engaged in an endless “survival of the fittest” struggle. What about kindness, love, and compassion?

Rebuttal: Such a view is part of a broader outlook that nature is violent and cruel, as exemplified by British poet Lord Alfred Tennyson's famous line “Nature, red in tooth and claw.”28 From this perspective, it is thought that evolutionary theory proposes that humans are bestial creatures in pursuit of their lowly animal instincts. This is another concern that has been repeatedly explained away by countless proponents of evolutionary theory, apparently to no avail. Humans have the capacity to be both competitive and cooperative. They can engage in extraordinary acts of selfless altruism, kindness, and generosity. They are endowed with a deeply developed moral conscience. They experience profound love, be it as lovers, family members, or friends. All these capacities arose via the same evolutionary mechanisms that can also cause humans to be brutish, violent, competitive, and vengeful. In chapters 4 and 5, I specifically deal with the evolutionary roots of altruism toward kin and nonkin, and in so doing provide a detailed argument against claim 8.

Claim 9: Providing a datum at the individual level that is contrary to a fact that holds true at the population level is sufficient to falsify a given evolutionary principle. For example, the premise that men have a universal preference for young women is falsified by the existence of a single man who prefers older women.

Rebuttal: It is a biological fact that within the human species, males constitute the physically larger sex. This is not invalidated by the fact that a singular woman is taller or heavier than a singular man (e.g., Katie Holmes and Nicole Kidman are each taller than their respective husbands Tom Cruise and Keith Urban). As a matter of fact, most women in the Women's National Basketball Association are taller than many men. Oprah Winfrey weighs more than Tiger Woods, and former professional wrestler Chyna, a woman, is bulkier than comedian Chris Rock. One can provide ten thousand additional examples, and it would remain true that men are taller and heavier than women. If an evolutionist proclaims that men are more likely than women to be interested in uncommitted sexual liaisons, the provision of singular examples of women who might be more promiscuous than some specific men again does not invalidate the statement at the population level (e.g., “My uncle Joe has only been with one woman in his whole life, but my aunt Jennie has had a hundred lovers.”). Women do prefer high-status men, even though your aunt Jennie might have married an unemployed plumber. All other things equal, men prefer to mate with younger women even though Ashton Kutcher is married to Demi Moore, who is more than fifteen years his senior. See figure 1 for one possible statistical manifestation of this fact using sex differences in height.
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THIS BOOK'S ROAD MAP, ALONG WITH ITS KEY TAKEAWAYS

Recognizing the myriad ways in which our biology affects our consumer behavior is ripe with important takeaways for consumers, marketers, and policy makers alike. Let's explore these takeaways.

Consumer Takeaways

Know Thyself. Possessing insightful and accurate self-knowledge about the biological forces that fuel our consummatory drives is a liberating and empowering objective. I will investigate the following:

 


	Why do men's testosterone levels rise when they drive a Porsche? Why do men constitute the majority of car collectors and 99 percent of Ferrari owners in North America?29

	Why do consumers engage in conspicuous consumption (e.g., luxury brands)?

	How does a woman's menstrual cycle affect her consumption, be it the clothes she wears, the types of foods she eats, and the activities she engages in?

	Why are high heels so alluring to men?

	Are women's fashion styles less conservative during economic crises?

	What do perfume preferences say about our immunogenetic profiles?

	Are all four grandparents equally invested in their grandchildren (e.g., via gift giving)?

	Why are men more likely to support compulsory DNA paternity testing in hospital nurseries?

	Do dogs resemble their owners?

	How does the fashion industry play on our instinctive need to belong?

	Are toys made to fit the innate play preferences of boys and girls, or do toys socialize children into their gender-specific play preferences?

	Why do men prefer hardcore pornography to erotica (and the reverse for women)?

	Why is religion the most successful product ever devised? More generally, why do consumers succumb to the marketing of hope by the selling of fables, whether peddled by religious narratives, cosmetic companies, or self-help gurus?



