

[image: ]




HACKING
THE
HUMAN
MIND

THE BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE SECRETS BEHIND 17 OF THE WORLD’S BEST BRANDS

RICHARD SHOTTON
MICHAELAARON FLICKER

[image: ]



CONTENTS



	Cover

	Title Page

	Contents

	Praise for Hacking the Human Mind

	Introduction: Five Guys

	Goal dilution effect





	Chapter 1: Kraft Mac & Cheese

	Expectation assimilation

	Pareidolia





	Chapter 2: Starbucks’ Pumpkin Spice Latte

	Scarcity

	Nostalgia





	Chapter 3: Snickers

	Trigger moments

	Humor





	Chapter 4: Apple

	Concreteness

	Optimal newness





	Chapter 5: Amazon Prime

	Sunk cost fallacy

	Charm pricing





	Chapter 6: Aperol

	Social proof

	Averted gaze





	Chapter 7: Häagen-Dazs

	Foreign branding

	Descriptive language





	Chapter 8: Red Bull

	Price relativity

	Price as a badge of quality

	Costly signaling





	Chapter 9: Guinness

	Pratfall effect





	Chapter 10: Liquid Death

	Von Restorff effect

	Red sneakers effect

	Mere exposure effect





	Chapter 11: Dyson

	Illusion of effort

	Danger of claimed data





	Chapter 12: Facebook

	Uncertain rewards

	Make it easy





	Chapter 13: Klarna

	Present bias

	Temporal reframing





	Chapter 14: Got Milk?

	Loss aversion

	Messenger effect





	Chapter 15: Kentucky Fried Chicken

	Information gaps

	Zeigarnik effect

	False scarcity





	Chapter 16: Pringles

	Keats heuristic

	Synesthesia





	Conclusion

	Semmelweis reflex





	Further Resources

	References

	Footnotes

	Endnotes

	Acknowledgments

	About the Authors

	Copyright






Praise for
Hacking the Human Mind

“Superb marketing is both an art and a science. I know of no better proof than in the engaging and illuminating content of this book, which shows how some of our most successful brands simultaneously mastered each to great effect.”

— Robert Cialdini, New York Times bestselling author, Influence and Pre-Suasion

“This is a great book. Practical, generous and insightful.”

— Seth Godin, 22-time bestselling author, entrepreneur and teacher

“This is a book for the ages. The authors have ingeniously used behavioral science to reverse-engineer the psychological genius that lies hidden behind many of the world’s greatest brands.”

— Rory Sutherland, Vice Chairman at Ogilvy, UK, and author, Alchemy

“A fascinating look at how today’s top brands have used subtle cues and smart design to draw attention and inspire action. Wonderful mix of rigorous evidence and quirky stories, told in a way that’s clear, practical, and fun to read. Ideas and tactics you can put to work immediately.”

— Jonah Berger, Professor and bestselling author, Contagious and The Catalyst

“You’ll discover behavioral science through the world’s most iconic brands, and you’ll get insight into those brands’ practices through the basic principles of behavioral science. Shotton and Flicker have crafted a smart, witty, and incredibly useful guide for anyone looking to understand (and influence) humans.”

— Ayelet Fishbach, Professor and author, Get It Done

“If you want to change human behaviour, you need to understand human behaviour. Read this book and you’re off to a flying start. Behavioural science distilled into simple, easy-to-apply ‘mind hacks’, not just to retrospectively explain other brands’ successes, but to help us all proactively plan for our brand’s success.”

— Sarah Carter, Global Planning Partner at adam&eveDDB and co-author, How Not To Plan

“If you like your creative inspiration backed up by hard numbers and provable statistics, instead of just empty rhetoric, this is the book for you.”

— Dave Trott, Creative director and author, Predatory Thinking

“Part storytelling, part practical insight, all valuable. Hacking the Human Mind is a must read for every marketer. Enjoy the fun and fascinating stories from your favorite brands, with details of the science-backed reasons behind their success so you can see some of your own. Do yourself a favor and pick up this book before your competition does.”

— Melina Palmer, CEO, The Brainy Business and author, The Truth About Pricing

“Shotton and Flicker blend vivid storytelling with cutting-edge research to explain how subtle cues, framing, and behavioral biases influence everyday decisions. Whether you’re a marketer, entrepreneur, or just fascinated by what makes people tick, this is your essential guide to turning insight into impact.”

