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FOREWORD

Morgan Spurlock, writer, director and star of the hit movie Super Size Me, presents the greatest Foreword ever written

Over the years, I’ve put myself in some of the most horrible situations and scenarios possible. I once travelled to a half dozen or so Middle Eastern war zones, including Pakistan and Afghanistan, in the hope of finding the exact coordinates of Osama bin Laden. I worked as a coal miner in West Virginia, and I spent nearly a month wearing a jumpsuit in a prison cell. I also wrote, directed, and starred in the movie Super Size Me, in which I gorged myself with McDonald’s hamburgers, French fries and fizzy drinks until my body was bloated, my liver was pâté and my cholesterol was just this side of death.

But can I just go on record as saying that nothing – not jail, not black coal dust, not the Afghanistan mountains, not the awful mirror image of my own McTorso – prepared me for the world of advertising and marketing.

My latest film, Pom Wonderful Presents: The Greatest Movie Ever Sold, is a documentary about the insidious ways companies manage to get their brands in our faces all the time – and incidentally, includes my own efforts to finance my film by precisely the same means. In the end, I approached roughly 600 brands in all. Most of them told me politely to get lost. In the end, 22 of them agreed to sponsor my movie. As is the case with all the movies I make, all I was looking for was a little honesty and transparency. This is the Information Age, right? Aren’t honesty and transparency supposed to be ‘the thing’ right now?

My goal in making Pom Wonderful Presents: The Greatest Movie Ever Sold was to make you, me, and everybody else in the world aware of the extent to which we are marketed to, and clubbed over the head with brands, just about every second of our lives. After all, you cannot even go into the men’s toilet at the shopping centre without being obliged to pee in a urinal that’s advertising Spiderman 6. Nor can you escape the brand paradise that is your local shopping centre without climbing behind the wheel of your Toyota Scion LC, turning up the volume on the Keb’ Mo’ playing on your Apple iPod that connects to your car radio via a Griffi n iTrip FM transmitter, and sliding your Dockers-enclosed leg and Nike Air Force 1 trainer onto the accelerator, at which point you’re assailed by one sign after another for KFC, Holiday Inn, Comfort Inn, Shell Oil, and – are you getting some sense of why I wanted to make my movie? In one scene, I asked consumer advocate Ralph Nader where I should go to avoid all marketing and advertising entreaties. ‘To sleep,’ he told me. It was a depressing moment.

Which brings me to Martin Lindstrom and the groundbreaking book you’re gripping in your hands.

I first met Martin when he agreed to appear in my film. I’d read his most recent book, Buyology, which explores the hot spots in our brains that compel humans to buy everything from Harley-Davidson motorbikes to Corona beers, and I thought he’d be an interesting, innovative person to talk to. As a global marketing guru who works with everyone from Coca-Cola to Disney to Microsoft, as well as a consumer who detests being manipulated by advertisers and companies, Martin maintains a very fine line between what he knows and (how else to put it?) what he really knows. If you catch my drift.

In Brandwashed, Martin yanks back the curtains and serves up a page-turning exposé of how advertisers and companies make us feel we’ll be bereft, stupid and social outcasts unless we buy that new model of iPad or that new brand of deodorant or that make of pushchair the price of which is equal to the monthly rent of your average studio flat. Just as I do in my documentary, he aims to expose all that goes on in the subterranean world of marketing and advertising. Only he has one distinct advantage. He’s a true insider. Martin takes us into conference rooms across the world. He talks to advertising and marketing executives and industry insiders. He teases out some fantastic war stories, including some of his own. 

Along the way he shows us the most underhanded ploys and tricks that marketers use to get us to part with our money. Such as scaring us half to death; reminding us of wonderfully fuzzy days gone by (which actually never existed); using peer pressure so we’ll feel like wallflowers if we don’t do, or buy, what the rest of the world is doing, or buying; using sex to sell us everything from perfume to men’s underwear; paying celebrities a bajillion dollars to endorse bottled water, or just cross their skinny legs (clad in £200 jeans) in the front row of a fashion show; injecting what we eat and drink with this or that magical elixir that promises to give us a one-way ticket to Shangri-La and eternal life; and that’s not even the half of what you’ll learn inside Brandwashed.

In the course of these pages, Martin also rolls out a TV reality show called The Morgensons, where he implants a real-life family inside a Southern California neighbourhood to test whether word-of-mouth recommendations work. (It’s fascinating, and also pretty horrifying, to consider that that sweet young couple down the block could actually be paid marketing commandos.) With my film and his book, he and I share a goal: to let consumers – you and me – in on the game, so that we know when we’re being conned or manipulated, and can fight back, or at least duck for cover; that is, assuming there’s anywhere left to hide.

Now, because I’m all about transparency, you may very well be saying to yourself, ‘Hmm, Morgan seems to like this book a lot and he’s never struck me as someone who talks rubbish, so it must be worth reading, mustn’t it?’ Well, guess what. You’ve just been hooked by not just one but several of the marketing ploys you’ll read about in this book.

Only, in this case, it happens to be true: Brandwashed and Martin Lindstrom will blow your mind. Don’t just take my word for it. Read on and see for yourself.







INTRODUCTION

A brand detox

In the UK, there’s an anti-consumerist movement called Enough. Its adherents believe that we as a society quite simply consume too much stuff and that our overconsuming culture is partly responsible for many of the social ills that plague our planet, from world poverty to environmental destruction to social alienation. (See the organization’s website, www.enough.org.uk.) Enough urges people to ask themselves, ‘How much is enough?’, ‘How can we live more lightly, and with less?’ and ‘How can we be less dependent on buying things to feel good about ourselves?’

I couldn’t agree more. I may be a professional marketer, but I’m a consumer, too. As someone who’s been on the front lines of the branding wars for over 20 years, I’ve spent countless hours behind closed doors with CEOs, advertising executives, and marketing experts at some of the biggest companies in the world. So I’ve seen – and at times been profoundly disturbed by – the full range of psychological tricks and schemes companies and their shrewd marketers and advertisers have concocted to prey on our most deeply rooted fears, dreams and desires, all in the service of persuading us to buy their brands and products.

Yes, I’ve been a part of it. No, I’m not always proud of it. I’ve been part of some campaigns that I’m incredibly proud of. But I’ve also seen how far some marketing goes. Which is why, around the time I started writing this book – one in which I hope to pick up where Vance Packard’s 1957 classic, The Hidden Persuaders, left off and expose the best-kept secrets of how today’s companies and their marketers are manipulating us – I decided that as a consumer, I’d quite simply had enough.

So last year I decided I would go on a brand detox – a consumer fast of sorts. More specifically, I decided that I would not buy any new brands for one solid year. I would allow myself to continue to use the possessions I already owned – my clothes, my mobile phone, and so on. But I wouldn’t buy a single new brand. How do I define ‘brand’? Well, in my line of work I look at life through a particular lens: one that sees virtually everything on earth – from the mobile phones and computers we use, to the watches and clothes we wear, to the movies we watch and books we read, to the food products we eat, to the celebrities and sports teams we worship – as a brand. A form of ID. A statement to the world about who we are or who we wish to be.

In short, in today’s marketing- and advertising-saturated world, we cannot escape brands. Nevertheless, I was determined to try to prove that it was possible to resist all the temptations our consumer culture throws at us.

Yes, I knew this would be a challenge, especially for a man who is on the road over 300 nights a year. It would mean no more Pepsi. No more Fiji water. No more glasses of good French wine. That new album I was hearing such good things about? Forget about it. The brand of US chewing gum I’m partial to? No chance.

How else did my lifestyle have to change? In the morning, since I couldn’t eat any branded foods, like Kellogg’s Coco Pops or the Fabulous Bakin Boys muffins, I started eating an apple for breakfast. To shave, I use a battery-powered Gillette Power razor known as the Fusion; luckily I already owned that, but since I couldn’t buy shaving cream, I had to start shaving in the shower. I traded my electric toothbrush and Colgate toothpaste for tiny travel ones the airlines offer for free, and I started using the other freebies that airlines and hotels provided.

Some habits I had to give up completely. Sometimes, in countries where eating the local cuisine can be dodgy, I bring along packs of ramen (quick-cooking) noodles. Well, sorry, but no ramen. I’d just have to take my chances. As any traveller knows, the air gets dry on long-haul flights and in hotel rooms, so I typically use a face moisturizer by Clarins. Not any more. I often pop a vitamin C if I feel as if I’m starting a cold. Now I’d have to make do with a glass of orange juice (the generic kind). Sometimes before TV appearances, if my hair looks crazy, I’ll use a hair gel called Dax. For a year I’d have to run a comb through it and hope for the best.

If I didn’t live the kind of life that I do, I might have been able to survive without brands for an eternity. But given my insane travel schedule, I knew I had to allow myself some exceptions, so before I started my detox, I set a few ground rules. As I said, I could still use the things I already owned. I was also permitted to buy plane tickets, accommodation, transport; and non-branded food, of course (so I wouldn’t starve). I just couldn’t buy any new brands – or ask for any. In midflight, when the drinks trolley came rolling around, I couldn’t ask for Pepsi or Diet Coke. Instead, I asked for ‘a fizzy soft drink’. I continued going to restaurants, but I made sure to order the ‘house wine’ and if a dish claimed it came with ‘Provençal potatoes’ or ‘Adirondack tomatoes’, well, I’d just have to order something else.