The answer to each of the latter questions and countless others is best tackled by recognizing that Homo consumericus is a Darwinian organism shaped by millions of years of evolution. Consumers do not hang their biological heritage at the door once engaged in an act of consumption. It is my hope that after reading this book, individuals will walk away with an appreciation of the multitude of means by which our consumer choices are manifestations of our common biological heritage.

Marketer Takeaways

The consumer resides at the center of any marketing system, and as such any insights that augment marketers’ understanding of consumer behavior is advantageous. To the extent that much of marketing has operated outside of biology and evolutionary theory, marketers have had at best an incomplete comprehension of consumer behavior. At the most fundamental level, the key takeaway for marketers is the recognition that consumers display many human universals that transcend cultural and temporal settings. Consequently, individuals possess a common consumer instinct not because of the hegemony of American cultural imperialism (as espoused by many marketing luminaries) but rather because many of the commonalities that unite Indonesian, Brazilian, Japanese, and Egyptian consumers are rooted in our shared biological history.


A second broad takeaway for marketers deals with new product development, which is integral to the success of most consumer companies. Few marketers recognize that natural selection is the most prolific and successful of all product designers. The new field of biomimicry highlights the manner by which natural selection contributes to the design of new products or in the improvement of existing ones (see chapter 10). Interestingly, dogs’ noses are more discriminating than existing human-made machines. A gecko's feet contain adhesive properties unrivaled by any human-made synthetic compound, and a spider's silk is tougher and stronger than any human-made material. In each instance, natural selection has had millions of years to tinker in arriving at the optimal “product.” Marketers (and policy makers) would be well served to learn from the “product offerings” of natural selection.

Some of the practical questions of relevance to marketers that I shall tackle are:

 


	Can one identify products that are doomed for failure because they are incongruent with evolved preferences? For example, a publisher of romance novels recently offered new storylines in which male heroes were positioned as more “sensitive” than traditional ones typically portrayed within this literary genre. Eventually, this repositioning strategy failed, as women—who comprise the overwhelming majority of this market—were uninterested in the “gentle and sensitive” male archetype, as this is incongruent with their evolutionary-based mating preferences (as related to male heroes).

	Are there universal images of beauty that can be used in advertising? Does sexual imagery in advertising occur in similar manners across cultural settings?

	When should companies use a local versus global advertising strategy?

	Are there particular retail or urban environments that appeal to our evolved senses?

	Why do all successful global fast-food restaurants seem to do one thing well: offer tasty and highly caloric foods?

	How can marketers use innate sensorial preferences to create successful brands? For example, are there voice types that are perceived as universally appealing for telemarketing or radio endorsements?

	How is relationship marketing—namely, the strategies by which firms foster long-term associations with their clients—congruent with our evolved human nature?

	Can birth order be used to segment adopters of new product innovations?

	Can consumers be segmented along evolutionarily relevant morphological cues, such as their finger digit ratio or facial features?



 

Ultimately, an understanding of the biological forces that drive consumer behavior can only augment the marketer's ability to create products that better meet the consumer's needs and wants.

Policy Maker Takeaways

Numerous governmental agencies are mandated to protect consumers’ interests (e.g., the Food and Drug Administration, the Federal Trade Commission). Policy makers have a very practical interest in possessing the most scientifically accurate and complete understanding of consumption. Any framework that does not recognize the biological roots of maladaptive consumption (see chapter 9) will yield suboptimal intervention strategies. Most social marketers operate from the perspective of humans possessing a tabula rasa mind. They assume that if consumers behave “irrationally,” it must be because of incomplete information (i.e., the mind is not filled with the “correct” information) or exposure to negative socialization (the mind is filled with “wrong” information). I provide herewith a few illustrations of “negative socialization,” noting that the evidence in support for a supposed socialization link to bad behavior is tenuous at best.

