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Engaging Shoppers  
 Through Decision Science

 Long-held notions that shoppers make decisions either rationally or 
emotionally are being displaced by a more intuitive and interactive 
system of decision-making analysis.

 Applying the principles of “behavioral economics” to marketing 
research may provide more accurate and nuanced understanding of 
consumer behavior.

 Such methods can unearth the implicit associations between a brand 
and a consumer’s deep-seated goals and values, which can then be 
correlated with purchase intention.

 Certain core concepts such as framing, anchoring and decision-
interface may be applied in ways that can “prime” a shopping 
environment to trigger or “nudge” consumers toward a desired behavior. 

 Behavioral and perception science-based !ndings can offer guidance 
on how to manage signals and codes along consumer and shopper 
journeys.

 Using these techniques, marketers can architect pre-shop programs 
that meet shopper needs and emotionally captivate them as they plan 
trips and build lists.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

Marketers are turning to behavioral economics to gain 
a deeper understanding of how consumers shop and to 
exert more in!uence over their purchase decisions.



O ne of the built-in assumptions of classical econom-
ic theory is that people tend to make decisions on 
the basis of rational behavior. Marketing, mean-

while, has traditionally separated consumer behavior 
into one of two camps: rational or emotional. That is, 
until several years ago, when behavioral economists be-
gan to articulate a more intuitive and interactive system 
of decision making that suddenly called into question 
traditional marketing’s comparatively static worldview. 

Today, marketers are increasingly turning to the cog-
nitive studies of behavioral economics and decision science 
as they seek a deeper understanding of how consumers 
make purchase decisions. While many marketers have 
long accepted these ideas in theory, they have only re-
cently begun to formulate strategies that leverage such 
insights and techniques. Over the past year, a growing 
number of brands have activated shopper programs 
around behavioral economics, seizing upon what they 
view as an opportunity to exert greater in!uence over 
how consumers shop and what they buy.

Even the most vocal advocates for adoption, however, 
urge marketers to proceed with caution. “It is still an 
evolving discipline,” says Jordis Rosenquest, executive 
vice president of planning insights and performance 
science at The Marketing Arm, Dallas. “It will prob-
ably exist side by side with traditional marketing as our 
industry continues to adapt the behavioral economics 
framework to our speci"c needs.”

In the meantime, marketers’ keen interest in the work 
of pioneering behavioral thinkers like Dan Ariely and 
Daniel Kahneman is increasingly on display at industry 
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conferences and events. Ariely, whose series of eye-open-
ing books on irrational behavior includes the watershed 
2008 “Predictably Irrational,” gave the keynote address 
last year at The Market Research Event in Orlando, Flor-
ida, speaking to a broad swath of marketing executives 
from major CPG and retail companies. Kahneman, a 
Nobel Prize-winning psychologist who provided another 
key benchmark when he introduced a dual system of be-
havior in his 2011 book “Thinking, Fast and Slow,” will 
deliver the keynote speech to a similar audience in July at 
the 2016 OmniShopper conference in Chicago.

Marketers are no longer simply listening to the views 
of the world’s leading behavioral economists. More and 
more, they are acting on them. 

“We are transforming our approach to marketing 
research and marketing through applying the princi-
ples of behavioral economics, and the behavioral sci-
ences more broadly, to everything we do,” says Scott D. 
Moore, vice president of global marketing research and 
analytics, Kimberly-Clark. “As a result, our marketing 

research approach 
gives us a more accu-
rate and more deeply 
nuanced understand-
ing of consumer be-
havior and its driv-
ers. From this we can 
develop more inno-
vative products and 
more effective mar-
keting programs that 
change behavior.”

PepsiCo, mean-
while, is making a major push to integrate behavioral 
science capabilities into its strategic planning process. 
Pamela Forbus, senior vice president of global insights 
and analytics, recently shared the company’s plans to 
“elevate” its insights function by leveraging behavioral 
sciences during a presentation to The Marketing Science 
Institute in January. Her team now includes a dedicated 
behavioral science expert, thanks to the promotion of 
former consumer insights director Neela Saldanha to 
behavioral science lead within the PepsiCo Design & 
Innovation Center.
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“ When there is choice overload, 
cognitive disassociation takes 
over and people automatically 
revert to a default brand or their 
‘normal’ buy.”