For the first few months I did quite well, even if I say so myself. In some respects, not buying anything new came as a relief. But at the same time it wasn’t easy. Have you ever tried shopping at a supermarket and not buying a single brand? In airports, for example, while I’m killing time between flights, I like to wander through duty-free shops. I enjoy buying gifts for friends or stocking up on chocolate. Then I’d remember – ‘Martin, you’re in brand rehab’ – and I’d turn around and leave. At the time of my detox, the world was struggling through the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression – one precipitated in part by out-of-control consumer spending. So, like most people, I wasn’t immune to the feeling that unless my purchases were essential and practical, I shouldn’t buy anything. Yet knowing that so many people felt this way, companies and advertisers were doing everything in their power to get us to open our wallets. From London to Singapore to Dubai to New York, fantastic sales and bargains and special offers were everywhere; it seemed every shop window was a sea of signs for 50 per cent off this, or two for the price of one of that, screaming my name. Each time I walked down the street, I seemed to be assaulted by posters and billboards for some sexy new fragrance or shiny new brand of wristwatch – on special offer, of course. Every time I turned on the TV, all that seemed to be on were adverts: svelte 20-somethings gathered poolside drinking a particular brand of beer; rosy-cheeked children gathered at the breakfast table on a sunny morning, happily scoffing down a bowl of a certain brand of cereal; Olympic gold medallists performing feats of impossible athleticism in a certain brand of sports gear and trainers. Somehow, even the packages of mouthwash and fruit juice and crisps and chocolate bars I’d never noticed before were calling to me from the aisles of the supermarket and seemed oddly alluring.

But I took the high ground. Under the terms of my detox, I wasn’t even allowed to buy a book, a magazine, or a newspaper (yes, I think of all of these as brands that tell the world who you are or, in some cases, would like to be perceived as being), and let me tell you, those 14-hour transatlantic flights got pretty boring with nothing to read. Then there were the frustrating times a friend would tell me about a fascinating article or novel that had just come out. Under normal circumstances, I would have hunted down the thing. Now I couldn’t. Instead I’d stand balefully at the magazine kiosk or inside a bookshop, scanning the newspaper or magazine or book in question until a sales assistant shot me the universal look for ‘Get out if you’re not going to buy something.’

Harder still was being around my friends. I couldn’t buy a round of beers at a bar or a gift for someone’s birthday – and I happen to love buying people presents. Instead, I made up one lame excuse after another. I feared my friends secretly thought I was being tight-fisted, that my brand detox was just an excuse to be cheap. But I stuck with it anyway. I was determined to prove that with a little discipline and willpower, I could inure myself to all the persuasive marketeering, advertising and branding that surrounded me.

Then, six months into it, it all came tumbling down. The fact that my brand fast lasted only six months, and the fact that a person who should have known better was fooled by his own profession, says a lot about just how shrewd companies are at engineering desire. So does what happened to me immediately after I toppled off the wagon.

If I fell

My relapse took place in Cyprus. The night it happened I was scheduled to give a keynote presentation. But when my plane touched down at the airport, I discovered the airline had misplaced my suitcase. It was gone. Which meant I didn’t have anything to wear for my speech. I had the trousers I was wearing, but no shirt other than a sweaty, unfragrant black T-shirt that I had no time to wash. Here’s something they don’t teach you in Harvard Business School: Never give a keynote presentation naked from the waist up. This wasn’t some drive-by, meet-and-greet appearance, either. It was an important presentation, and they were paying me well and expecting a good crowd. I admit it, I freaked out.

Half an hour after checking into my hotel, I found myself standing at the cash register of a local tourist trap, holding a white T-shirt in my hands. It was the only colour the store had. The letters on the front spelled out ‘i ♥ Cyprus’.

I’d officially relapsed. And all for a dreadful T-shirt, too. Not only did I break my detox, but for the first time in recent memory, I broke my all-in-black rule and gave my presentation wearing black trousers and my ridiculous white T-shirt. Despite my questionable attire, the evening went well, but that wasn’t the point. As they say in certain programmes for recovering alcoholics, one drink is too much, and a thousand is too few. In other words, now that I’d given myself permission to end my brand fast, the dam had burst. I went a little nuts.

Twenty-four hours later, I was debarking in Milan, Italy, the fashion capital of the world. Let me tell you: this is not a place you want to be if you’re trying to give up brands. Wouldn’t you know it, but there happened to be a huge furniture sale in a shop not far from my hotel! Fantastic handcrafted stuff, too! Sold to the little blond guy in the ‘i ♥ cyprus’ T-shirt! From then on, I was buying San Pellegrino water, Wrigley’s chewing gum, and minibar M&Ms by the caseload. Then there was the black Cole Haan winter jacket I bought in New York, and… the list goes on. Over the next few weeks and months, I couldn’t stop. You could have sold me roadkill so long as it had a label and a logo on it. All because of one lost suitcase and one cheap replacement T-shirt. Yes, I make my living helping companies build and strengthen brands, and in the end, even I couldn’t resist my own medicine. That’s when I realized I had been brandwashed.

The new generation of hidden persuaders

When I was first approached to write this book as a follow-up to my previous book, Buyology, the world was still digging out from economic free fall. Did anyone really want to read a book about brands and products, I wondered, at a time when the vast majority of our wallets and handbags were either empty or zipped shut? Then it struck me: could there actually be a better time to write a book exposing how companies trick, seduce and persuade us into buying more unnecessary stuff?

In 1957 a journalist called Vance Packard wrote The Hidden Persuaders, a book that pulled back the curtain on all the psychological tricks and tactics companies and their marketers and advertisers were using to manipulate people’s minds and persuade them to buy. It was shocking. It was groundbreaking. It was controversial. And it’s nothing compared to what’s going on in the marketing and advertising worlds today.

Nearly six decades later, businesses, marketers, advertisers and retailers have become far craftier, savvier and more sinister. Today, thanks to all the sophisticated new tools and technologies they have at their disposal and all the new research in the fields of consumer behaviour, cognitive psychology and neuroscience, companies know more about what makes us tick than Vance Packard ever could have imagined. They scan our brains and uncover our deepest subconscious fears, dreams, vulnerabilities and desires. They mine the digital footprints we leave behind each time we swipe a loyalty card at the chemist, charge something with a credit card or view a product online, and then they use that information to target us with offers tailored to our unique psychological profiles. They hijack information from our own computers, mobile phones and even Facebook profiles and run it through sophisticated algorithms to predict who we are and what we might buy.

They know more than they ever have before about what inspires us, scares us, soothes us, seduces us; what alleviates our guilt or makes us feel less alone, more connected to the scattered human tribe; what makes us feel more confident, more beloved, more secure, more nostalgic, more spiritually fulfilled. And they know far more about how to use all this information to obscure the truth, manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy.

In the pages ahead, we’ll learn all about what they know, how they know it and how they turn around and use that knowledge to seduce us and take our money. We’ll pull back the curtain on how specific companies have crafted the most successful ad campaigns, viral marketing plans and product launches in recent memory, including how Axe probed the sexual fantasies of thousands of male consumers in preparation for rolling out its infamous body spray campaign, how Calvin Klein rolled out its best-selling fragrance, Euphoria, how a marketing campaign for a popular brand of vodka transformed an entire country’s drinking habits, and more.

We’ll look at the subtle yet powerful ways companies use peer pressure to persuade us. We’ll see how they stealthily play on our fear, guilt, nostalgia and celebrity worship, often in ways that hit us beneath our conscious awareness. We’ll see examples of how some particularly devious companies have worked out how to make us physically and psychologically addicted to their products and how certain popular websites are actually rewiring our brains to get us hooked on the act of shopping and buying. We’ll look at the new ways sex is being used to sell to us, including the results of an fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) study that reveals something shocking about how heterosexual men really respond to sexually provocative images of attractive men and surprising findings about who marketers are really selling to when they ‘brand’ the newest 16-year-old heartthrob for teens.

We’ll see all the underhanded ways companies are collecting information without our knowledge, not just about our buying habits but about everything about us – our race and sexual orientation; our address, phone number and real-time location; our education level, approximate income and family size; our favourite movies and books; our friends’ favourite books and movies; and much more – then turning around and using this information to sell us even more stuff. We’ll explore the techniques advertisers and marketers are using to reach and influence children at a younger and younger age and read about alarming research revealing that not only do these techniques work, but children’s lifelong preferences for brands can be shaped and set and at a much younger age than ever imagined.

I’ll also be revealing the results of a revolutionary guerrilla marketing experiment I carried out in service of this book. The inspiration for it was the 2009 David Duchovny and Demi Moore movie The Joneses, about a picture-perfect family that moves into a suburban neighbourhood. As the movie unfolds, it turns out they’re not a real family at all but a group of covert marketers who are attempting to persuade their neighbours to adapt new products. Intrigued by this premise, I decided to stage my own reality television show, The Morgensons. I picked a family, armed them with a selection of brands and products, and let them loose on their neighbours in an upmarket Southern California gated community. The questions being asked were: How powerfully can word of mouth influence our buying habits? Can simply seeing another person drink a certain type of beer, apply a certain line of mascara, spray a certain brand of perfume, type on a certain make of computer or use the latest environmentally conscious product persuade us to do the same?

You’ll find out in the last chapter of this book. 

My goal is that by understanding just how today’s newest hidden persuaders are conspiring to brandwash us, we as consumers can battle back. The purpose of this book is not to get you to stop buying – I’ve proved that is frankly impossible. The purpose is to educate and empower you to make smarter, sounder, more informed decisions about what we’re buying and why. After all, enough is enough.

Martin Lindstrom

New York
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Located in Paris, CEW France, short for Cosmetic Executive Women, is a group of 270 female beauty-business professionals whose avowed mission is to show the world that beauty products not only are more than a trivial indulgence but can actually be used to improve people’s lives. To that end, in 1996, CEW set up its first Centre of Beauty at one of Europe’s most prestigious hospitals, with the goal of providing emotional and psychological support to patients afflicted by trauma or disease.

Many of the patients at the centre suffer from dementia or from amnesia caused by brain traumas resulting from car, motorcycle, skiing and other accidents. Some are comatose. Many are alert but can no longer speak. Most cannot remember any details of their accident, how they ended up in the hospital or in many cases even their name.

