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Prologue: Shopping

In 1997 my two-year-old younger brother was diagnosed with juvenile type 1 diabetes. It is a chronic autoimmune disease where the body attacks and kills the cells within the pancreas that produce insulin, a hormone that assists the body in regulating glucose or sugar within the blood. If blood glucose levels increase, say after snacking on a sweet treat or drinking a sugary drink, the pancreas releases insulin into the bloodstream. Insulin then transfers this sugar from the blood into cells, where it is either used for energy or stored for later. People without a properly functioning pancreas, however, lack this ability to regulate their glucose levels. They must, therefore, manage their diet and exercise, and administer insulin themselves, to ensure continuous safe management of their blood sugar levels.

Once my brother had recovered from his hyperglycaemic coma and been released from hospital, we realised that, as a family, changes would have to be made to ensure my brother could manage his condition and live a relatively normal life. For a hyperactive two-year-old obsessed with football, exercise was not going to be a problem, and my parents were always on hand to administer the injections. However, a commitment to a change in diet was paramount. Up to that point, we had not eaten particularly unhealthily, but stricter controls on our consumption of sugary foods was vital to ensure that my brother would not fall ill unnecessarily. With us all adopting a sugar-controlled diet, we also intended to show solidarity and maintain a sense of normality.

The year 1997 was long before the invention of online grocery shopping. There was no option available that allowed us to filter out the sugar-laden options in supermarkets. The colour-coded traffic light system on labels in the UK that indicates high, medium or low sugar content would not become standard practice for another 15 years. So you would often find my parents being ‘that person’ in the food aisles. The one who stands there for ages intently studying the small print on a label and blocking the part of the shelf you are trying to access. With fewer regulations on food and drink labelling at the time compared to modern standards, this task of finding out the sugar content of each item was an exasperating one, which turned the weekly food shop into more of a treasure hunt. Countless hours were lost as we each turned detective, scouring the aisles and trying to decipher product labels. I imagine that if any of us had competed on the gameshow Supermarket Sweep, we would have won the jackpot.

Given our inexperience, any references to low sugar content provided welcome relief and reassurance that there were suitable alternatives if you looked hard enough. Having one day found a drink with the label ‘no added sugar’, we snapped it up and added it to the shopping basket. So you can imagine our surprise when my brother consumed the drink and we found his blood sugar levels dangerously skyrocketing. An emergency insulin injection and a kick-around with a football in the garden later, and a state of equilibrium had again been achieved. But what had happened? We were so confident in our decision making. How did we get it so wrong?

The lesson we learned, rather quickly given the possible dire consequences of making the incorrect decision, is that the label ‘no added sugar’ did not guarantee that there was no naturally occurring sugar in the product. A carton of fruit juice may state ‘no added sugar’, but given the high levels of sugar present in the fruit to begin with, the juice will still contain a significant amount. The correct alternative, at least for us, was to ensure that the label stated ‘sugar-free’ instead. The difference, at first glance, is minor, but the consequences for diabetics could be a major health event. We believed that we were behaving rationally and using our common sense to guide us in what to buy, but we still made a mistake due to a misinterpretation of just three words.

This was the genesis of my fascination (or perhaps obsession) with labelling and marketing in general. All those hours spent studying food labels in the supermarket and yet still making the incorrect decision was maddening. I still often think about the trust that consumers with health conditions such as diabetes, allergies or intolerances place into the hands of big brands, relying on them to inform us of their product make-up. Yet, the purpose of advertising those same products is to influence the consumer to buy them, which presents an interesting contradiction. What is more important to brands: whether their product is the correct thing for the consumer, or whether the consumer buys it at all? Brands influence us to purchase their products by selectively presenting information in a way that reassures us we are making the correct decision. They convince us that what they offer is what we urgently need. Or they draw in audiences with captive and creative advertisements that present the product as something impossible to resist, igniting a strong desire among consumers. But whether the product in question is truly right for us is another question entirely.