— Tali Sharot, Professor and author, The Influential Mind




INTRODUCTION: FIVE GUYS

IMAGINE A SUNNY day on the boardwalk in Ocean City, Maryland. It’s the mid-1980s, muscle tees and acid-washed denim abound. Jerry Murrell is out with his four almost-adult sons.

Jerry had offered his oldest boys a choice: go to college if they desired, or use the funds to start a business. They opted for the latter. So getting the family enterprise off the ground mattered — in fact, their futures depended on it. They were always on the lookout for inspiration.

And on that day, amid the garish food shacks, Jerry and his sons were struck by one seller in particular: Thrasher’s French Fries. Because Thrasher’s offered one thing: fries, nothing more. Just great fries. Jerry was struck by the simplicity of it:


I saw something I just couldn’t believe. . . they had a place selling boardwalk fries. . . There must’ve been 20 places selling boardwalk fries, but only one place had a long line. And that was Thrasher’s. The line was 100ft long all day long.

So me and the kids, that got into our minds. . . Hamburgers. Fries. Keep it simple. Might work. And that’s where the idea came from.1



In 1986, Arlington, VA, Jerry and his family opened the first Five Guys Burgers and Fries.

Five Guys prides itself on offering the best burger and fries. When they first opened, there was no vegan or fish option, no chicken, no salads, no ice cream. The focus was squarely on high-quality beef patties served with a generous portion of top-notch fries.

Jerry thought it might work, and it did. The first store thrived, Jerry quit his day job and in 2002, as the brand grew, they began offering franchises. Since then, Five Guys has grown to become one of America’s favorites in the “better burger” category, and is taking off globally with over 1,800 stores worldwide, and 1,500 more on the way.2

Doing one thing beautifully

Murrell clearly had a nose for business. Because he sniffed out the major reason for Thrasher’s success — an aspect with a strong behavioral science foundation.

In choosing to focus on only one product, he was applying a finding from psychology called the goal dilution effect. It’s fascinating and somewhat counterintuitive: people tend to believe a product or service is less effective when it claims to achieve many things, compared to when it focuses on a single purpose.


People tend to believe a product or service is less effective when it claims to achieve many things, compared to when it focuses on a single purpose.



A key study revealing this psychological phenomenon was carried out in 2007 by Ying Zhang and Ayelet Fishbach at the University of Chicago. They gave people information describing how eating tomatoes could achieve either one goal (“help prevent cancer”), or two goals (“help prevent cancer and degenerative disease of the eye”). Participants were then asked to rate how effective eating tomatoes was at achieving the first goal (preventing cancer).

Strangely, people rated eating tomatoes as 12% more effective at preventing cancer when this was given as the only benefit, compared to being listed along with another goal. It’s not logical. But we are more confident when just one advantage is presented.

The goal dilution effect has a clear implication for any marketer — focus on conveying one clear benefit to your customers. If you add multiple reasons to believe, it will dilute the credibility and impact of the core reason.

This phenomenon seems to be one that Murrell was intuitively alert to. The Five Guys menu is much shorter than your average burger joint. This primes customers to expect that the food will be delicious. In effect, the exact same burger will be rated as tastier than it would if served by an all-purpose chain. Of course — Five Guys still has to be a great brand, with great service and a great product. But the goal dilution effect gives them an edge.

They now serve 165 million burgers a year.3 Those Five Guys (now, the five Murrell sons) are raking in over $2.3 billion in sales per year.4

And all made a little more possible because Murrell picked an evidence-based behavioral insight from a brand he admired.

Why this story matters

We — like Murrell — believe that one of the surest ways to get better, faster, is to learn from others. That’s what this book is all about.

But most brands are more complex than Thrasher’s Fries. It’s hard to tease out what’s responsible for their success when they apply hundreds of marketing moves simultaneously.

In this book, we analyze some of the world’s most successful companies through the lens of behavioral science. Of all the tactics they have used, we highlight the ones that have been proven to work in controlled conditions.

Chapter by chapter, we take each brand in turn — looking at the principles they used, the behavioral science that backs them up, and the practical takeaways any marketer can use.

Identifying those tactics that have a solid behavioral science underpinning will help you decide which aspects of a brand you might want to adopt for yourself — so you can get rid of the guesswork and power up your own efforts with evidence.

This isn’t imitation — it’s a shortcut. A way to leap years ahead of expensive trial and error by learning what others have already figured out.

Evidence: there for the taking

This book is not just about “what worked” — it’s about why. We connect the dots between marketing success and the behavioral science that explains it.