Which is why the professionals at the Centre of Beauty, led by former psychotherapist Marie-France Archambault, decided to enter their patients’ pasts through their noses. Teaming up with the international fragrance company International Flavors and Fragrances, Archambault’s team has bottled more than 150 distinct aromas, including the aroma of the forest, grass, rain, the sea, chocolate and many others, and the CEW team runs what it calls olfactive workshops, in which it uses these fragrances to help patients regain memories they’ve lost.

CEW works closely with hospital medical teams and language therapists and also brings in family members and close friends to create a portrait of the life a patient was leading before his or her accident took place. Where did the person grow up? In the country? In the city? What were the smells of the person’s childhood? What were his or her youthful passions and hobbies? What about favourite foods and drinks? What smells might be most familiar? Then the CEW team designs fragrances to trigger those memories.

CEW worked with one former cosmetics company executive who had suffered a serious stroke. When probed by doctors, he remembered almost nothing about his past. Yet once the CEW team placed the smell of strawberry under his nose, the patient began speaking haltingly about his youth. For another severely impaired patient who had no recollection of his motorcycle accident, the mere smell of a street pavement was enough to ‘unfreeze’ his brain. Just murmuring the words ‘tar, motorcycle’ after sniffing the scent helped him take his first cognitive steps towards recovery. The CEW team has also worked with geriatric and Alzheimer’s patients who, after being exposed to fragrances from their childhoods, have shown radical improvements in recalling who they were and are.

What this goes to show is that certain associations and memories from our childhood are resilient enough to survive even the most debilitating of brain traumas. When I first heard about this amazing CEW programme, it confirmed a suspicion I’d had for a long time, namely, that most of our adult tastes and preferences – whether for food, drink, clothes, shoes, cosmetics, shampoos or anything else – are actually rooted in our early childhood. After all, if a childhood love for the smell of strawberry can survive a serious stroke, the preference must be pretty deeply ingrained, mustn’t it?

Studies have indeed shown that a majority of our brand and product preferences (and in some cases the values that they represent) are pretty firmly embedded in us by the age of seven. But based on what I’ve seen in my line of work, I’d claim that, thanks in no small part to the tricks and manipulations of probing marketers, stealth advertisers, and profit-driven companies that you’ll be reading about throughout this book, our brand preferences are set in stone even before that – by the age of four or five. In fact, based on some new research I’ve uncovered, I’d even go so far to suggest that some of the cleverest manufacturers in the world are at work trying to manipulate our taste preferences even earlier than that. Much earlier. Like before we’re even born.

Born to buy

When I was very young, my parents loved the sound of Brazilian music: bossa nova, Stan Getz, Astrud Gilberto, ‘The Girl from Ipanema’, ‘Corcovado’, ‘So Danco Samba’, and all the others. There was one long, dreary winter when they played bossa nova practically non-stop. So I suppose it’s little wonder I grew up to be completely in love with its sound (as I still am today). Another thing is, my mother was seven months pregnant with me that winter.

Scientists have known for years that maternal speech is audible in utero; in other words, a fetus can actually hear the mother’s voice from inside the womb. But more recent research has found that a developing fetus can hear a far broader range of tones that come from outside the mother’s body as well. It used to be assumed that the mother’s internal bodily sounds (the beat of the heart, the swooshing of the amniotic fluid) drowned out all external noises, such as music. But studies reveal this isn’t quite true; in fact, not only can soon-to-be babies hear music from inside the womb, but the music they hear leaves a powerful and lasting impression that can actually shape their adult tastes. Says Minna Huotilainen, a research fellow at the Collegium for Advanced Studies, University of Helsinki, Finland, ‘Music is very powerful in producing fetal memories. When the mother frequently listens to music, the fetus will learn to recognize and prefer that same music compared to other music.’ What’s more, she adds, ‘The fetus will build the same musical taste with his/her mother automatically, since all the hormones of the mother are shared by the fetus.’ I suppose that may explain why I still have so many bossa nova CDs in my collection. And on my iPod.

In and of itself, this seems pretty harmless, even quite sweet. After all, who wouldn’t feel a little warm and fuzzy inside knowing that their adult love of the Beatles or Norah Jones may be rooted in the fact that Mum listened to the Abbey Road album and ‘Don’t Know Why’ over and over while she was pregnant? But when you think about how many tunes, sounds and jingles are linked to brands and products, this all starts to seem a lot more sinister. And there is indeed evidence to indicate that hearing tunes and jingles in the womb favourably disposes us to those jingles – and possibly the brands with which they are associated – later on.

In one study, Professor Peter Hepper of Queen’s University, Belfast, found that newborn babies will actually show a preference for a TV theme (the more basic and repetitive the better) that was heard frequently by their mothers during their pregnancies. When new-born babies – just two to four days old – whose mothers had watched the long-running Australian TV soap opera Neighbours during pregnancy were played that programme’s theme, they became more alert and less agitated, stopped squirming and had a decreased heart rate – signs that they were orienting well to their environment. And it wasn’t just because music in general has soothing qualities; as Hepper reported (1996), those same infants ‘showed no such reaction to other, unfamiliar tunes’.

How can we explain this striking finding? Says another globally recognized fetal researcher, who chooses to remain anonymous, ‘While it is very difficult to test newborn babies, and the studies to date have been done on small numbers of children, it is possible that fetuses could develop a response to sounds heard repeatedly while they were in the womb, especially if those sounds were associated with a change in the mother’s emotional state. So if, for example, the mother heard a catchy jingle every day while pregnant and the mother had a pleasant or relaxing response to the jingle, the fetus, and later the newborn, could have a conditioned response to that sound pattern and attend to it differently than other unfamiliar sounds.’ In other words, the minute we’re born, we may already be biologically programmed to like the sounds and music we were exposed to in utero.

Shrewd marketers have begun to devise all kinds of ways to capitalize on this. For one, a few years ago, executives at a chain of major Asian shopping malls realized that since pregnant mothers spent a great deal of time shopping, the potential for ‘priming’ these women was significant. Pregnancy, after all, is among the most primal, emotional periods in women’s lives. Between the hormonal changes and the nervous anticipation of bringing another life into the world, it’s also one of the times when women are most vulnerable to suggestion. So the company began experimenting with the unconscious power of smells and sounds. First, it began spraying Johnson & Johnson’s baby powder in every area of the mall where clothing was sold. Then it infused the fragrance of cherry across areas of the mall where one could buy food and beverages. Then it started playing soothing music from the era when these women were born (in order to evoke positive memories from their own childhoods, a popular tactic you’ll read more about later on).

The executives at the shopping mall were hoping this would boost sales among pregnant mothers (which it did). But to everyone’s surprise, it also had another far more unexpected result. A year or so into the sensory experiment, the company began to be inundated by letters from mothers attesting to the spellbinding effect the shopping centre had on their now newborns. Turns out the moment they entered the mall, their babies calmed down. If they were fussing and crying, they simmered down at once, an effect that 60 per cent of these women claimed they’d experienced nowhere else, not even places where they were exposed to equally pleasant smells and sounds. After analysing these perplexing findings, the executives finally concluded that the baby powder and cherry scents and the comforting, soothing sounds (including these mothers’ own heartbeats, the sound of children giggling, and a carefully choreographed selection of instruments and repetitive rhythms) had infiltrated the womb. As a result, a whole new generation of Asian consumers were drawn – subconsciously, of course – to that shopping mall. And though the executives haven’t been able to measure the long-term effects of these ‘primed’ baby shoppers, some evidence indicates that these experiments may have a potent effect on the shopping habits of the next generation for years to come.

You are what Mum eats

Pregnant women the world over know that what they consume has a profound effect on their unborn child. The typical mother-to-be starts the pregnancy diet the moment the doctor gives her the joyous news. From now on, no more Pinot Grigio at dinner. If she used to sneak a cigarette every now and then, well, those days are over. But what many pregnant women don’t know is that what they consume doesn’t just affect the baby’s development while it’s in the womb; it actually influences the baby’s adult habits.

An article published in Science Daily reported that when mothers smoke during pregnancy, their children are more likely to become smokers by the age of 22. Similarly, when mothers consume a lot of junk food during pregnancy, children are more likely to later have a strong affinity for junk food (Science Daily, 2009). In a study published in the British Journal of Nutrition, Bayol, Farrington and Strickland (1997), at the Royal Veterinary College in London, fed groups of pregnant and lactating rats two different diets; one was a normal rat diet, and the other included copious amounts of junk food: jam doughnuts, potato crisps, muffins, marshmallows, you name it. It turned out that the baby rats whose mothers had consumed all that junk food were 95 per cent more likely to overeat than those whose mothers had eaten rat chow alone (and they later grew up to become 25 per cent fatter than the other little fellows).

And this doesn’t just happen in rats. A study of 1,044 mother-and-child pairs at Harvard Medical School found that the children of women who gained ‘excessive weight’ during pregnancy were four times more likely to become overweight in early childhood than those born to mothers who ‘gained inadequate weight’ (Oken et al, 2007). In other words, even controlling for genetic, dietary, and other behavioural factors, mothers who ate more gave birth to children more likely to eat more. In another article in Science Daily, researcher Josephine Todrank, PhD, explains: ‘If [a mother] eats healthy food, the child will prefer healthy food.’ (Science Daily, 2010). Todrank conducted a two-year study on pregnant mothers and fetuses at the University of Colorado School of Medicine that concluded that a pregnant mother’s diet not only sensitizes a fetus to those fragrances and flavours but physically transforms the fetal brain, thereby affecting what the baby consumes in the future.