Over time, my family became savvy shoppers and developed a sort of immunity to the influences of branding, labelling and advertising. It was not until later in life that I decided to study the influence of marketing formally, even writing my thesis on the psychological influence of the ‘made in’ or country-of-origin label for my PhD project. I find labels and the influence of packaging and branding fascinating: it is not what the label does or does not tell you; it is how it tells you. Just like the ‘no added sugar’ label, packaging often does not need to use many words to influence people. Judgements can be formed extremely quickly based on the smallest piece of information. What may seem like unassuming or innocent claims on a label have been purposefully designed to get you to think or behave in a perfectly designed way, and then to buy. All my years of study and research in marketing and consumer behaviour have led me to one frightening yet incontrovertible conclusion: you’re under the influence, and you don’t even know it.


Under the influence

You’re addicted to buying. Oh, don’t deny it, you love it. Have you ever questioned your sanity after taking delivery of all those unnecessary late-night purchases, or following some spur-of-the-moment retail therapy? You long for the thrill of a bargain, the excitement of unwrapping something sparkly, or the pride in showing off an enviable new purchase to family, friends or strangers. Once you’ve had your first hit, you’re hooked, forever transformed as you frantically search or scroll for the next shopping-fuelled high. Living in such a material world provides options aplenty, with technology offering access to the world’s entire catalogue of things you need – or do not need – at your fingertips. The urge is irresistible. The act insatiable. The more you see, the more you want and the faster you want it. And the faster you buy, the easier it is for you to be influenced. You have been influenced on what you are wearing right now, the food you are eating for lunch, and the television show you will watch tonight. Something even influenced you to buy this book. Was it the blurb? The cover art? A recommendation from a friend?

The choices you made today were perfectly designed by someone or something else. You just did not notice. Although you may feel in control of your decisions and confident in your autonomy, you are in fact very easy to influence. This susceptibility is hardwired. At the centre of your decision making is the human brain, which may seem like an all-seeing, all-knowing entity, but it is limited by inbuilt structural quirks that affect your personal judgement and warp reality. You may believe your brain to be a complex, considered and capable processing machine. And it usually is. But it also has the uncanny ability to be … well, rather silly. Its very capacity is finite. Its operating system is limited and long overdue an upgrade. As a result, it must work fast, take shortcuts, and rely upon innate psychological structures to make decisions. It just so happens that the very best marketers know this too. They know which parts of the psyche to prod, poke and influence to get you to think, feel, believe and behave exactly the way they want you to.

The thought that some other entity possesses the means to control your choices is a frightening one. It is argued that around 95 per cent of our daily decisions, including shopping decisions, take place subconsciously.1 If your barriers are down, then your cognition is left exposed to the influence of others. You begin deciding what to do in ways that you yourself are not even aware of. I am not by any means arguing that you exercise your buying power in a zombie-like way (unless you choose to do most of your shopping sleep-deprived on your smartphone in bed late at night) – in fact, the opposite is true. We are all overstimulated, often unable to pause and think. We are constantly bombarded by brands and influencers who are seeking our attention, continuously creating new ways of manipulating us to buy now and think later.

We all shop and buy things, so in learning about the methods that brands use to influence shoppers, you might, in fact, learn something about yourself along the way. This book delves deep into the often weird and fantastical science at the heart of marketing that seeks to influence even the most monastic and frugal customers among us. Chapter 1 explores the computational power of the brain and its susceptibility to influence. Once you understand how and why we make (poor) decisions, the next chapters each investigate one key method of influence that brands use to get you to buy more. If you bought this book because you thought it was good value for money, or you want to know why you spend money carefully but, annoyingly, still feel that you spend too much, then Chapter 2, Rationality, explains why. If you were one of those frenzied shoppers panic buying toilet roll during the Covid-19 pandemic but do not know why you did, then Chapter 3, Irrationality, has the answer. If you are constantly making excuses to yourself (or others) when buying something you know you should not, the answers to why you do so can be found in Chapter 4, Logic; Chapter 5, Emotions, explains why we are commonly told not to shop when experiencing strong emotions. In a similar vein, Chapter 6, Personality, explores why sex sells, and how it can cause you to engage in surprising shopping behaviours. Chapter 7, Senses, explains why the entire supermarket shopping experience – from Christmas music to in-store bakeries – has been designed to influence you via your senses. In Chapter 8, Colours, you will learn why brands need to understand that pink is not just for girls, any more than blue is just for boys. If you feel like you are constantly trying to keep up with the Joneses, Chapter 9, People, will tell you why this is a fruitless task. Finally, if you have ever wondered why your shopping experience is vastly different to someone of a different gender, you can find out why in Chapter 10, Gender, together with how families are influenced to buy. The Epilogue then provides some simple strategies to help develop your own tolerances towards attention-seeking brands and their hidden ways of influencing you to buy their products. I will encourage you to pause before pressing the ‘buy now’ button – or at the very least, through the stories presented in this book, open your eyes to the amount of influence you are under when shopping.