 


	Exposure to pornography leads to rape. We therefore must regulate pornography.

	Violent video games and movies lead to violence. We therefore must regulate the contents of these products.

	Car chases in cop movies lead to reckless driving. We therefore must regulate the contents of these films.

	Exposure to fast-food commercials causes childhood obesity. We therefore must regulate advertising content.

	Exposure to pretty and skinny women causes eating disorders. We therefore must regulate such images.

	Hip-hop and rap songs lead to misogynistic attitudes. We therefore must regulate lyrical content (recall former Second Lady Tipper Gore's crusade in the 1980s).

	Barbie dolls and GI Joe action figures promote gender stereotypes. We therefore must encourage toy manufacturers to come up with gender-neutral toys.



 

As a result, from a policy perspective, it boils down to either the provision of new information or the regulation of “bad” information. In both instances, such programs can be quite costly to implement while being minimally effective.

I do not wish to imply that governmental policies meant to educate consumers always fail. For example, the recycling initiative has been very successful in large part because of the systematic education of consumers regarding the environmental benefits. However, it is important to recognize which type of information is needed in a particular context. Reminding teenage males of the death-defying nature of reckless driving is a poor strategy, as young men engage in such acts precisely because it is a costly and hence an honest signal of their courage (“I faced death and came out unscathed, while some do not”).30 Showing young women the aesthetic consequences of sun exposure on their skin (as in wrinkles) will be more effective than telling them that they will risk contracting melanoma in thirty years (the discounting of future costs for immediate benefits is itself an evolutionary mechanism). Demonstrating to young male smokers the immediate risk of impotence is more powerful than educating them about the prospective risks of heart disease they'll face at the age of fifty. Other examples of practical takeaways for policy makers include:

 


	Pharmaceutical and biomedical firms have relied on evolutionary theory in developing numerous products and programs of incalculable societal benefits (e.g., vaccinations). Interestingly, natural selection has given rise to superbugs that are resistant to antibiotics. In this case, humans have provided the selection pressures for such superbugs to evolve via the overprescription of antibiotics coupled with patient error (e.g., not completing the prescribed treatment). The bottom line is that evolutionary theory is centrally important in the management of consumers’ health.

	The recognition that particular demographic groups are universally more susceptible to specific forms of maladaptive consumption (see chapter 9). For example, men are much more likely to succumb to pathological gambling, pornographic addiction, and excessive risk taking, whereas women are the majority of sufferers when it comes to compulsive buying, eating disorders, and excessive suntanning. Understanding the reasons behind these universal epidemiological realities can yield more targeted intervention strategies.

	Understanding our biophilic nature (i.e., our love of nature) inspires our creation of work, commercial, urban, and hospital spaces that are aligned with our evolutionary-based landscape preferences (see chapter 2). For example, patients who are housed in rooms with windows recover more quickly than their counterparts in windowless spaces. Housing projects in US cities are a prime example of the consequences of seeking to optimize the wrong metric (e.g., minimize the cost of the building) rather than attempting to develop green settings that promote communal sociality.



 

Policy makers are entrusted with an onerous responsibility—they must enact intervention strategies that protect the consumer's well-being. Such an objective cannot be fully realized if the great majority of policy makers are unaware of how our evolved biology shapes our preferences, choices, and behaviors. Needless to say, an accurate understanding of the interplay between our genes and our unique life experiences is needed to advance the most effective social policies of relevance to consumer welfare. In the end, our happiness as consumers is driven by the intricate interplay of cultural and biological factors.

CONCLUSION

Consumers are cultural as well as biological beings. Although countless consumer-related preferences, needs, and desires vary across cultural settings, numerous others are universally similar because they are manifestations of a common consumer instinct. In some instances, cross-cultural consumer differences are themselves due to biological forces (i.e., nature shapes nurture). Our shared biological heritage, which has been forged by the dual Darwinian forces of natural and sexual selection, unites us within the proverbial global consumer village. Ultimately, to recognize the Darwinian roots of our consuming instinct is invaluable in order to understand our common human preferences, needs, and desires.
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If I have a plea on which to end, it is that social scientists refrain from the kinds of knee-jerk abhorrence of the evolutionary approach, and ask instead how this approach might benefit what they do.