It turns out that just as with music, we also develop preferences for specific tastes and flavours in the womb. There’s real biological credence for this; it’s been found that strong tastes and aromas, such as garlic, pass through the mother’s amniotic fluid and are actually ‘tasted’ by the fetus. As Huotilainen explains, ‘… all olfaction and taste sensations are mediated through the amniotic fluid floating in the nasal cavity and the mouth. It has been known for a long time that the amniotic fluid is rich in the concentration of fragrances typical to the mother’s diet’ (Huotilainen, nd).

This goes a long way in explaining why one study found that when a mother ate a lot of a food with the taste of garlic or vanilla during the last three months of pregnancy, the newborn chose milk that smelt like garlic or vanilla over milk that didn’t, as reported in the 2009 Science Daily article (referred to earlier). Similarly, a 2001 experiment found that babies whose mothers drank carrot juice during pregnancy later expressed preference for carrot-flavoured cereal over the plain variety (Mennella, Jagnow and Beauchamp, 2001). Says Julie Mennella, a psychobiologist at the Monell Chemical Senses Center in Philadelphia, ‘Mothers are giving information to their offspring through what they consume during pregnancy and breast-feeding, telling them this is about what is good and safe for us to eat’ (quoted in Murphy Paul, 2010).

Mennella explains that because amniotic fluid retains the flavours and aromas of the foods, drinks and spices consumed or inhaled by the mother, and because the unborn child’s olfactory and taste systems are fully functional by the last two trimesters, as early as week 12, the neonate can actually detect these flavours and aromas and develop an affinity that will influence his or her preferences as a baby and beyond. ‘The sense of smell is created in the womb – in the embryo,’ says International Flavors and Fragrances’ group president, Nicolas Mirzayantz. ‘Smell is the most powerful, the most primitive, the most directly hard-wired [sense] in our brains. And the first contact with the outside world are those smells we associate with our mothers. How many foods are successful because we are primed at a young age?’ he asks hypothetically. ‘Many. I think the first four years are instrumental.’

Believe it or not, companies are not only onto this but are using it to their advantage. How? Well, to give one example, Kopiko – a popular, successful Philippine confectionery brand that can be found in even the smallest shop in any Philippine town – has worked out a way to win over the taste buds of the unborn. During one visit to Manila, I discovered that Kopiko distributors were apparently supplying paediatricians and doctors with Kopiko products to give away to pregnant mothers in the maternity wards. Intrigued as to why, I dug a little deeper. Turns out this may have not just been about treating soon-to-be mums to a tasty snack.

Around that time, Kopiko had been preparing to roll out a new product: coffee that happened to taste just like those sweets. Interestingly, the second that the Kopiko coffee did hit the shelves, its success was phenomenal, particularly among children. Yes, kids, who would normally never go within a mile of coffee, turned out to love the taste of Kopiko coffee. In focus groups, both parents and children spoke not just of the brand’s round, smooth taste but of the feelings of nostalgia and belonging it evoked. What’s more, when I polled mothers who’d sucked on Kopiko sweets while pregnant, many told me that when they’d given their fussy, screaming new babies a small dose of Kopiko coffee, it had instantly, and magically, calmed these babies down (a parenting strategy I cannot say I recommend). Today, a mere four years into its existence, Kopiko coffee is the third-largest brand in the Philippines.

Baby’s first brands

I grew up in Denmark and by the time I was five I was already preoccupied with a handful of brands. Lego, Bang & Olufsen (the super-modern Danish designer of everything from sound systems to telephones). James Bond, the pop group Abba (I hereby apologize). And the fact is, 35 years later, the brands I loved as a child still influence my tastes and buying choices. For one thing, I always (unconsciously) dress like James Bond (all in black) and wear a Rolex watch. When I’m on the road, which is for approximately 10 months of the year, I almost always stay in hotels that recall the ultramodern Bang & Olufsen style. And while my clothes may be all black, I’ve always been drawn to colourful art. I could never quite work out why, until a few years ago, when it struck me that every single painting in my house was made up of yellow, red, blue, black and white – exactly those five basic Lego colours I was so obsessed with as a kid. All right, I confess it, I still listen to Abba every now and again. In my defence, I am Scandinavian.

I’m living proof that not only are very young children aware of brands, but we cling to the brands we liked as children well into our adult lives. But to find out just how common this phenomenon is, in order to conduct a study looking at how our childhood preferences shape our buying habits as adults, I enlisted SIS International Research, a New York-based global custom market research and strategic business research company, which has served over 70 per cent of the Fortune 500 and many of the world’s most influential organizations in the course of conducting research projects in over 120 countries. In surveying 2,035 children and adults, SIS found that 53 per cent of adults and 56 per cent of teenagers used brands they remembered from their childhood, especially foods, beverages and health-care and consumer or household goods. If you think companies and their marketers don’t know this and aren’t actively marketing to young children left, right and centre, think again. As you’ll see at various points throughout this book, marketers and advertisers have many clever tricks up their sleeves to brandwash those young (and impressionable) consumers, in an attempt to secure their loyalty for life.

This may help explain why children under the age of three years represent an approximately US $20 billion market to advertisers. These are the very same children who watch roughly 40,000 TV ads a year and who, as I’ve found in my studies over the years, know the names of more branded characters than of actual animals. What most parents probably don’t notice, however, is the extent to which babies as young as 18 months old are picking up subtle (and not-so-subtle) cues in their environment about brands and products.

What’s the first word recognized by most kids all over the world? No, it’s not ‘Mum’ or ‘Dad’. It’s ‘McDonald’s’ (or ‘Ronald’), according to Bryan Urbick, CEO of the Consumer Knowledge Centre in Middlesex, UK. True, most 18-month-old babies cannot physically articulate the word ‘McDonald’s’, but what they can do is recognize the fast-food chain’s red and yellow colours, roofline, golden arches and logo. Then they can jab their chunky little fingers at a McDonald’s from the backseat of a car, at which point Dad pulls into the car park and everyone eats and feels stuffed and happy. Thus, that baby’s recognition of McDonald’s becomes layered with emotional reward, familiarity and, of course, taste, sound and smell.

It gets worse. As early as two decades ago, the Journal of the American Medical Association found that ‘nearly all of America’s six-year-olds could identify Joe Camel, who was just as familiar to them as Mickey Mouse’ (quoted in Veracity, 2006). (Joe Camel was the advertising mascot for Camel cigarettes from 1987 to 1997 and appeared on billboards and print ads.) My guess is that today, kids as young as three or four can not only recognize Joe Camel but associate him with the brand.

The main reason that 18-month-old babies can recognize brands like McDonald’s and Camel is that in today’s media-saturated culture, younger and younger children are being exposed to more media and advertising than ever before. By the age of three months, 40 per cent of all infants are watching screen media regularly (Zimmerman, Christakis and Meltzoff, 2007) and by the time these same children are two years old the number rises to 90 per cent. And let’s not forget the advertising these toddlers are now being bombarded with on the internet, mobile phones, video games and billboards.

And all this makes a more powerful impression than you’d think. By the age of six months, babies are able to form ‘mental images’ of corporate logos and mascots (McNeal and Yeh, 1993). Which is no surprise given that these days everything from bibs to strollers is adorned with licensed characters from Elmo to SpongeBob to Tigger to Buzz Lightyear – the very same iconic figures that will continue selling these kids food, toys and more throughout their childhood. According to Dr Allen Kanner, a renowned child psychologist at the Wright Institute in Berkeley, California, ‘Recent studies have shown that by the time they are 36 months old, American children recognize an average of 100 brand logos’ (quoted in Perez and Vasile, 2007). In one 2007 experiment, when children aged three to five years were shown a dozen flash cards with assorted corporate logos on each, most of the children screamed ‘Target!’ with delight when they spotted one store’s signature red bull’s-eye.

Scarier still, babies are able to actually request brands by name as soon as they can speak. In one notable study, a 23-month-old was heard to repeat the mantra ‘Coke is it, Coke is it, Coke is it’, while a second 23-month-old gestured to the bottle of beer his father was gripping, murmuring, ‘Diet Pepsi, one less calorie’ (Meltzoff, 1998). By end of the first year of primary school, an average child can recite roughly 200 brand names – a figure that makes sense, seeing as most children receive an average of 70 new toys and gadgets a year. By the age of 10, a Nickelodeon study found, the average child has committed anywhere between 300 and 400 brands to memory.

It’s not just that these young kids are simply learning the names of brands, either. They are actually beginning to form preferences for them. According to a study published in 2010 in Pediatrics, when 40 children of pre-school age were given a choice between two versions of a particular food (in this case, crackers, fruit snacks and carrots), the only difference being that one package had a licensed character on it and the other didn’t, they not only chose the branded version, they actually reported that the food with the character tasted better, reports the study’s author Christina Roberto, a doctoral student at the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at Yale University (quoted in Mozes, 2010).

In another study (Robinson et al, 2007), 63 children of pre-school age were asked to taste pairs of five completely identical foods: hamburgers, chicken nuggets, French fries, milk and carrots. The first set was wrapped in plain, logo-free packaging. The second pair was packaged in a McDonald’s wrapper. By a long shot, the children rated the tastes of the foods and drinks higher if they believed they were from McDonald’s. This even went for the carrots (and the last time I looked, McDonald’s didn’t even sell carrots).

As Douglas Rushkoff writes, ‘By seeding their products and images early, [the] marketers can do more than just develop brand recognition; they can literally cultivate a demographic’s sensibilities as they are formed. A nine-year-old child who can recognize the Budweiser frogs and recite their slogan (Bud-Weis-er) is more likely to start drinking beer than one who can remember only Tony the Tiger yelling ‘They’re great!’ (Rushkoff, 2000: 197). 