What do we mean by behavioral science?

It combines ideas from psychology, sociology, economics, and neuroscience, aiming to uncover human biases through scientific research. Essentially, it’s a collection of peer-reviewed, academic experiments that reveal how people actually behave. Not how they claim to, or as logic might suggest they should.


“Thinking is to humans as swimming is to cats: they can do it, but they’d prefer not to.”
— Daniel Kahneman



There’s a broad idea that humans don’t like to expend too much energy in order to reach a decision. It’s been succinctly summed up by psychologist Susan Fiske, who described people as “cognitive misers.” Or, as Daniel Kahneman wittily put it: “Thinking is to humans as swimming is to cats: they can do it, but they’d prefer not to.”

Instead, the human brain takes shortcuts, using quick rules of thumb that are often hard-wired, subconscious processes. And these are prone to systematic errors, or what we call behavioral biases. Crucially, if you’re aware of these biases you can work with human nature, rather than against it. And that will always be more effective.

Around the world, researchers are running randomized controlled trials, testing interventions, and publishing papers that show how humans actually make decisions. But their findings are rarely put to commercial use.

We think that needs to change. As businesses, we’ve relied too long on instinct, intuition, “marketing magic,” and not enough on evidence.

That’s what brought the two of us together — Richard from London, MichaelAaron from New York — both searching for better ways to make marketing more effective. Different countries, same problem: how do we make sure the money we spend is actually changing people’s behavior?

We created a podcast, “Behavioral Science for Brands”, to explore these topics and decided to write this book to share some of our biggest learnings thus far.

How this book works

Each chapter focuses on a single leading brand, opening with the story of its success and dissecting some of its winning elements. We go beneath the surface to connect their actions to behavioral science principles.

This isn’t just about theory. It’s about making clear recommendations for marketers, agencies, and anyone who runs a brand.

So we close each chapter with three key takeaways. These are brief summaries of the main behavioral insights, giving you an at-a-glance reminder of how to take action. Simple tools that you can use in your next brief, your next pitch, or your next board meeting.

Our hope is that you move beyond treating these chapters as interesting case studies. That you take the insights seriously enough to try them. Test them. And make your brand work better by aligning it more closely with how people actually behave.

We’re doing that with clients, with students, and with our own portfolio of brands. And we hope you’ll do the same.
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KRAFT MAC & CHEESE

MMM, MAC AND cheese. The ultimate quick and easy comfort food. All creamy carbs and melty cheese — and we’re under no illusion that it’s any kind of healthy.

But its nutritional credentials may be better than you think. And Kraft was, well, a bit crafty, when it came to making some health-focused improvements to its popular convenience food.

Let’s take a look at what worked so well for this brand.

A hint of Italian

Macaroni and cheese has European roots, although it’s not as entirely Italian as you might expect for a pasta dish. A 14th-century English cookbook featured a dish called makerouns made of pasta and cheese — described at the time as pieces of boiled dough layered with cheese and butter.

So, in one form or another, Europeans have been enjoying the dish for at least 600 years.

It took a while longer for the recipe to cross the Atlantic: the story goes that the personal chef to Thomas Jefferson was so impressed with the dish on a visit to Paris that he brought it back for his boss.

Early versions of mac and cheese were high effort, involving making pasta from scratch and whipping up a cheesy accompaniment. The concept of a convenient pasta and cheese combination didn’t arrive until the 1920s, when a salesman struck on the idea of attaching packs of Kraft cheese to boxes of pasta with a rubber band and selling them as a pair.

Kraft developed the idea and in 1937, just before the outbreak of World War II, the brand sold its first boxed macaroni and cheese. It was an immediate hit. Wartime dairy and meat rationing had a lot to do with this success: shoppers could get hold of two Kraft Dinners for just one coupon, helping stretched households to feed the family. Another important factor was that, with more women working away from home during the war, convenience foods were taking off. And, of course, you didn’t need a fridge to store it.*

In the first year of launch alone, nine million boxes were sold.5 And its popularity hasn’t dipped since: Kraft now reportedly sells one million boxes per day.6

How we process processed foods

Given the ever-growing emphasis on the need for more natural foods, you might expect enthusiasm for highly processed Kraft Dinners to be waning.

Seeing the way the nutritional wind was blowing, Kraft decided it was time to improve the health credentials of its recipe, and cut out artificial ingredients like preservatives, flavorings and colorings. But, counter to what many brands might do, it kept quiet about the move.