—ROBIN I. M. DUNBAR,
BRITISH ANTHROPOLOGIST1

 

Whereas I have thus far largely focused on consumer behavior, the relevance of evolutionary psychology—and more generally evolutionary theory—extends to business in countless other contexts. Evolutionists have recently demonstrated the link between men's basal testosterone levels and their entrepreneurial activities. Other scholars have explored the relationship between testosterone levels and the daily gains or losses of male financial traders. The manner by which highly attractive job candidates are evaluated has also been investigated via an evolutionary lens. Additionally, economists have calculated the salary benefits that accrue to tall employees (an evolutionarily relevant cue). Other business areas that have recently been explored via an evolutionary lens include family businesses, executive decision making, human resource management, organizational citizenship behavior, leadership, sexual harassment in organizations, technological change, total quality management, accounting, finance, economics, management information systems, and business ethics.2 Notwithstanding these recent infusions of biology into business thinking, the nexus of evolutionary psychology and business remains largely unexplored territory.

BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BUSINESS SCHOOL

Business schools have existed for slightly more than one century. The earliest undergraduate, master's, and doctoral American business degree programs were founded between 1881 and 1920. In its early days, the business school focused on finding better ways to optimize the manufacturing process. This was in part due to the fact that business practice was driven by an ethos of production, as poignantly captured by Henry Ford's infamous edict: “Any customer can have a car painted any color that he wants so long as it is black.” In other words, consumers’ wants were largely unimportant. Viewed from this perspective, the key challenge facing a firm was to optimize its production runs along several possible metrics (e.g., minimize the waste of raw materials and/or maximize employee output). In the same way that customers’ needs were not central to a firm's core mission statement, employees’ needs were met only minimally (e.g., the requisite bathroom breaks). Employees’ personal growth and self-actualization were not at the forefront of business managers’ concerns at the turn of the twentieth century.

The next major philosophical shift in business practice took place when the customer was moved to the center of a business's core mission. Therefore, it was now important to consider consumers’ needs and wants, and fields such as marketing gained prominence not only in the practice of business but also in the business school curricula, as well as in academic research in the business sciences. These new realities effectively meant that the behavioral sciences had now gained greater prominence within the business sciences. In the 1950s, marketers imported many psychoanalytic ideas in their attempts to uncover consumers’ latent motives. Subsequently, social and cognitive psychology, as well as cultural anthropology and sociology, made inroads in the study of marketing.

The third important shift in the social contract between firms and their various constituents purported that businesses had to produce quality products in line with consumers’ preferences; they also had to provide work environments that allowed their employees to have fulfilling professional lives (think of Google's nurturing organizational culture); and they had to pursue these objectives while ensuring that no third parties were injured (e.g., harming the environment in the pursuit of the first two objectives would violate this new business ethos). These new developments led to an increase in the teaching of the so-called soft sciences in addition to maintaining a focus on traditional areas such as microeconomics and business statistics.

Irrespective of the era-specific business practices, biology and evolutionary theory have been almost completely ignored in understanding business phenomena. Generations of students, managers, and future academics have been educated in a wide range of business disciplines while fully disregarding the biological underpinnings that drive the behaviors of consumers, employees, and employers alike. Ultimately, our biology permeates every aspect of our daily reality, including our actions in the marketplace, and it is high time for the biological sciences to take their rightful place at the business round table. Of note, a small but growing number of scholars have begun exploring ways by which the neuro-sciences might inform the business sciences.