According to Juliet Schor, children who can recognize logos by the age of 18 months not only grow up to prefer these brands but grow up to believe the brands correspond to their own personal qualities (or desired personal qualities), like being cutting edge, strong, fast or sophisticated (Schor, 2007). What’s even more frightening is that even three-year-olds already feel social pressure to use certain brands and already believe that wearing, owning or consuming certain brands can help them make their way through life. In a 2009 study on the topic, when one child of pre-school age was asked about Lego, he said ‘It’s really fun and I have to have it. If I have it, everyone wants to come to my house and play. If you don’t have it, they maybe don’t like you.’ Said another, ‘McDonald’s has a playground so you can play there and everyone likes you’ (ABC News, 2010).

Some food marketers in particular are using an especially pernicious strategy (and one we’ll be talking about a lot more in Chapter 3) to target young and impressionable children: ads disguised as entertainment. A New York Times cover story, entitled ‘In online games, a path to new consumers’ published on 21 April 2011 and written by Matt Richtel, recently reported that many food companies, ‘often selling sugar cereals and junk food, are using multimedia games, online quizzes, and cell phone apps to build deep ties with young consumers’. More specifically, as a 2009 report from the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at Yale University found, three major food companies – General Mills, Kellogg’s and Post – were using games to ‘hawk cereals ranked among the least nutritious’, including the US brands Lucky Charms, Honey Nut Cheerios, Trix, Froot Loops, Apple Jacks, and Fruity and Cocoa Pebbles. As the article reports, a game on the Lucky Charms website invites children on virtual adventures with Lucky the Leprechaun; Apple Jacks offers an iPhone app called Race to the Bowl Rally, a racing-car game in which kids collect Apple Jack Cereal Pieces for extra race points; and the Honey Nut Cheerios website lets children create their own comic strip featuring BuzzBee, the cereal’s iconic mascot. In blurring the line between advertising and entertainment, these ‘ads as games’ have several benefits for the companies in question. For one, they allow marketers to circumvent the regulations on advertising junk food on television. For another, they spread virally – as children play or share these games with their friends, they unwittingly become guerrilla brand ambassadors. And third, as we’ll talk more about in Chapter 3, these games are inherently addictive in nature. In short, they employ not just one but several powerful yet hidden persuaders.

As we’ll see throughout this book, food marketers are not alone in these tactics. Companies of all stripes know full well that advertisements also begin to shape children’s lasting preferences at an alarmingly young age and that the younger we are when we begin using a product, the more likely we are to keep using it for the rest of our lives. Which is why makers of so many distinctly adult products are targeting their ads and marketing to inappropriately young customers. Let’s look at how.

Unleashing the sex kitten inside

Studies show that today, both boys and girls are reaching puberty on average a full year earlier than they did decades ago, a phenomenon known in marketing circles as ‘precocious puberty’. So what? Well, puberty means products – razors, shaving cream, face wash, acne gel, deodorant, makeup and more. And you’d better believe that companies are taking advantage of that fact. Seattle-based manufacturer Dot Girl, for example, sells a ‘first period kit’, a pink or robin’s-egg-blue pack decorated with cartoon characters and youthful logos. Inside, an 11-year-old girl will find an assortment of feminine hygiene products, including a heating pad to alleviate cramps. According to Dot Girl cofounder Terri Goodwin, ‘We wanted to keep it on the young side.’ Says Toyna Chin, the San Francisco-based founder of Petite Amie, which carries the kits and sells them primarily to young teens, ‘Young girls are your first brand users. It’s important for any company to try and get that target audience as young as possible.’ This is reported in an article entitled ‘Cashing in on preteen puberty’ written by Tralee Pearce, published on 13 November 2007 in the Globe and Mail (Toronto).

According to a report from the NPD Group, a consumer research company, ‘From 2007 to 2009, the percentage of girls ages 8 to 12 who regularly use mascara and eyeliner nearly doubled – to 18 per cent from 10 per cent for mascara, and to 15 per cent from 9 per cent for eyeliner’, according to an article entitled ‘Graduating from lip smackers’ written by Douglas Quenqua and published in the New York Times on 28 April 2010.

As journalist Peggy Orenstein recently wrote, close to half of six- to nine-year-old girls regularly use lipstick and lip gloss, and ‘tween girls now spend more than $40 million a month on beauty products’ (Orenstein, 2011: 82). That’s why Dylan’s Candy Bar, a high-end confectionery store on New York’s Upper East Side, offers a beauty line that includes ‘cupcake body lotion’ and strawberry liquorice ‘lip saver’. According to the website, ‘Lips should always be candy-luscious and sweet to kiss’ (quoted in Orenstein, 2011: 82). It’s also why there’s a Hannah Montana Makeover Set, Barbie makeup, and hair-straightening products that feature seven-year-olds on the box. It’s also why Bonne Bell markets its cosmetics to girls as young as seven, the age at which it claims girls ‘become adept at using a lip gloss wand’. Even Nair, the hair-removal brand, has released ‘Nair Pretty’, a line aimed at 10- to 15-year-olds or, as it’s put in the industry, ‘first-time hair removers’ (as reported in an article entitled ‘Depilatory market moves far beyond the short-shorts wearers’ written by Andrew Adam Newman, published in the New York Times on 14 September 2007.

More appalling still, as the Huffington Post (New York) recently reported, Abercrombie and Fitch, the popular clothing retailer among the tween set, has begun marketing and selling padded bikini tops to girls as young as eight. As bloggers on Babble.com aptly pointed out, ‘The push-up bra is effectively a sex tool, designed to push the breasts up and out, putting them front and centre where they’re more accessible to the eye (and everything else). How is that okay for girls who haven’t yet left primary school?’ In my book, it isn’t.

Still, nothing is as wildly age-inappropriate as a toy that Tesco released in 2006: the Peekaboo Pole Dancing Kit, a pole-dancing play set marketed to females under 10 years old – as something that will help them ‘unleash the sex kitten inside’. Not surprisingly, outraged parents lobbied to have the product removed from shelves, and I cannot say I blame them.

And how do you create a lifelong drinker? Start him or her off early by rolling out sweet, flavoured, coloured, soda-like beverages (laden with alcohol), known in the industry as ‘alcopops’. Though they are allegedly intended to be consumed by adults, an American Medical Association study found that alcopops are most popular among 13-year-old girls and that these child-friendly, confectionery-like cocktails make up 29 per cent of the alcohol this group consumes.

So how do companies get their products talked about among the Miley Cyrus set? One technique is hiring the US organization the Girls Intelligence Agency (GIA), which recruits a stable of 40,000 girls from across the United States to act as guerrilla marketers. The agency gives these girls exclusive offers for products, events and free online fashion consultations and then sends them into the world to talk up the products to their friends and classmates. The GIA even organizes events it calls ‘Slumber Parties in a Box’, ‘innocent’ overnight parties these tween brand ambassadors host for 11 friends. Naturally, the point is for the GIA to pass out assorted free items, including new DVDs and cosmetics. Moreover, ‘GIA instructs the girls to “be slick and find out some sly scoop on your friends” ’, such as what they think is currently fashionable’ (Kanner, 2005).

Welcome to adulthood

Marketers aren’t just pulling these kinds of stunts on the girls, either. Though figures vary from company to company, my research shows larger and larger portions of marketing budgets are being devoted to brandwashing the next generation of male customers at as young an age as possible. You can hardly blame them; Gillette’s internal ‘war team’ (an internal research team whose main purpose is to keep a close eye on the company’s key competitor, Wilkinson) found that once a boy has tried a Gillette shaver twice, there is a staggering 92 per cent chance he will continue using the brand as an adult. Once the team reported this Gillette began sending out special ‘Welcome to Adulthood’ packs to young men on their birthday (the age varies according to US state regulations) or high school graduation, according to one man I interviewed.

The upstart company Stinky Stink courts the tween boy set with a new body spray that mimics the distinctly adolescent scents of snowboard wax, rubber on skateboard wheels, the pine of skateboards themselves and even the smell of a new PlayStation 3 or Wii gaming machine. ‘My happiest moment?’ company founder Chris Sellers told me, ‘was when one 13-year-old boy told me, “This smells like my life.”’ And when Gatorade (owned by PepsiCo) rolled out its new ‘G series’ of drinks, its marketers established a ‘Mission Control’ team, which tweets words of encouragement to high school athletes before big games and maintains a presence on Facebook, ‘where it answers queries from body-conscious teenagers about things like when it’s best to gulp down the new protein drink’. An article reports: ‘Gatorade staffers monitor social-media posts 24 hours a day… hoping what they see and learn will help the company more effectively promote’ its new line to Facebook- and Twitter-obsessed tweens and teens (Baulerine, 2010).

If you’re a boy or girl living in the United States, once your 18th birthday rolls around you’re likely to receive a present from a very unlikely sender: a tobacco company. Kool’s birthday gift, for example, contains an expensive-looking silver box full of coupons and even vouchers for this popular brand of menthol cigarettes, CDs of several up-and-coming rock bands, and an invitation to go online and create your own playlist (cigarette companies have found music to be a potent inroad for hooking smokers, which is why they so heavily promote at clubs and concerts). If you’re not a smoker, you throw most of this stuff away. A month later, a second identical entreaty comes. Then another. If by the third or fourth attempt you don’t bite, the cigarette company knows you’re a lost cause – as studies have shown that by the third pack, a typical smoker is hooked – and moves on to the next victim.

Would you believe even oil companies and car manufacturers are starting to target kids? Shell Oil’s marketing department has a long-standing partnership with Lego to attach the Shell brand to Lego toys, and in one animated BP commercial, children pull up to the pump in a BP estate car while singing a catchy jingle in unison: (available from http://adtunes.com/forums/showthread.php?t=87309). In a TV ad for Porsche, a little boy sits in a classroom, daydreaming about adulthood, speed and Porsches. In his daydream, he shows up at a Porsche dealership, asks to see Porsche’s 911 model, perches in it for a significant moment, then asks for the salesman’s business card. ‘I’ll see you in about 20 years,’ the boy says. Cue the voice-over: ‘It’s a funny thing about a Porsche. There’s the moment you know you want one; there’s the moment you first own one; and for the truly afflicted, there’s the decade or two that passes in between.’ (See this ad at www.youtube.com/watch?v=7sWPHKU1XZU.)