In 2016, the ingredients list changed. For example, instead of the artificial colorings that previously lent the dish its dayglow orange hue, we saw instead a selection of natural spices: paprika, turmeric and annatto.

And guess what? Nobody seemed to notice. Or, if they noticed, they didn’t mind. Sales remained strong — Kraft had successfully healthified one of its leading products by stealth.

Why didn’t they trumpet the recipe improvements? Well, it’s possible the brand knew about an important behavioral bias we call expectation assimilation.

We taste what we expect to taste

The expectation assimilation phenomenon defines how, in general, we get what we expect to get. Our experiences are significantly influenced by our expectations.

Unfortunately for healthier brands, we expect foods that are good for us to taste bad. Perhaps we recall being urged to eat bland veggies as a child. Or perhaps it’s the strong evolutionary advantage to being naturally drawn to sweet, high-fat, calorie-dense foods. Either way, in our minds, healthy = yuk.

Now, as rational adults, we know that nutritious food can also be tasty. But somehow, we still expect an unpleasant experience. And this negative expectation can become self-fulfilling.

One study looking at this was conducted in 2006 by Rajagopal Raghunathan of UT Austin’s McCombs School of Business, and colleagues. They gave guests at a party an Indian yogurt drink called a mango lassi.

It wasn’t a particularly well-known drink, allowing researchers to explore initial reactions to the new experience. Half of the guests were told the lassi was healthy; the other half that it was unhealthy. All were asked to rate whether they liked it.

The results were revealing. Those who believed the drink to be unhealthy rated it as 55% tastier than those who thought it was good for them. The very idea of healthiness negatively impacted taste perception.

There’s more research showing we prefer the experience of something we know (or believe) to be a little bit naughty.

And it’s not just our perception of flavor that’s influenced by what we expect — it’s our behavior as well. Evidence of this comes from a 2017 study by Bradley Turnwald and colleagues from Stanford University, who explored the effect of descriptions on food consumption.

In a large university cafeteria, they randomized the descriptions of vegetable dishes on offer. Each day for seven weeks, a chosen plant-based dish was randomly labeled in one of four ways:


	basic (e.g., “plant-based beans and shallots”);

	healthy restrictive (e.g., “light ‘n’ low-carb plant-based beans and shallots”);

	healthy positive (e.g., “healthy energy-boosting plant-based beans and shallots”); and

	indulgent (e.g., “sweet sizzlin’ plant-based beans and crispy shallots”).



In alignment with the lassi study, labeling dishes as healthy had unfortunate consequences. A healthy description made it less likely that people would pick vegetables. In fact, healthy positive labels reduced sales by 7% and healthy restrictive by 11% compared to the basic option.

The most effective way of boosting vegetable consumption was to describe the dishes in an indulgent way — that increased sales by 25% versus the basic option.

Chart 1: Indulgent labels increase sales more than healthy ones

[image: Sales figures for vegetable dishes with four different labels. The sales unit for each label is as follows. Basic: 177. Healthy Restrictive: 158. Healthy Positive: 164. Indulgent: 222. An arrow indicates a 25 percent increase from the Basic option to the Indulgent option.]
Source: Adapted from Turnwald (2017).


So, the exact same dish was purchased significantly more often when described in tasty terms rather than healthy. This finding has widespread applications. When marketers are trying to encourage behaviors that have an ethical purpose — for example, sustainable or healthy products — they normally default to stressing that virtuous element. However, the Turnwald study suggests a more counter-intuitive approach. Sometimes the best way to promote the most wholesome of products is to focus on appeal, not duty.

If that sounds a little abstract, consider Tesla. When they launched, they focused on desirability not environmental benefits — they emphasized the car as a status symbol with out-of-this-world acceleration rather than promoting its low carbon emissions.

Or consider Budweiser’s original non-alcoholic offering. Rather than just emphasize what people were missing out on, they called it Prohibition Brew. A tantalising way of adding some mystique to the product.

It seems that Kraft knew the risks of emphasizing healthiness. Initially, there was no flagging of the new product’s healthier credentials. Kraft’s genius was waiting until everyone had been eating the dish for several months before highlighting the ingredient change. And those few months were a crucial part of its campaign.

Timing is everything

Kraft’s strategy was based on holding back.

In fact, it based an entire campaign around the delayed reveal of the recipe changes. Going public after three months, it admitted that customers had been buying the new product without knowing it.