Will Leach, founder & president, TriggerPoint



KEY TERMS, CONCEPTS AND 
APPLICATIONS
As marketers continue their test-and-learn approach to 
the behavioral sciences, it is worth pausing to de"ne 
a few key terms in these many interdependent disci-
plines. Behavioral economics studies the effects of 
psychological, social, cognitive and emotional factors 
on the economic decisions of individuals. Unlike tradi-
tional economics, it encompasses a range of alternatives 
to rational thought, such as heuristics (i.e., the idea that 
people often make decisions based on mental shortcuts 
or approximate rules of thumb). An example of a heu-
ristic is “social proof,” which speaks to the in!uence of 
others on our behavior through the sharing of informa-
tion or the desire to conform to social norms. 

All of these ideas may be easily correlated with mar-
keting.

Decision science is an even broader term, one that 
has implications for everything from culture to business 
to public policy. Consider the following de"nition from 
the department of health policy and management at the 
Harvard School of Public Health: 

We make decisions every day, usually without much 
thought about how we make them. An intuitive, personal 
approach works fairly well when we’re deciding whether 
we’re going to have eggs or cereal for breakfast, but we may 
very well overlook important considerations and possibilities 
when it comes to more complex decisions [of public policy]. 
... For these kinds of questions – high-impact questions that 
involve uncertainty, risk, several possible perspectives, and 
multiple competing objectives – we may try using rules of 
thumb or panels of experts, but even these approaches can 
easily bypass optimal choices. Merely keeping all the vari-
ables in mind is beyond human capacity; analyzing them 
effectively is even more unmanageable.

Decision science steps into the breach by providing struc-
ture and guidance for systematic thinking. … Based on logical 
principles, and informed by what we know about the limita-
tions of human judgment and decision making in complex sit-
uations, it allows logical and consistent analysis of the tough, 
complex decisions often faced by public health providers.

This constant balancing act between our intuitive 
and systematic modes of decision making extends far 
beyond government policy. As human beings, we are 
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When brands shifted to smaller bottles of concentrated (e.g., “2x”) laundry detergent, they created mental hurdles for shoppers that 
were overcome through the use of “anchors” such as a higher load count on packaging and messaging that turned away from price 
or bottle size and toward attributes like “easier to carry.”



complex and multifaceted in the choices we make 
in nearly every aspect of our lives. That includes, of 
course, what we buy. Herein lies the challenge for 
marketers: The previously widely accepted notion that 
consumers make purchase decisions based on either an 
emotional connection to a brand or a series of logical, 
rational steps is a false choice that does not jibe with the 
rest of our human experience. 

“As marketers, we’ve always used the language of 
‘emotional’ and ‘rational’ when discussing which ben-
e"ts our brands offered and how they made people look 
and feel,” says Phil Barden, UK managing director of 
the global consultancy Decode Marketing and author 
of “Decoded: The Science Behind Why We Buy.” “And 
we’ve always seen these two things as antagonistic: You 
can either do brand advertising, which is emotional, or 
product advertising, which is rational. However, science 
has shown that no decision is entirely emotional or ra-
tional. So the emotional versus rational model is a false 
dichotomy.”

Kahneman’s work has begun to unravel 
this long-held assumption. His model des-
ignates “System 1” as a much faster, intui-
tive mode of thinking and “System 2” as its 
more deliberate and rational counterpart. 
Both systems interact simultaneously and 
in concert with each other as individuals go 
through the intricate mental process of mak-
ing decisions. The problem, says Barden, is 
that marketers and agencies are often tempt-
ed to pigeon-hole Kahneman’s System 1 as 
emotional and System 2 as rational, as if the 

model were simply a clever new way to codify their 
existing approach. 

“System 2 is involved in every decision, even if, as 
Kahneman says, it’s a ‘lazy controller.’ It plays a criti-
cal role, which is to rationalize our own decisions and 
behavior,” says Barden. “Even more important, market-
ers often miss the crucial fact that System 1 also deals 
with perception and attention, both of which are pre-
requisites for their ads, promotions or package designs 
to enter the brain in the "rst place.”