Porsche is hardly the only car maker with its eye on these future consumers. Car manufacturer Audi makes a line of teddy bears, as well as ‘Rob the gecko’, a cartoon lizard featured in plush toys and baby items. Chris Reiter reported on these in an article entitled ‘BMW sleds, Mercedes for kids battle $13,000 Audi on Santa list’ published in the Bloomberg News (New York) on 20 November 2010. Nissan sponsors the American Youth Soccer Organization, while Chrysler doles out hundreds of thousands of pop-up promotional books via snail mail to appeal to children.

Even Starbucks has acknowledged that the younger set is a big part of its demographic. According to the New York Times, ‘Starbucks is considering whether to add new drinks or drink sizes that better meet the needs of kids or tweens. We need to be realistic about who comes into our stores, so if we have children who are coming into our stores on their own, we want to make sure we have products that are appropriate to that age group,’ Starbucks spokesman Brandon Borrman said (quoted in Linn, 2007). The same article goes on to say that the baristas at one local Starbucks refer to steamed milk as a ‘babyccino’.

The chicken or the egg

The younger we are when we start using a brand or product, the more likely we are to keep using it for years to come. But that’s not the only reason companies are aiming their marketing and advertising at younger and younger consumers. Another is that children can be a marketing tool in and of themselves, thanks to what I call their ‘pester power’ – meaning their ability to influence their parents’ purchases. As James U McNeal, a professor of marketing at Texas A&M University, puts it, ‘75 per cent of spontaneous food purchases can be traced to a nagging child. And one out of two mothers will buy a food simply because her child requests it. To trigger desire in a child is to trigger desire in the whole family’ (quoted in Ruppel Shell, 2003: 192–93). Kids ‘have power over spending in the household, they have power over the grandparents, they have power over the babysitter, and on and on and on’, Professor McNeal recently told the New York Times.

I’ve found that children’s ‘persuasion’ techniques are universal: negotiation (‘If you buy me that chocolate, I’ll clean my room’); making a scene (which is self-explanatory); setting parents up against each other, which works especially well for children of divorce (‘Dad got me Odwalla – why won’t you?’); and sneaking into the supermarket basket a product Mum or Dad doesn’t discover until reaching the checkout, at which point he or she will let it go for fear of making a scene, appearing cheap or withholding.

At the same time, the persuasion also works in the other direction; parents are directly and indirectly responsible for influencing the lifelong tastes and preferences of their children. This increasingly common phenomenon is known in the industry as ‘hand-me-down influence’, and it tends to happen extremely early in the child’s life. Which raises the question: which comes first – the child’s influence or the parent’s? The short answer is both.

Here’s what I mean. Most families have strong cultures, attitudes, beliefs, values, and habits that a child grows up believing are the norm, and this includes everything from what they wear, to what they eat, to what brands and products they buy (Moore, Wilkie and Jutz, 2002). To see how the cycle of influence works, take, for example, Tropicana orange juice, a staple of many children’s households. The child who observes his parents buying bottle after bottle of the stuff grows up believing Tropicana is the only orange juice in the universe. So when that child goes with a parent to the grocery store, guess what brand of juice he will pester the parent to put in the trolley? So the parent keeps buying Tropicana, and by the time that child is older and doing his own grocery shopping, he just grabs that brand out of sheer habit. Thus a lifelong preference is born. By the way, since it’s usually the mother who takes the children grocery shopping, mothers tend to influence adolescents’ purchases more strongly than fathers do, particularly for household products like soaps, condiments, cleaners, and laundry detergents. (As pointed out by Mittal and Royne, 2010).

Often, our adult preference for a brand we used as a child is about nostalgia – often planted in our brains by the subtle yet clever manipulations of marketers, as we’ll read more about later on. Marketers see to it that we subconsciously link the brand with warm memories of home and family, so that using that brand becomes a way to reconnect both with our past and with our loved ones. I have a friend who insists on using Crest toothpaste and Crest toothpaste only. When I asked him why, he thought for a moment. ‘Because,’ he said, ‘I feel somehow as though I would be betraying my parents if I used another toothpaste.’

Yet like most of the hidden persuaders we’ll be talking about throughout the book, ‘hand-me-down’ influence doesn’t happen by accident. Far from it. Companies and retailers work hard to get us to pass on our brand preferences to our children; it’s part of their strategy, in fact. This is why so many brands are creating mini versions of their adult products for children and even infants in the hope that the brand will stick. This is the calculus behind children’s clothing brands babyGap and J. Crew’s Crewcuts (in the United States), and it’s why there even exists a Harley-Davidson line of onesies (for that tiny motorcycle mama in your life).

And if you’ve popped into an Apple store lately, did you happen to notice it resembled an international day care centre? That’s because Apple is a favourite brand among children and Apple’s iPhone ‘has… become the most effective tool in human history to mollify a fussy toddler’ (according to an article entitled ‘Toddler’s favorite toy: the iPhone’ written by Hilary Stout and published in the New York Times on 15 October 2010). Apple offers all kinds of baby-friendly apps, like Toddler Teasers, Baby Fun!, Infant Arcade, Peek-A-Boo, Pocket Zoo and more. Sure, these apps are a godsend to many tired parents, keeping the child busy so they can have a bit of peace and quiet, but they are also one of Apple’s many stealth strategies (you’ll read about others later on) for recruiting the next generation of customers. Apple’s ‘back-to-school’ offer of an iPod Touch free with your new laptop is another. Sounds generous, but what’s really going on is slightly more calculated than that. I have no doubt that Apple’s marketers know full well that once Mum or Dad passes along the iPod Touch to the child, the child cannot help but get hooked on the gizmo and will eventually be asking for a high-priced Apple computer of his or her own (Temkin, 2011). And there’s evidence to suggest children’s obsessions with Apple products start much, much earlier. I once conducted an experiment in which I handed a group of one-year-old children BlackBerrys – only to watch each one of them immediately swipe their fingers over it as though it were an Apple touch screen.

The point is that one of the main reasons all these strategies targeting children are so effective is that they ‘pack a one-two punch’: not only do our earliest preferences and impressions as children stay with us for life, but we’re also drawn to products that capture and allow us to relive the feeling of being young. In fact, as you’ll read later on, nostalgia is one of the most powerful hidden persuaders around, and it’s being used in all kinds of ways to brandwash us.
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The most recent outbreak of the H1N1 influenza virus, better known as swine flu, was first detected in Veracruz, Mexico, in the spring of 2009. Both the World Health Organization and the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) termed the outbreak a pandemic. Millions of people all over the world panicked, and although swine flu never became the kind of global catastrophe the 1918 flu did, it has been blamed for roughly 14,000 deaths.

Six years earlier, in 2003, another potentially fatal flu, severe acute respiratory syndrome, or SARS, caused a similar global panic. SARS originated in southern China but spread to infect people in roughly 40 countries. By the time the virus was contained in 2006, it was thought to be responsible for nearly 800 deaths, and people all over the world were going to heroic lengths to protect themselves and their children from exposure.

For doctors, CDC workers, and other health officials, a well-publicized global contagion spells a nightmare scenario: stockpiling and administering gallons of vaccines, diagnosing and treating thousands of patients, and spending countless hours and money trying to allay widespread panic. For a number of companies and marketers, however, it spells something entirely different: a golden opportunity.

Can anyone say ‘hand gel’?

Thanks in large part to these two global health scares, today we’ve welcomed antibacterial hand sanitizers into our lives as a cheap, everyday, utterly essential staple. In the United States alone these are expected to exceed US $402 million in profits a mere five years from now, according to an article in Occupational Health and Safety (2010). Containers of the soaps and hand gels can now be found at virtually every airport, hotel, restaurant, public convenience, newspaper kiosk, supermarket, and kitchen and bathroom sink across the globe. Millions of women, men, teenagers, and children won’t leave home without a small bottle or spritz canister in their purse or pocket. Bath & Body Works and Victoria’s Secret have even devised hand sanitizers as fashion accessories. Recently, while I was on a stopover in Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport, a voice over the loudspeaker alerted me repeatedly to the presence of hallway soap dispensers. In short, our war on this unseen enemy – a terrorist cell of germs, so to speak – has become a global family affair.

Turns out, though, that neither swine flu nor SARS can be prevented by the use of antibacterial cleansing gels. Both viruses are spread via tiny droplets in the air that are sneezed or coughed by people who are already infected (or, though this is far less common, by making contact with an infected surface, then rubbing your eyes or your nose). Nevertheless, the idea of an unseen, potentially fatal contagion has driven us into nothing short of an antibacterial mania, one that has helped sales of Purell, the top-selling hand sanitizer, to jump by 50 per cent, according to a report published in the Star-Ledger newspaper on 14 February 2010, written by Susan Todd and entitled ‘Hand sanitizer brings big profit for Johnson and Johnson’. Similarly, sales of Clorox disinfecting wipes have risen 23 per cent since the 2009 panic (Alazraki, 2009).