NEUROBUSINESS

With the advent of several brain-imaging technologies (e.g., functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging, or fMRI), scientists are now using these tools across a wide range of business disciplines, perhaps none more so than in the field of neuroeconomics. This cottage industry has recently spawned an endless variety of neuro-[fill in the blank] disciplines including neuroaccounting, neuroentrepreneurship, neuroethology, neurotheology, neuro-information systems, neuroarchitecture, and neurolaw. There is little that differentiates each of the latter fields other than the types of stimuli that are used. If brain imaging is conducted while the participant is evaluating a political speech, making a moral decision, viewing a product advertisement, watching a movie, or judging a prospective employee to hire, then the field will be referred to as neuropolitics, neuroethics, neuromarketing, neurocinematics, or organizational cognitive neuroscience, respectively. Generally speaking, the paradigm involves having participants complete a given task while their brains are imaged in vivo. The idea is to demonstrate differential neuronal activation in various parts of the brain as a function of the cognitive task that is being performed. This then allows the researcher to make inferences about the regions of the brain that are supposedly involved in specific forms of computational processing. In neuroeconomics, the tasks typically involve the processing of risky financial decisions with their associated gains and losses. If the prefrontal cortex displays intense activity when an individual faces a risky financial choice, this would imply that these decisions involve substantial cognitive effort (as opposed to affective-based processing, which elicits neural activity linked to emotions and feelings). If the amygdala is differentially activated when viewing a fear-inducing ad (as opposed to, say, an ad containing a lot of technical information), this provides further evidence that this region of the brain is involved in the processing of emotional content.

In a recent review of the applicability of neuroimaging across several applied settings, Dan Ariely and Gregory S. Berns were guardedly optimistic about the potential usefulness of this paradigm.3 They argued that neuronal-level data could potentially be used for predictive purposes. By correlating paper-and-pencil measures of consumer preferences with corresponding neuronal data, marketers might be able to better predict consumer wants, needs, and future purchases. This is based on the premise that brain-imaging data contain information that is otherwise unobtainable via standard marketing metrics. The reality though, as Ariely and Berns correctly point out, is that the existing research does not support this viewpoint. If anything, the additional predictive power of neuronal data is minimal at best. In a paper coau-thored with Justin Garcia, I argued that the neuroimaging paradigm will largely remain a fishing expedition for pretty brain images as long as no organizing theoretical framework exists to guide the research and provide coherence to the otherwise disjointed findings.4 Unlike the great majority of research that seeks to empirically test a priori hypotheses, much of the fMRI research typically provides fanciful posthoc explanations for the particular neuronal activation patterns that were captured. The allure of the paradigm lies in the complexity of the tool in question, along with the rigor of the associated analyses. This can at times lead to a phenomenon called the illusion of explanatory depth,5 whereby in this case researchers overestimate the extent to which they comprehend the inner workings of the brain, in part due to the apparent sophistication of the brain-imaging technologies.

While brain imaging might eventually prove to be a powerful tool for better understanding our consuming instinct, currently there are too many unknowns when it comes to our accumulated knowledge of the human brain to allow us to make maximal use of neuronal data. I also worry about the very real concern of scientific reductionism, seeking in this case to study higher-order consumer phenomena via an exploration of neuronal firings. Although all human phenomena are ultimately rooted in specific neural activation patterns, this does not necessarily imply that one can bridge the immense gap between higher-order cognitions and lower-order neural processes in a manner that provides us with greater explanatory power. In 2010, the FIFA soccer World Cup took place in South Africa. Prognosticating the eventual winner—Spain—might have involved an endless number of possible variables. However, let's assume that we had access to all the neuronal firings of all players during all the matches; these data would have added little if any additional explanatory or predictive information as to who the eventual winning country might be. Accordingly, individuals who are appalled by what could become apparent sinister applications of these technologies if placed in the “evil” hands of marketers need not worry. Lest you think that I am being melodramatic, a 2004 neuromarketing conference scheduled at Emory University was canceled after strong concerns were levied about the supposed ethical dangers if companies were to learn about consumers’ “buy buttons.” No such buttons exist, as the consumer's brain is infinitely more complex than that. Consequently, I fully agree with Ariely and Berns in their characterization of the brain-imaging paradigm as a mélange of hope and hype.