To help crystallize these processes, Barden uses a 
metaphor in which he describes System 1 as the “au-
topilot” and System 2 as the “pilot.” He explains: “The 
autopilot deals with automatic, re!exive processes that 
are both cognitive and affective, and the pilot deals with 
controlled, re!ective processes that are also cognitive 
and affective. Take walking, for example. It’s an auto-
matic cognitive process and therefore an autopilot func-
tion of System 1, but you’d never classify walking as 
emotional.”
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Online/of"ine decision-interfaces such as 
Domino’s Pizza “Easy Order Button,” Amazon’s 
One-Click buy button and Amazon’s Dash wand 
ful!ll unmet needs and are surprisingly easy to 
use. While experts warn against over-emulating 
any one approach, they do suggest that other 
marketers can follow suit either by increasing the 
reward or reducing the pain involved in using a 
decision-interface.



IMPLICIT & EXPLICIT THOUGHT 
PROCESSES
Proponents of these theories argue that a marketer’s 
ability to engage consumers in both their autopilot and 
pilot systems is a crucial "rst step to achieving more 
consistent results. After all: Why do the overwhelming 
majority of new products fail? Why do so many cam-
paigns fall short of expectations? Behavioral econo-
mists would say it’s because while about 95% of all the 
choices we make are 
unconscious ones, 
most marketing is 
geared toward the 
conscious mind. 
Marketers seek to 
elicit a conscious re-
sponse based on a 
presumption of ra-
tional thought. They 
want consumers to 
“Think Differently.”

Marketers who employ the even broader behavioral 
science approach seek to balance rational considerations 
with one of the core tenets of motivational psychology. 
That is, underlying all human behavior is a series of 
deep-seated goals and motivations. The highest order of 
these may be, for example, to "nd love and happiness. 
In marketing, those same concepts may be translated 
into such basic questions as: What do we want from a 
store, brand or product (our goal)? And why do we want 
it (our motivation)? 

While marketing often addresses the rational wants 
and needs of consumers, it rarely speaks to these more 
basic human goals and motivations. Nor does it typical-
ly distinguish between what behavioral economists of-
ten refer to as the “implicit” thought processes of System 
1 (e.g., our perceptions, instincts and “gut” feelings) and 
the “explicit” processes of System 2 (our more thought-
ful, reasoned choices). 

“Goals can be explicit and functional, but we’ve 
learned that brands are also instrumental in helping 
us achieve implicit, neuro-psychological goals,” says 
Barden. For example, he notes, a mom might tell a 
household marketer: ‘I want a detergent that cleans my 
clothes and leaves them smelling fresh.” But once the 
marketer digs deeper into her implicit goals and moti-
vations, that same mom might say: “I want detergent 
that liberates me from the psychological pressure of not 
wanting my kids to play outside and get dirty, because 
that increases my workload. At the same time, I’m 
struggling with knowing that I’m curbing their develop-
ment if I don’t let them go play.” 

Such con!icting goals and motivations factor even 

more prominently in decision making when consumers 
are faced with an overwhelming number of choices – 
namely, in a typical store environment. This has clear 
implications for shopper marketing programs. 

For example, let’s say a new !avored vodka brand 
launches a shopper program around the insight that its 
target female customer prefers to serve !avored drinks 
at parties. A supporting ad campaign associates the 
brand with bar settings and other hip social situations; 

similar messaging is reinforced in stores through pro-
motions, merchandising and displays. The marketer’s 
(and retailer’s) intent is to "rmly establish in the shop-
per’s mind that this particular vodka is the fun and ex-
citing brand of choice. 

Once the shopper reaches the vodka aisles, however, 
she is bombarded by a vast array of competing prod-
ucts, images and messages. As soon as this happens, the 
association that the new vodka brand worked so hard 
to establish immediately gets tossed aside amid all the 
con!icting signals, says Will Leach, founder and presi-
dent of TriggerPoint. “When there is choice overload, 
cognitive disassociation takes over and people automati-
cally revert to a default brand or their ‘normal’ buy,” he 
says. “Behavioral design takes all of this into account. 
It’s less about brand building and more about tapping 
into the non-conscious goals and motivations that drive 
shopper choice.”