With 50 million boxes sold during that time, Kraft called this the “World’s Biggest Blind Taste Test.”7 On the day of the big reveal, ads featured headlines like, “We would invite you to try it, but you already have” and the social hashtag #didntnotice.

The resulting media traction was impressive, and strong sales followed.

There is experimental evidence to suggest this approach is likely to be effective. Getting customers to try a product before announcing a possible negative change removes the opportunity for expectation assimilation to kick in.

In 2006, Leonard Lee from Columbia University, alongside colleagues, conducted a study into how people’s expectations influence their preferences. They asked 388 bar-goers to taste two drinks: a regular beer (Budweiser) and one called “MIT brew” (the regular beer plus a few drops of balsamic vinegar).

Drinkers were split into three groups. The first group tasted the beers without knowing about the secret ingredient (the vinegar). When questioned, 59% of them preferred the MIT brew.

The second group were told that the MIT brew contained vinegar before tasting. Consistent with the other experiments we’ve discussed, hearing about an off-putting ingredient affected taste perceptions. In this setup, a mere 30% favored the MIT brew.

The third group were told that the beer contained vinegar too — but only after tasting (and before indicating their preferences). Here, 52% of drinkers preferred the MIT brew. That’s almost double compared to those told about the vinegar before sampling.

Table 1: Telling people about an unappealing ingredient after sampling worked best

[image: The percentage of people who preferred a beer with balsamic vinegar, based on three conditions, is as follows. Not told about vinegar: 59. Told about vinegar before drinking: 30. Told about vinegar after drinking: 52. An arrow indicates a 73 percent increase from the second group to the third group.]
Source: Adapted from Lee (2006).

Participants who know about the vinegar before drinking are presumably imagining they can taste it when they take a sip. When told about it after tasting, they can’t retrospectively change their initial reaction.

The implication is clear: if you have to reveal information that could create negative taste perceptions, do so after your customers have had a chance to sample the product. Once people have come to their own conclusions about a taste, the influence of expectation assimilation is weakened.

Kraft knew this and gave their customers plenty of time to experience the new recipe before revealing changes that risked negatively impacting perceived flavor.

There are plenty of simple ways you can apply these findings. Say you’re launching a healthier variant of your brand, perhaps a reduced-sugar soda or fat-free chips. If you run a sampling program, before you give customers the product, make sure to set positive expectations by focusing on the taste credentials. Only afterwards should you mention the lack of sugar or fat.

‘Future you’ will love it

Of course, some brands just have to talk about healthy benefits upfront. If this is you, behavioral science offers another useful insight.

The most effective approach is likely to involve targeting customers who are making decisions for the future. Because there’s evidence to show that we’re pretty bad at predicting what our future selves will want.

In 1998, Daniel Read and Barbara van Leeuwen from Leeds University ran a study looking at how timing impacts food decisions. Two hundred employees in Denmark were assigned to one of two groups:


	Group one were offered either an apple or a candy bar that they would receive in one week.

	Group two were offered either an apple or a candy bar to eat straight away.



Around 50% of participants in group one chose the apple, knowing they would receive the snack in a week’s time. However, for group two, who received the snack right away, only 19% went for the healthier apple — 81% instead opted for candy. So, half the participants chose the apple for their future selves, even though the evidence suggests that candy would be better appreciated at the point of consumption.

Table 2: Choices for the future self vary from current preferences



	
	
APPLE


	
CANDY BAR





	
Eat in one week


	
50%


	
50%





	
Eat immediately


	
19%


	
81%






Source: Adapted from Read and van Leeuwen (1998).

If you’ve ever found yourself having to pre-order for a group dinner, this same bias may have swayed you. Did you pick the healthy fish option with steamed vegetables and baked potatoes and then stare ruefully at your fellow diners’ steak and fries?

What this means for brands is that if you’re selling something that customers think they should want, focus your efforts on well-planned purchasing situations, such as the weekly online grocery shop.

In contrast, candy bars and other indulgences are best marketed as last-minute, unplanned treats at the checkout. Which is exactly why you’ll find them there.

Serve with a smile

So, Kraft has effectively managed the issue of expectation assimilation in order to introduce healthy changes without inciting a revolt among fans.

But this is not the only marketing wizardry at play. Kraft also harnesses a fascinating bias called pareidolia. Have you ever spotted a face in an unlikely place? On the headlights of a passing car? Or a church door, like the image below? That’s pareidolia.