DARWINIAN RATIONALITY VERSUS ECONOMIC RATIONALITY

Earlier we explored the Darwinian rationales for various “irrational” consummatory behaviors. That said, behavioral scientists and economists have been engaged in a protracted debate regarding the inherent meaning and definition of human rationality. What does it mean to be a rational decision maker? Behavioral decision theorists have established unequivocally that humans do not adhere to the strict definition of rationality that is expected of Homo economicus6 This has been achieved via a never-ending array of clever experimental demonstrations of violations of rational choice.7 For example, the transitivity axiom posits that if a consumer prefers car A to car B, and car B to car C, this automatically implies that car A is preferred to car C. However, Amos Tversky—who passed away in 1996 and regrettably did not share in the Nobel Prize that was awarded to his long-term colleague Daniel Kahneman in 2002 for their collaborative works—showed that humans display intransitive preferences (i.e., a violation of rational choice).8 The reality is that one simply needs to watch The Price Is Right or Deal or No Deal to see individuals repeatedly violating chief tenets of economic rationality.9

The behavioral decision theory field has been so singularly focused on identifying such violations that many started to sarcastically refer to this research stream as the “violation-of-the-month club.” The one-sentence conclusion of more than four decades of research is that humans do not adhere to the tenets of Homo economicus. Without wishing to sound too dismissive, this is similar in spirit to physiologists, anatomists, and psychologists spending forty years conducting research to finally conclude that humans have bodies and minds that are different from those of the unicorn. Rather than spending so much time and effort demonstrating that which we are not (Homo economicus), behavioral decision theorists should have spent greater effort trying to uncover why we are the way that we are (i.e., the evolutionary foundations of our decision-making processes). This reminds me of two excellent posts that Satoshi Kanazawa, a fellow evolutionary psychologist and Psychology Today blogger, published on his blog on October 11, 2009, and October 18, 2009, titled “Predictably Irrational, Yes; Explainably Irrational, No” (Parts I and II). The opening paragraph of his October 11 post reads as follows:

My fellow PT blogger Dan Ariely is one of the most creative behavioral economists in the world today, one of the hotshots in currently the hottest academic field. Ariely is to behavioral economics what Steven Levitt (coauthor of Freakonomics) is to standard economics, simultaneously a superb and mind-bogglingly creative scientist and excellent communicator of their science to the general audience. As great as Dan Ariely is, however, he has one major flaw: He is not an evolutionary psychologist.10

I agree with Kanazawa's assessment of Ariely's brilliance, but more importantly Kanazawa hits the nail on the head regarding the lack of evolutionary insights in the work of behavioral decision theorists. For example, in his bestselling book Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions, Ariely does not mention the words Darwin or evolution once. The “hidden forces” that Ariely alludes to in his subtitle should be referring to the evolutionary forces that have shaped the human mind; however, they do not.

Recall that in chapter 5 I discussed the Ultimatum and Dictator Games in which an individual (player A) is given a sum of money (say $10) and is asked to split it with another (player B). Both of these games have had important roles in demonstrating that the axioms of rational choice inherent to Homo economicus are often blatantly incorrect. Specifically, the “rational” split for the Ultimatum Game should be the smallest possible denomination of the available sum of money to be split. For example, if $10 is to be split and it is available as forty quarters, then the “rational” split should be to offer player B nothing more than $0.25. This is based on the tenet that the utility of receiving something is greater than that of receiving nothing (from player B's perspective). Of course, there is a disutility in receiving an unfair offer, and accordingly individuals do not adhere to the axiom of income maximization and instead tend to offer roughly even and hence equitable splits. In
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