THE MECHANISMS OF THE AUTOPILOT
Research will play an important role as marketers con-
tinue to hone their behavioral science strategies. Tradi-
tional focus groups, surveys and even behavioral tools 
such as ethnography studies and shopper labs are all de-
signed primarily to uncover the explicit workings of the 
pilot system. Nearly all of these methods rely to some 
degree on a consumers’ ability to articulate the thought 
processes or steps that led to their purchase decisions – 
a precarious assumption, behavioral economists argue, 
that often leads marketers down the wrong path. 

“Marketers are well aware of the limitations and bi-
ases of stated or explicit measures of things like aware-
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“ We’re using behavioral economics 
insights to more effectively 
architect pre-shop programs 
to meet shopper needs and 
emotionally captivate shoppers.”

Sonia Dalvi, senior brand manager, Chobani 



ness, brand recall and purchase intent,” says Sara Hight-
ower, director of planning and insights at The Marketing 
Arm. “Behavioral economics takes the other side of the 
coin. It helps us to understand the implicit drivers of 
shopper behavior.”  

Thus, marketers are increasingly turning to implicit 
research methods to delve further into the mechanisms 
of the autopilot. These methods seek to isolate the ten-
dency for the pilot to rationalize the more natural im-
pulses of the autopilot, particularly in situations like fo-
cus groups where consumers are asked to explain their 
impressions or behavior. Implicit research tools often 
measure responses based on reaction time to reduce the 
compensating effect of System 2 on System 1. Barden 
explains:

“The term ‘implicit’ can be used generically to cover 
the automatic processes of System 1. Tools such as bio-
metric measures, EEG and fMRI could all be said to 
be implicit,” he says. “However, we use the term in the 
speci"c sense of implicit association, which originated 
in social psychology. Academics in that "eld knew that 

there was a difference between what people said about 
their attitudes and beliefs and their actual behavior, so 
they developed a method, based on reaction time, that 
could disable System 2’s ‘policeman’ so that peoples’ re-
sponses were a much truer measure.”

Through such methods, marketers may gain a deeper 
understanding of the implicit associations between a 
brand and the consumer’s more deep-seated goals and 
values. “We can also measure the impact of stimuli on 
those associations,” notes Barden. “For example, how 
does an ad or a pack design shift associations? Or how 
does a sponsorship "t with the brand’s equity? We can 
correlate these associations with purchase intention to 
"nd out what’s driving purchase, which is where this 
approach is really powerful.”

CORE CONCEPTS & TOOL KITS
When working within this new framework, experts ad-
vise marketers to keep certain core concepts in their 
tool kit. These include framing, anchoring and decision-

interface. Each of these ideas may be applied in ways 
that – in the language of behavioral science – “prime” 
a shopping environment to trigger or “nudge” consum-
ers toward a desired behavior. Let’s take them one at a 
time:
• Framing. Framing speaks to the importance of con-

text in any given situation; it is literally what sur-
rounds or frames a brand or product. Framing may 
have implications for everything from the impact of 
packaging on brand perception to the perceived val-
ue of a product featured in an endcap display to a 
brand’s positioning in advertising copy. By triggering 
our automatic instincts and our senses of perception, 
framing taps into the implicit thought processes of the 
autopilot system.

In advertising, for example, research has shown that 
consumers respond more favorably to a message that 
is framed by the danger of losing something than one 
that is oppositely framed as a means of gaining some-
thing they don’t already have. Behavioral economists 
often talk about this as a perceived cost/bene"t value 

equation in neuro-
psychological terms: 
Net value = reward 
(bene"t) – pain (cost). 

The Edison com-
pany con"rmed that 
theory by testing a 
campaign to get cus-
tomers to sign up for 
an energy conserva-
tion program using 
two different framing 

approaches: 1) “If you use energy conservation meth-
ods, you will save $350 per year;” and 2) “If you do not 
use energy conservation methods, you will lose $350 
per year.” While the offer was exactly the same in both 
cases, the motivation to sign up for the program was 
much higher in the second version (which performed 
much better) because of how it was framed.

• Anchoring. Anchoring establishes a reference point 
that communicates a certain level of perceived value. 
For example, apparel retailers often display previ-
ously discounted prices on sale items as an anchor 
to communicate to shoppers that they are getting the 
most for their money. Many bargain hunters would 
say the tactic often works. Why? Because, as with 
framing, anchoring mechanisms can trigger a power-
ful implicit response that determines which product a 
consumer chooses to buy. 