Figure 1: St. Nicholas Church in Tallinn

[image: The front facade of Saint Nicholas Church features a tall steeple and a face-like appearance on its door. A doorway is centered with a large, arched window above it. Two small circular windows on either side of the doorway appear as eyes, and the arched doorway and window as nose and mouth.]
Source: Shotton (2024).

Humans are hardwired to pick out patterns — and particularly faces — from randomness. We see recognizable things in clouds, marks on the wall, burnt bits of toast, etc.; and the phenomenon lies at the heart of the psychological assessment called the Rorschach inkblot test.

Pareidolia has long been recognized as a human trait. Leonardo da Vinci reportedly once said:


If you look at any walls spotted with various stains or with a mixture of different kinds of stones, if you are about to invent some scene you will be able to see in it a resemblance to various different landscapes adorned with mountains, rivers, rocks, trees, plains, wide valleys, and various groups of hills.



As with many — if not all — of the biases we discuss, the explanation may be evolutionary. As a species, we would never have survived without other people to help us. We’re tribal. So, a powerful ability to recognize faces has been fundamental to our existence.

As David Robson put it in a 2014 article on the subject:


Human survival depends so heavily on others — whether we need their help, or fear their violence — that we need to react quickly and understand their motives. So the brain may be wired to quickly detect others whenever it can. If we occasionally make a mistake and see a face in tree bark, that’s less serious than failing to spot someone hiding in the bushes.



There’s evidence from psychology to show that this is still an influential bias. Gianluigi Guido at the University of Salento led a study that showed that facelike objects were particularly likely to grab our attention.

In 2019, the researchers showed 154 participants pairs of print ads, one with a pareidolian face and one without.

They found that in 80% of ad pairs, the one with a pareidolian face received significantly greater attention than its faceless counterpart. Interestingly, this attention-grabbing capacity was most effective during the shortest exposure to ads (0.5 seconds), where 92% of the pareidolian versions received the greatest attention.

Kraft has successfully exploited the pareidolian phenomenon with its packaging, which features a macaroni smile. And it’s turned that noodle smile into one of its biggest brand assets. All of which helps to grab attention in the supermarket — and encourage shoppers to indulge in some comfort eating (without artificial ingredients).


“If your advertising goes unnoticed, everything else is academic.” — Bill Bernbach



So, the final learning that marketers can take from Kraft is a simple design one: don’t underestimate the power of pareidolia. If you can add a design element to your packaging or ads that bears even a passing resemblance to a face, you’ll be more likely to catch people’s attention. According to Guido’s study this is especially important in settings with limited dwell time, like a store or online.

And attention is not just a nice-to-have; it’s an essential ingredient of a successful campaign. As the creative director Bill Bernbach said, “If your advertising goes unnoticed, everything else is academic.”

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS



	Don’t lead with the lettuce: Customers equate healthiness with bad taste. Unfortunately, those expectations become self-fulfilling and affect the actual experience of the product. So, think carefully before you focus on goodness.

	Time your health pitch right: If your healthy credentials are a critical message, target customers who are planning for the future. When we’re thinking about our future selves, we’re much more likely to behave in the way we feel we ought to. That’s when a health message resonates best.

	Put a face to it: Don’t underestimate the power of a face. Customers are instinctively drawn to them.
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STARBUCKS’ PUMPKIN SPICE LATTE

NOTHING HERALDS THE shift from summer to fall quite like the annual release of Starbucks’ Pumpkin Spice Latte. So iconic that it now has its own Wikipedia page, merchandise and fan clubs, the beverage has been one of the coffee giant’s most popular since its launch in 2003.

So, what lies at the heart of this sweet success? A few standout behavioral biases have lent a hand.

A seafaring past

There’s something a little fishy about the Starbucks logo, with its mermaid-esque figure. In fact, while there’s nothing particularly mythical about the brand heritage, there is an oceanic link.

The name was inspired by a combination of a Moby Dick character, first mate Starbuck, and a town on an 1800s map: Starbos. The brand team had been searching for something starting with a St, believing this to be a powerful sound — and they were right, in this case.

According to Gordon Bowker, one of the original co-founders, it’s the sound of the word more than any link to the ocean that matters — although the website has a more lyrical claim that the name “evoked the romance of the high seas and the seafaring tradition of the early coffee traders.”

Bowker and colleagues established the flagship Starbucks store in Seattle in 1971, originally to sell roasted coffee beans and coffee-making kit. It wasn’t until the 1980s that new owner Howard Schultz took Starbucks in the cafe direction. He’d founded a coffeehouse brand called Il Giornale, inspired by
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