But our near addiction to these overpriced germ killers isn’t just a happy accident for the companies that make them. The advertisers and marketers at US brands such as Purell, Germ-X, Germ Out and Lysol have worked extremely hard to make us believe that using their product is the only surefire way to stave off grave and deadly disease. How? Well, first they capitalized on the global panic during the swine flu scare by releasing an onslaught of new products and redoubling their efforts to stress the importance of hygiene in staving off disease. ‘We want to make sure that people understand that effective hand washing is the best way to keep yourself and your family healthy,’ said a spokesperson for Dial, the soap manufacturer. Purell then posted on its website: ‘According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), one of the ways you can help protect yourself from swine flu is by practicing good hand hygiene. Specific CDC recommendations include keeping your hands clean by washing with soap and water, or using an alcohol-based hand sanitizer when soap and water may not be available.’ (Quoted from the ‘Know the facts’ page at www.purell.com/page.jhtml?id=/purell/include/facts.inc.) The disinfectant brand Lysol, too, updated its home page with information on swine flu, asserting that although it is not yet clear how the virus spreads, ‘following proper hygiene routines can help prevent the spread of illness’ (Whitehead, 2009). Of course, what they are trying to insinuate is that their product is the key to good hygiene – and in turn instrumental in staying healthy. Only they cannot say that because, well, it would be a lie; in fact, hand sanitizers have not been found, by the CDC or anyone else, to be effective in fighting airborne disease.

It wasn’t just makers of soap and hygiene products who saw serious marketing opportunities in the swine flu panic. Kleenex very swiftly rolled out a line of ‘antiviral’ tissues, which allegedly ‘have a specially treated middle layer that helps stop cold and flu viruses’ and that ‘kills 99.9% of cold and flu viruses in the tissue within 15 minutes’ and are ‘virucidal against Rhinoviruses Type 1A and 2; Influenza A and B; and Respiratory Syncytial Virus’. (See www.kleenex.com/FacialTissues.asp.)

Major online retailers such as Amazon.com and ReStockIt.com also got into the game, taking the opportunity to manufacture and market swine flu protection kits, swine flu safety DVDs, ionic air purifiers (ranging in price in the UK from £35 to £375) and £60 designer face masks. (Reported as ‘Marketers already aiming at swine flu ads’, Radio Broadcast News on 30 April 2009 and available at www.rbr.com/media-news/advertising/14311.html.) ‘The spread of swine flu is of global concern and we want to do our part to help contain it,’ said Jennifer DiMotta, VP of marketing at ReStockIt.com. ‘These products really work to help curb the spread of germs and disease,’ she added. (See www.restockit.com.)

What’s in a swine flu protection kit, you ask? Why, hand sanitizer and bacterial wipes, among other useless items designed to give us the illusion of protection and safety. None of these kits, some of which came with surgical masks and a light blue garment that looks uncannily like a hospital gown, were endorsed or distributed by the World Health Organization or any other health organization. But it was no coincidence that they were designed and packaged to have a decidedly clinical, medical feel.

Even some of the food companies tossed their hat into the ring of paranoia. A few months after those first swine flu cases began to appear in the headlines, Kellogg’s, in an attempt to tap into the growing misconception (fed largely by the opportunity to profit off it, of course) that a healthy immune system was the key to staying free of swine flu, introduced a new variant of Rice Krispies and Cocoa Krispies loaded with ‘antioxidants and nutrients that help the body’s immune system’. Too bad they were was also loaded with 40 per cent sugar. Just a few months later, the company’s health claims were so widely criticized for being bogus that it decided to pull the words ‘helps support your child’s immunity’ from all boxes. The word ‘immunity’, it should be noted, appeared in giant, boldfaced letters that could practically be seen from Jupiter (Starling, 2010).

Kellogg’s denied preying on swine flu fear, claiming that it had begun work on its revamped Rice Krispies a year before the H1N1 virus peaked. Still, one has to question the company’s motives, given that in November 2009 it bowed to the negative publicity, announcing that ‘given the public attention on H1N1’, it would no longer sell the antioxidant-enriched cereal, though a press release issued on 3 November 2009 stated: ‘we will continue to respond to the desire for improved nutrition.’

Companies are equally quick to prey on public panic over food contamination scares. For example, in the United States in 2010, when over half a billion eggs were recalled due to reports of salmonella, the marketers of US brands such as Egg Beaters and Davidson’s sprang into action, adding sections to their websites boasting that their products were uncontaminated. Davidson’s even bought the Google adwords for the searches ‘pasteurized eggs’ and ‘safe eggs’, so that panicked egg lovers looking online for information on the recall would most likely find themselves on the Davidson’s website, where they were immediately assured, ‘Our pasteurized eggs eliminate the risk of food borne illness and cross-contamination of your kitchen from shell eggs’ (see www.safeeggs.com).

Fear mongering is also a tactic favoured by big-box US retailers such as Walmart, Kohl’s and Target, which employ a company called Weather Trends International to help them adjust their inventory to capitalize on the anxiety generated by predictions of hurricanes, fires, ice storms and other extreme weather events affecting the United States (Hougland, 2007).

It’s true that in the case of an actual disaster such as Hurricane Katrina, this can be a genuine public service. In one article a journalist reported: ‘Unlike local, state and the federal government, which didn’t react until days after the hurricane hit, Walmart was at work around the clock before Katrina even hit to have the stores fully stocked with full pallet positions of water, flashlights, batteries, canned soup and canned meat’ (NewsMax, 2005). But it’s also true that if there’s even a remote possibility of extreme weather, these retailers are lightning quick to erect huge front-of-store displays of everything from bottled water to power generators to shovels to mosquito nets, pulling in a tidy profit in the process.

Why ‘thrillers’ thrill

Fear is an interesting, complex, and not altogether unpleasant emotion. Do you remember the delicious thrill you felt as a kid when you watched your first horror movie, whether it was The Blair Witch Project or The Shining or The Exorcist? Your pulse probably raced, your heart was probably beating wildly in your chest, and you may have found yourself involuntarily holding your breath as you waited for that axe-wielding killer to jump out of the shadows. You were scared out of your mind, and you loved every minute of it. It’s not just horror movies and scary urban legends that deliver this delicious thrill. Have you ever wondered why Stephen King has sold more than 500 million copies of his books over the years, or why on the Publishers Weekly list of bestselling books in 2009, a staggering 13 of the top 15 fell under the category of thriller? (Read, 2010). As Read, writing for the popular media gossip blog Gawker.com, noted sarcastically, US readers love being scared – of everything from Freemasons to lawyers, murderers to aliens, pirates to even their northern neighbour, Canada. And what do you think is behind the enormous popularity of scary TV shows like Bones or CSI or even the Discovery Channel’s Shark Week? I read once that a human being’s chances of being eaten by a shark are smaller than his or her chances of being hit by a coconut falling from a palm tree, but if you look at how many movies and TV shows feature shark attacks, you’d think otherwise.

Counterintuitive though it sounds, there’s a real biological basis behind our attraction to fear. Fear raises our adrenaline, creating that primal, instinctual fight-or-flight response. This in turn releases epinephrine, a hormone and neurotransmitter that produces, as many ‘adrenaline junkies’ will attest, a deeply satisfying sensation. ‘There’s a substantial overlap between those brain areas involved in processing fear and pleasure,’ said Allan Kalueff, a neuroscientist at the University of Tampere in Finland. Kerry Ressler, a neuroscientist at Yerkes National Primate Research Center, adds that the amygdala, our brain’s ‘fear center’, ‘gets just as activated by fear as it would in the real world, but because your cortex knows you’re not in danger, that spillover is rewarding and not frightening’ (quoted in Keim, 2007).

By uniting us against a common enemy, fear also brings humans together. It has a perverse yet delicious binding quality. It’s for this reason that we love to spread fearful rumours, sometimes blowing them out of all proportion just to heighten the sense of danger. Nothing travels as quickly as a frightening rumour – think of those ubiquitous urban legends about highway murder gangs and escaped convicts. Says Michael Lewis, director of the Institute for the Study of Child Development at Robert Wood Johnson Medical School in New Brunswick, New Jersey, ‘Fear has a certain contagious feature to it, so the fear in others can elicit fear in ourselves. It’s conditioning, like Pavlov and the salivating dog’ (quoted in Dzierzak, 2008).

According to Harjot Singh, the Senior Vice President and Director of Planning at the marketing communications firm Grey Canada, quoted in a recent article (AI Insite, 2010), our brains are hardwired to fear potential threats. Professor Joseph LeDoux of the Center for the Neuroscience of Fear and Anxiety at New York University concurs, explaining that ‘we come into the world knowing how to be afraid, because our brains have evolved to deal with nature’ (quoted in Dzierzak, 2008).

What’s more, as anyone can attest who’s ever been scared out of their wits by the sound of a branch scratching on a windowpane on a windy night, fear is far more potent than our facility for reason. An article about the roots of fear explains: ‘The amygdala sprouts a profusion of connections to higher brain regions – neurons that carry one-way traffic from amygdala to neocortex. Few connections run from the cortex to the amygdala, however. That allows the amygdala to override the products of the logical, thoughtful cortex, but not vice versa’ (Begley, 2007). In the same article UCLA neurobiologist Michael Fanselow adds, fear is ‘far, far more powerful than reason… It evolved as a mechanism to protect us from life-threatening situations, and from an evolutionary standpoint there’s nothing more important than that.’

An article that appeared on the left-leaning political website Daily Kos states, ‘When a threat is perceived, the body goes into automatic mode, redirecting blood to certain parts of the body and away from the brain. The respiratory response also decreases the blood supply to the brain, literally making a person unable to think clearly. In other words, the loss of blood to a person’s brain can make him or her stupid, literally’ (Daily Kos, 2010). What’s more, an academic study (White, 1992) explains that people who are exposed to fear appeals think carefully about the responses proposed in these messages, then follow the advice of the persuasive message in an attempt to neutralize the danger.

Clearly, fear is a powerful persuader, and you’d better believe that marketers and advertisers know this and aren’t afraid to exploit it to the fullest – which is why the marketing world uses scare tactics to sell us everything from antidepressants to condoms, dental floss to laundry detergent, burglar alarms to cell phones, bottled water to pizza dough, as well as countless other brands and products you’ll read about in this chapter. I recall once seeing a vintage 1950s ad for lunchbox thermoses that bore the unforgettable tagline ‘A fly in the milk may mean a baby in the grave.’ As you’re about to read, advertisers have since become a lot more subtle and creative in the ways they use fear to persuade us. But really, I don’t mean to scare you.