As another example, the number “9” is widely used 
as an anchor in business – with good reason. Just ask 
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“ Science has shown that no 
decision is entirely emotional 
or rational. So the emotional 
versus rational model is a false 
dichotomy.”

Phil Barden, UK managing director, Decode Marketing
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M arketers are relatively new to the !eld of behavioral 
economics, but they’re in good company. In 2014, 
the U.S. government formally introduced a behav-

ioral insights team charged with making federal programs 
simpler and more effective. And after all, if the science can 
do that, it is certainly reasonable to think it could improve 
marketing. 

Behavioral science 
has the power to le-
verage the intuitive 
and irrational—yet of-
ten predictable—ways 
in which human be-
ings make decisions. 
In the decoy effect, for 
example, people will 
gravitate toward one 
of two options when 
also presented with 
a third option that is 
“asymmetrically domi-
nated.” Dan Ariely il-
lustrated this concept 
in his book Predictably 
Irrational by suggest-
ing that if people were given three choices of honeymoons—
Paris (with free breakfast), Rome (with free breakfast) and 
Rome (no breakfast included), most would likely choose 
Rome with the free breakfast. In this case, Rome with no 

breakfast is the decoy 
that leads to a much 
clearer choice. 

Awareness of these 
principles is spreading 
throughout our cul-
ture. The Obama Ad-
ministration labeled its 
new team the “Nudge 
Unit,” a homage to the 
concept of a nudge 
!rst introduced in a 
book about improv-
ing decisions related 
to health and wellness 
by Richard Thaler and 
Cass Sunstein back in 
2008. 

In that writing, a 
nudge was de!ned as 
“any factor that signi!-
cantly alters the behav-
ior of humans.” The au-
thors cited an example 
of a cafeteria in a large 
public school system 
that was redesigned 
using behavioral in-
sights to get students 
to choose healthier 
foods. The program 
was successful simply 
by rearranging the lo-
cation and placement 
of food items—without 
a single change to the menu—in way that triggered automat-
ic responses and nudged students to make smarter choices. 
“School children, like adults, can be greatly in"uenced by 
small changes in the context,” the authors wrote.”

Our federal gov-
ernment is slowly 
learning this lesson. 
Administrators now 
acknowledge that 
a complex applica-
tion form for student 
aid can cause some 
students to delay or 
forgo completing the 
application, or put 
off going to college 
altogether. On the 
contrary, stream-
lining the process 
(such as by pre-pop-
ulating a form with 
families’ existing tax 

return data) can signi!cantly boost enrollment rates. 
Plus, federal agencies have been able to increase the 
revenue they receive from government vendors by simply 
putting the signature box at the top of a form that the 
companies used to report the rebates they owed Uncle 
Sam, thereby nudging the respondents to be more hon-
est in the process.

Marketers: Can your “nudge unit” be far behind? 

Culture of Irrationality
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the retail customer who, after declining to purchase a 
$10 product, later acquiesces for the exact same item 
priced elsewhere at $9.95. On the surface, these kinds 
of behaviors may not seem particularly “rational,” but 
they make perfect sense within the context of a dual 
system of decision making. “There is a great deal we 
can leverage from decision science on how to use per-
ception to increase the ‘value’ of a discount or make a 
price seem lower than it is,” says Barden.

Across the consumer products landscape, there are 
many opportunities for marketers to apply these "rst 
two techniques. Take laundry detergent. The recent 
shift to smaller bottles of more concentrated (e.g., 
“2x”) cleaners was initially a mental hurdle for many 
consumers. Yet brands have largely overcome this ob-
stacle by establishing perceived value through the use 
of anchors, such as a higher load count on packag-
ing, and by reframing marketing messages away from 
price or bottle size toward attributes like more power-
ful, easier to carry or fewer washes. 

This idea of reframing a product or product cat-
egory is particularly important when CPG marketers 
seek to position a familiar product in a new way. In 
the growing breakfast snack bar category, for example, 
consumer behavior has already begun to shift to allow 
for expanded breakfast options, opening the door for 
marketers to nudge shoppers toward additional usage 
occasions for their products. The Marketing Arm re-
cently tapped into these trends as it planned the launch 
of a new breakfast snack bar for one of its packaged 
goods clients.