Consider this book your compendium of catalogued methods of consumer influence, and me your guide, as we explore the subtle and inconspicuous ways big brands get you to buy in ways you probably did not even realise. This is the science of why we buy.





CHAPTER ONE Influenced

The very first marketplaces existed before currency had even been invented. People did not buy, they traded. The dynamics of exchanging or swapping goods and services relied upon a double coincidence of two parties each wanting something the other had. One farmer may have had a flock of chickens, and therefore eggs to feed themselves, but no sheep, and therefore limited wool to create clothing. The farmer in the neighbouring field, on the other hand, may have had a flock of sheep but no chickens. Each could trade what the other wanted and both could be fed and clothed.

In the absence of any fixed price, each person would barter, no doubt engaging in some jovial and witty methods of persuasion, seeking to influence the other to think that what they were trading was of equal worth to the thing they wanted. With the deal done and cemented with a handshake, the items would then be swapped. Customers would have been influenced by the talents and offerings of the barterer.

From Arabic souks and Persian bazaars to English village market squares, this system of back-and-forth bartering has been traced back thousands of years. In ancient Mesopotamia at around 3000 BC, temples and palaces facilitated some of the very first standardised commodity exchanges. In ancient Greek cities, the agora was a social hub that facilitated commerce, performance and political life. The Roman Forum of Rome became the heart of commercial and cultural activities, hosting many vendors and merchants. In the Middle East, trading was often confined to specific areas of the city by law. Streets were filled with stalls offering products ready to be bartered, with canopies stretched above them to protect traders from the intense heat of the sun.

As societies developed and areas became more urbanised, markets became permanent fixtures within towns and cities. The emergence of independent rudimentary currencies – like seashells, spices and precious metals – transformed the way goods were exchanged. Bartering was replaced with standardised ‘pricing’ and credit systems, and customers were now influenced by the cost of the item being sold. Slowly these areas of commerce became connected via trade routes, perhaps the most famous being the Silk Road, a network of trade routes that connected Asia to Europe and Africa, facilitating international trade. Suddenly, people (mostly the wealthy) were exposed to a variety of new and exotic tastes and products from across the continents. As a result, trade in Islamic countries flourished, creating new opportunities for merchants in places like Cairo and Baghdad to sell their luxury goods of spices and textiles to new buyers. Customers were now able to be influenced by the luxuriousness and exoticness of the items being sold.

Soon after, European colonial expansion created global markets. Where the Silk Road allowed for the distribution of goods on land, maritime trade allowed for the distribution of goods overseas. Merchants were able to reach new international markets, and everything from spices to slaves flowed between increasingly connected marketplaces. With this globalised commerce came the formation of economic rules and demand structures. Trading policies were formalised by global trade networks and financial markets, such as London’s Royal Exchange or Amsterdam’s Stock Exchange, which reinforced class structures within society: the bourgeoisie (or merchant class), who were the wealthiest, and the proletariat, the working class. The upper classes, who amassed considerable wealth and ownership of goods and industry, also obtained immense influence over production and the flow of trade.

In the eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution in Western Europe and North America brought about the transition from handmade production methods to mechanised factory systems. New technological inventions and innovations allowed products to be mass-produced in great quantities. The manufacturer who could create and distribute their products to customers the fastest not only dictated the market price but also developed relationships with the customer to influence repeat business. In the United States, the expansion of the railroad led to the use of mail order shopping and delivery via catalogues. Customers were able to order the products they required, which were then delivered to a train station of their choice. Customers were influenced to buy based on convenience and how fast products could be delivered.