“We saw that consumer behavior had ‘snacki"ed’ 
breakfast beyond a single point in time, with a broad 
range of solutions from fruit, to oatmeal to vitamin 
drinks, in which some items were grabbed at home, 
some on the way to work or some at work,” says Ste-
phen Parker-Eaton, vice president of planning at The 
Marketing Arm. “Weekday breakfast has become a 
progressive event. And because of this, the shopper 
was not sure where or even how to shop for snacks 
that were breakfast speci"c.”

To provide context for the shopper, TMA reframed 
the occasion as a “second breakfast,” creating mes-
saging on shelf to pair the bars with other breakfast 
items like coffee and instant oatmeal. “Standard mar-
keting in the category tends to focus on contrasting 
one brand’s nutritional attributes to another’s,” notes 
Parker-Eaton. “We offered behavioral cues for new us-
age occasions to help grow the entire category.”

• Decision-Interface. A decision-interface may refer to 
any object with which consumers interact that adds 
a trigger or removes a barrier to prompt a desired 
behavior. In a restaurant, a menu can be a critical 
decision-interface; in a grocery store, an aisle display 
may play a similar role. Smartphones are becoming 
an increasingly important decision-interface, as more 
individuals use their digital devices for shopping-
related purposes and to carry out mobile payments. 
Thus far, mobile marketers have had mixed results in 
leveraging smartphones as a decision-interface. (For 

the good, think about 
your favorite mobile 
website; for the bad, 
think QR codes.)

A m a z o n . c o m , 
meanwhile, has built 
an entire portfo-
lio of online/of!ine 
decision-interfaces – 
most notably its One-
Click buy button and 
the Dash wand for 

at-home use – that appeal tremendously to custom-
ers because they ful"ll an unmet need and are sur-
prisingly easy to use. “People love buttons,” observes 
Rosenquest. “Customers have shown us over and 
over: Give them a button and they’ll push it.” 

Other marketers can follow Amazon’s lead either by 
increasing the reward or reducing the pain involved 
in using a decision-interface, says Decode Marketing 
partner Johannes Schneider. “We advise clients to not 
look at individual decision-interfaces in isolation,” he 
says. “It’s about building an entire decision architec-
ture in which every piece works together to create the 
behavior you want your customers to have.”

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
So what do marketers do with all of these new concepts? 
How do they translate the main tenets of behavioral 
economics into a cohesive strategy that merges with 
their existing approach? According to many experts, it 
will require shopper marketers, for one, to seriously re-
examine some of their bedrock principles.

“ Decision science will exist side 
by side with traditional marketing 
as our industry adapts the 
framework to specific needs.”  

Jordis Rosenquest, EVP of planning insights and  
performance Science, The Marketing Arm
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I n early 2015, The Protein Bar had a problem. Though it 
had grown from its initial niche roots as a post-workout, 
quick-serve chain into a more inclusive, health-focused 

dining establishment, many of its loyal customers kept or-
dering a limited number of familiar menu items – a pattern 
of behavior that seemed more driven by a habit than by 
real, considered choices. 

Thus, The Protein Bar turned to its agency part-
ner, Dallas-based TriggerPoint, for ideas on how 
to use behavioral design principles to get custom-
ers out of their food rut. 

Upon conducting a series “behavioral audits,” 
TriggerPoint determined that many of the condi-
tions inside the restaurant – everything from the 
"oor layout to the signage and even the choice of 
background music and TV stations – were creating 
an environment that hindered experimentation on 
an intuitive level. Moreover, the menu lacked be-

havioral shortcuts or design cues that would trigger more 
adventurous choices. In Chicago, for example, haphazard 
nomenclature ranged from generic sounding food items 
such as a “Buffalo” salad to “Signature” drinks named af-
ter local attractions. A Comiskey Cocoa or Wrigley Peeled, 
anyone?

“Without an intuitive choice architecture or behavioral 
designed shortcuts, there is a higher likelihood of choosing 
habitual menu items because they are simpler, safer choic-

es,” says TriggerPoint founder and president Will Leach. 
“We needed to move customers from a prevention moti-
vational state that seeks to minimize risk to a promotional 
motivational state that rewards risk taking and discovery.”

An ensuing menu intervention led to a complete menu 
design overhaul that leveraged proven behavioral concepts 
such as scarcity (using tags like “limited time only”) and 

the copy effect (using words like “most 
preferred” or “our favorite meal”). Burying 
prices in small type reduced the chance for 
cost to be a “key choice criteria,” explains 
Leach. Meanwhile, a simpler naming sys-
tem and visual anchors such as an appetiz-

ing close-up shot of steel-cut oats were provided to reduce 
complexity and focus customer attention, he says. 

A cranberry red menu background color and wood trim 
were also employed to increase engagement and commu-
nicate stronger attributes of a natural food setting. “Dark 
red colors have been shown to increase appetite and ex-
citement,” notes Leach. “When combined, each of these 
subtle design cues can have a powerful effect in driving the 
desired customer behavior.” 

A series of “behavioral audits” showed that the 
environment inside The Protein Bar, and espe-
cially the menu, lacked design cues that would 
trigger more adventurous dining choices. A 
menu redesign leveraged behavioral concepts 
such as scarcity (“limited time only”) and bur-
ied prices in small type to reduce the chance 
that cost would be a driving criteria. A simpler 
naming system and visual anchors reduced 
complexity and focused customer attention.

The Protein Bar
Putting Ideas into Action: 
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“The whole idea behind shopper marketing is to pro-
duce a set of tactics and activations that bring a brand to 
life at retail. That’s a fundamentally !awed base upon 
which to drive sales because it assumes that brand eq-
uity is the only driver of shopper choice,” says Leach. 
“There are many other factors in the autopilot that are 
more predictive of behavior, particularly as you get clos-
er to the moment of truth.”

So what would a shopper program look like if it were 
viewed through a behavioral science lens? Consider an-
other hypothetical example: 

Let’s say that a well-known candy company learns 
through extensive data analysis of past purchases and 
brand surveys that many of its best female customers 
are looking for entertainment solutions that “bring their 
families closer together.” This becomes a key insight for 
a co-marketing shopper program that pairs the compa-
ny’s leading brands with various other products in the 
entertainment category. All of the tactics and messaging 
are framed around the same idea of bringing families 
together.

Behavioral economists would identify at least two 
!aws in this approach. First, given the tremendous num-
ber of snacking and entertainment choices in stores, 
shoppers will only respond favorably to the manufac-
turer’s messaging to the extent that they already associ-
ate its brands with family entertainment. “If that asso-
ciation isn’t in her mind when she arrives in the store, 
there’s nothing you can do in the store to get it there,” 
says Kathleen Colditz, SVP Planning/Shopper, The Mar-
keting Arm. “A shopper program has to build off the 
real associations that people have with your brand.”

Second, other goals and motivations are likely driving 
the mom’s behavior beyond her explicitly stated desire 
to bring her family together, adds Barden. “I’d want to 
dig deeper to "nd out which neuro-psychological goals 
were driving that desire,” he says. “You might discover 
that some moms want to be recognized as great home-
makers because this gives them a feeling of superior-
ity over other moms, while others might want to be re-
warded for a sense of caring for others.”

Once the marketer determines an appropriate mix of 
tools and messages for the program, it has to then pro-
vide additional triggers that will prompt a speci"c deci-
sion, says Rosenquest. “Those could be coupons or other 
offers in the pre-shop phase, when there’s a window of 
opportunity before she gets into the store,” she notes.

Sonia Dalvi, senior brand manager for Chobani yo-
gurts, says that’s exactly what her shopper marketing 

team is doing. “We’re 
using behavioral 
economics insights 
to more effectively 
architect pre-shop 
programs to meet 
shopper needs and 
emotionally captivate 
shoppers as they are 
planning their shop-
per trips and building 
their grocery shop-

ping lists,” she says. “Over the long term, this approach 
will drive greater growth for both retailers and brands.”

Marc Heimeier, international marketing director for 
Henkel’s Laundry and Home Care business unit, takes 
that argument one step further. “Behavioral and percep-
tion science based "ndings gave us clear guidance how 
to manage our signals/codes along the consumer and 
shopper journey,” he says. “This has led us internally 
to more consistent discussions and "nally executions. It 
creates a bigger impact on point-of-sale and better recall 
and brand assignment in above-the-line executions.”