This foreshowed the customer convenience culture that people are familiar with today. The post-war boom from the 1940s onwards was a time of unprecedented growth in the manufacturing and selling of goods. Mass production reduced manufacturing costs and increased the availability of goods, while the creation of jobs also resulted in the emergence of consumer classes with additional income to spend. With so many options on offer, more efficient ways to sell to customers were developed, such as the department store, which allowed brands to directly influence their customers within carefully controlled spaces. Le Bon Marché in Paris and Harrods in London transformed the once utilitarian necessity of shopping into a lifestyle and even a status symbol. Likewise, the creation of the supermarket offered lower-priced products and convenience to shoppers. There was no longer a need to visit a chemist, tobacconist, baker, butcher, fishmonger and greengrocer. Suddenly, all these products that once had to be individually sourced could be found under one roof. The price of this convenience, however, was trading the personal relationships customers had formed with their local butcher or fishmonger and replacing them with a faceless, impersonal brand entity.

Carefully crafted retail spaces, however, allowed customers to browse products they may never have even seen before, providing a wealth of opportunity to influence shoppers to purchase new things. Stores became the battlegrounds of mass-produced goods all vying for the attention of customers. Shopping malls, first launched during the mid-twentieth century in the United States, became places of entertainment, shopping and leisure, much like the Greek agora or Roman Forum. The marketplace was once again transformed from a place that was purely transactional to one that was experiential.

Capitalist economies became consumer societies, with more people than ever having the means to engage in materialistic pursuits, given the amount of choice on offer by manufacturers and the distribution of wealth within society. Brands began to influence people based on creating demand for their products, rather than solely informing customers about their products.

This increased demand led to there being more products on offer within the marketplace. The number of brands grew rapidly, which also generated intense competition between them. Brands were battling to capture the hearts and minds of the customers. The more options a customer can choose from, the more a brand has to work to convince the customer that its offerings are superior to similar ones. Working with advertising agencies, brands began developing ways to influence customers based on emergent learnings from psychology and the science of behavioural economics to stand out from the crowd and reach audiences in new ways, bringing about the golden age of advertising.

On the radio, jingles were used to create memorable impressions of products, with one of the first radio advertisements being broadcast in the 1920s for real estate in Queens, New York. In the 1930s, the American consumer goods corporation Procter & Gamble became one of the first sponsors of a radio daytime serial drama, advertising their soap and household products to housewives. The ‘soap opera’ was born. The surge in television sets in the 1950s allowed brands to go further and influence their customers in live-action format. Advertisements were no longer simply about describing the product, but visually showcasing the product being used, allowing customers to imagine themselves using it and how it might improve their lives. Brands were not just describing the product. They were instilling a desire, or selling a dream.

Innovative consumer goods brands even began to create characters to represent and sell their products. The J. Walter Thompson advertising agency was responsible for some of the most memorable advertising campaigns. It created the Snap, Crackle and Pop characters for Kellogg’s Rice Krispies cereal in an attempt to liven up breakfast time, and the Andrex puppy to leverage the power of cuteness to sell toilet paper. It is even believed to have popularised the grilled cheese sandwich to help Kraft sell more of its cheese slices.

Live-action advertisements influenced customers through emotions and humour, or otherwise increased the desirability of the products just by being seen. Brands started to develop personalities too: customers could look as cool as the Marlboro Man or as adventurous as the Milky Bar Kid, or long to be saved by Cadbury’s Milk Tray Man. Influence was based on an aspiration to be like or imitate the person depicted within the commercial.

It is important to note that this consumer revolution did not happen everywhere or all at once. Many countries under autocratic or communist rule did not allow private ownership of manufacturing industries or freedom of consumer choice. Some still do not. However, many countries today, even those with more tyrannical governments at the helm, do engage in international trade at varying levels. They may not be fully developed consumerist societies
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