Many proponents argue that behavioral science and 
shopper marketing have a natural af"nity for each oth-
er. The future of both disciplines, they say, is inexora-
bly intertwined. “The application of behavioral science 
should ultimately reside within the insights group, be-
cause these are the people that study human behavior 
every day,” argues Leach. “I believe that the future of 
shopper insights rests with behavioral design.”

Hightower adds that clients are increasingly receptive 
to the language of behavioral economics. “We usually 
bring the language to them, but when we do, we see 
a light bulb go off,” she says. “There’s an assumption 
that it’s easier to foster autopilot decisions in a low-in-
volvement [CPG] category. However, we’ve found other 
industries with higher involvement in which there is a 
place for behavioral science. We recently had a prospec-
tive client meeting with a durable goods company – a 
much more expense framing – and we all agreed the 
strategy made perfect sense.”

For marketers who are intrigued by the subject but 
still not quite convinced of the ef"cacy of behavioral 
economics, Barden suggests an approach that would en-

“ Behavioral and perception 
science based findings gave us 
clear guidance how to manage 
our signals/codes along the 
consumer and shopper journey.”

Marc Heimeier, international marketing director,  
Henkel Laundry & Home Care
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Anchoring: Any reference point used to commu-
nicate a level of value to the consumer. The num-
ber “9” is often used as an anchor for the price for 
goods or services.

Autopilot: A metaphor often used to describe 
the automatic thought processes of System 1 in 
Kahneman’s model.

Choice Architecture: The context in which 
things are organized in a particular way to in"u-
ence our decisions.

Context: A situation in which implicit messages 
may be perceived and behavioral outcomes are 
driven by basic goals and motivations.

Decision-Interface: An object that provides a 
trigger or removes a barrier to produce a desired 
behavior. Product packaging, aisle displays, res-
taurant menus and smartphones may all be used 
in different contexts to in"uence behavior using a 
decision-interface.

Decoy Effect: The phenomenon whereby 
consumers will tend to have a speci!c change in 
preference between two options when also pre-
sented with a third option that is asymmetrically 
dominated. 

Explicit: Used to describe behaviors, desires or 
thought processes in the conscious pilot system 
or System 2.

Framing: Anything that may surround a product 
or brand (e.g., packaging, displays) that in"uences 
behavior by tapping the autopilot mechanisms of 
System 1.

Goals and Motivations: The underlying psy-
chological drivers of behavior that complement 
rational decision-making processes.

Heuristic: A mental shortcut or approximate 
rule of thumb that substitutes for rational thought 
when making a decision. 

Implicit: Used to describe behaviors, desires or 
thought processes in the non-conscious autopilot 
system or System 1.

Motivational Approach: A tenet of motivational 
psychology that de!nes our goals and motivations 
as being in a risk state of either promotion (seek-
ing bene!ts and rewards) or prevention (seeking 
security and eliminating risk).

Pilot: A metaphor often used to describe the 
more deliberate and rational thought processes in 
System 2.

Priming: Providing cues that puts the shopper in 
a speci!c motivational state and sets the stage for 
a desired behavior. Sensory cues like colors and 
scents can “prime the need” for a greater willing-
ness to experiment or buy.

Value Equation: A way to de!ne the perceived 
value of a marketing message, price or promo-
tional offer in terms of reward (bene!t) or pain 
(cost); the neuro-logic breakdown of a purchase 
decision may be de!ned as net value equals 
reward minus pain.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

able marketers to learn through self-teaching while po-
tentially moving their organizations a step closer to the 
desired changes. 

“Look at what others are doing: social proof is a pow-
erful heuristic,” he says. “If I know that company X has 
adopted a new approach and I respect company X – or 
maybe they’re my competitor – then I’m more likely 
to investigate that new approach because the risk of 
change is reduced.”

Barden concludes: “I see an increasing number of 
companies investigating these new approaches. I be-
lieve that the adoption rate will increase as people real-

ize the validity argument and "nd that they’re achiev-
ing better analytical, and predictive, power.” 
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