Nothing to fear but future selves

Perhaps you recall a 1994 TV ad for an Aquafresh toothbrush. In one hand a woman is holding up a toothbrush, in the other, a ripe tomato. ‘With this tomato, I’m going to make an important point about your toothbrush,’ she says, pressing the bristles into the poor tomato, creating a gash that resembles a bleeding gum. ‘Only Aquafresh Flex Brush has a unique, pressure-sensitive neck that bends and flexes if you press too hard,’ the woman continues, ‘so you can prevent damaging your gums, while still giving your teeth a thorough cleaning.’ (See this ad at www.youtube.com/watch?v=V42QI4r8fWU.) On the face of it, Aquafresh was just using a simple prop to show how great its product was. But in fact something a little bit more subtle and sneaky was going on. After all, a prop resembling a bleeding gum calls to mind only one thing: a trip to the dentist. What else could be more universally terrifying?

So besides dentists and germs, what other kinds of fears do companies play on in marketing us their products? For one, the fear of failure. In a surprising study, researchers at the University of Bath found that the fear of failure drives consumers far more than the promise of success; the latter oddly tends to paralyse us, while the former spurs us on (and pries open our wallets). In fact, as the study found, the most powerful persuader of all was giving consumers a glimpse of some future ‘feared self’ (University of Bath, 2008). 

We all have some version of a future self we’d take great pains to avoid. Do most of us go to the gym because we want to be healthy, or because we’re scared of getting flabby or out of shape? Do we bathe, shampoo, and brush and floss our teeth out of reverence for the rules of hygiene, or are we imagining the ‘feared self’ we might resemble if we smelled bad, our hair were scraggly and unwashed, and our teeth were rotted and yellow? I cannot help but think back to a classic L’Oréal ad in which an older man is walking down the street. To our eyes, he looks great – dapper and distinguished. The camera then cuts to a beautiful younger woman passing him by. And through her eyes we see him as old, decrepit and repulsive – his worst-feared self realized.

Sometimes advertisers prey on our fears of our worst selves by activating insecurities that we didn’t even know we had – such as about the appearance of our armpits. This is exactly what Dove’s recent ‘Go Sleeveless’ ad campaign was doing; by claiming that its new special moisturizing formula will make our underarms ‘not only odor free but prettier’, Dove was subconsciously planting the fear that our armpits might be not only smelly but also hideous. This is aptly pointed out in one article: ‘Dove’s empowerment-via-shame marketing approach for Go Sleeveless has its roots in advertising techniques that gained popularity in the 1920s: a) pinpoint a problem, perhaps one consumers didn’t even know they had; b) exacerbate anxiety around the problem; c) sell the cure’ (Copeland, 2001). Among the many ‘feared selves’ that have been historically planted by marketers, the same article cites such concerns as ‘bad breath,’ ‘smelly underarms,’ and ‘the many troubles down there’.

What else frightens us nowadays? A lot. Most of us are scared about the economy, of losing our jobs, and of defaulting on our mortgages. We’re scared that our spouse or partner might leave us. We’re scared of loneliness and having no friends. We’re afraid of sexual inadequacy. Of getting cancer. Of getting old and breaking a hip. Of death. We’re scared of driving and we’re scared of flying. We’re scared of terrorists and of global warming. We’re scared of the bright sun and the dark night. We’re afraid of E. coli bacteria in our beef, hormones in our milk, and mercury in our fish. We’re scared of viruses infecting our computers and our water supplies. We’re scared of earthquakes quite literally shifting the ground beneath our feet and of our children being abducted by strangers in cars. We’re scared that we talk too much or too little, that we dress badly, that our nails are unclean and our hair wayward. Or that no one will tell us about the piece of kale in our teeth, or that while we strive to be charming and amusing, we’re actually fatally unfunny… and everyone knows it but us. According to Gavin Johnston, a behavioural science-based branding consultant, quoted in an article in Brandweek magazine (Klara, 2009), many brands prey on what anthropologists dub ‘panoramic fear’ – namely, ‘an overwhelming sense that control has been lost, prompting consumers to scramble to find any kind of comfort they can’.

It’s these seemingly infinite fears – some planted in our minds by marketers and advertisers, others merely amplified by them – that drive us to buy triple-moisturizing creams and heat-safe leave-in hair conditioners, teeth-whitening strips and multivitamins. Not to mention gym memberships and organic food and bottled water and humidifiers (and dehumidifiers) and designer clothing and Viagra and earthquake insurance and water-filtration systems and plastic surgery and bike locks and… burglar alarms.

‘If you’re a lady, most men want to kill you’

Picture this: You’re a single, 20-something female in a skimpy T-shirt and sweatpants, ready to work out at home to a yoga DVD when you hear suspicious noises coming from outside. Or you’re a teenage girl home alone at night, convinced you hear the sound of keys jiggling in the downstairs lock. Or you’re a mother preparing dinner while your kids play in the garden, and you’ve failed to notice the suspicious-looking fellow lurking near the garage. Or perhaps you’re a recent divorcée who’s just been flirting with a charming hunk at a party at your house and are startled, once the other guests have left, to see this same hunk punching in your back door.

These are all scenes from widely viewed commercials for the US company Brink’s Home Security, now known as Broadview Security. When they aired in 2008, many media observers and consumer advocates decried them as sensationalistic, salacious and sexist – not to mention transparently obvious in their intent to terrify. Airing a few months into the global recession – for many US residents, one of the scariest times in recent memory – the ads worked like a charm, especially among their target audience: women. Thanks to this unabashed fear mongering, burglar alarm sales rose by an unprecedented 10 per cent in a single year – a year during which crime rates actually decreased (Thomaselli, 2009). 

‘Are you a single woman who lives alone in a large, five-person house? Studies show that if you’re a lady, most men want to kill you,’ went the hilarious parody of these ads that ran on the US TV show Saturday Night Live. (See the parody at www.hulu.com/watch/134720/saturday-night-live-broadview-security.) But what’s not funny is the fact that Broadview Security and other burglar alarm companies are hardly alone in identifying our most deeply held fears and then playing them back to us in the most nightmarish scenarios possible. In one ad sponsored by the Insurance Corporation of British Columbia (it was billed as a drunk-driving ad, although I’m willing to bet it sold more insurance policies than it saved lives), an adolescent boy is pictured flying through a car windscreen because he’s forgotten to secure his seat belt. In a TV commercial for American Express traveller’s cheques, a vacationing couple suddenly victimized by theft is shown huddled, helpless and broke – before the credit card company, like a white knight, comes obligingly to the rescue. Prudential Life Insurance’s ‘Don’t wait until it’s too late’ ad campaign featured a pitiful-looking family barely managing to carry on because a deceased patriarch had failed to sign up for life insurance.

And of course there’s GM’s OnStar, a subscription-based ‘vehicle security, safety and communication service’. It’s manipulative but riveting radio ads are recordings of actual distress calls from customers – from a panicked woman reporting she’s just been involved in a collision to a terrified child calling for help because his mother is having trouble breathing.

I’m not proud of it, but I once helped create an ad like this. It was a TV ad featuring a father and his young daughter. The father was about to leave on a business trip, and the daughter was dejected. The camera cut to the father in a black limousine as it pulled away from his visibly unhappy daughter. Next, the screen showed Dad on an aeroplane. Then the daughter again, looking up longingly into the sky. Next we see Dad striding into a meeting overseas, his daughter back at home. At last the phone rings. The daughter picks it up, almost in tears. It’s Dad. He told her he would call her, didn’t he?

The commercial was for Allianz, a well-known life insurance company. Yes, we were using fear to remind fathers to look out for the families they love. Without saying so, the ad asked, If something were to happen to you, would your family be financially protected? Later, we scanned people’s brains as they viewed it to see which shot was the most affecting (and persuasive). The hands-down winner was the shot of the little girl gazing up at the sky.

Yet this was nothing compared with another ad I saw once. ‘I want more time’ (available at www.youtube.com/watch?v=UvYb4BLIAQw) is dubbed the ‘saddest commercial ever’, but I think a more proper description is the ‘most emotionally manipulative commercial ever’. In it, a middle-aged man driving a car along a highway speaks in voice-over about his teenage son. ‘I want time to understand him,’ we hear, as we see flashbacks of the father berating the young man. ‘I want to listen to his songs,’ the father’s voice-over resumes, ‘and tell him I’m sorry’, and ‘I want time to do what I’ve never done: take better care of him. Love him more.’

At which point a highly realistic-looking bus rams his car head-on. He dies. Cue the words ‘Thai Life Insurance.’

The reason ads like these work so well is because they hit us in two powerful places. Fear and its close cousin, guilt. I consider guilt to be a global virus. And no one is better at spreading that virus than marketers and advertisers. As one article that appeared in 2006 explained, fear mixed with a high level of blame, regret, guilt, or even a dare tends to translate emotion into action (Passyn and Sujan, 2006). This instinctively makes sense; after all, isn’t it the combination of fear and guilt that makes you reach for the nicotine gum instead of the cigarettes or potato crisps that have been baked instead of the fried ones? (I might add that the packaging of these baked snacks is designed with the ‘feared self’ of today’s health-conscious woman in mind. They often come in matte bags, compared to the slippery, shiny, gleaming bags enclosing regular crisps, which subconsciously remind us of oily, greasy skin.) In short, fear and guilt are marketers’ ‘one-two punch’.

The mother of all fear

You may have noticed that many of the tactics we’ve been talking about so far seem to be aimed at women. That’s because studies have shown that women are more prone to fear and guilt than men are. When psychologists in Spain recently questioned 300 men and women between the ages of 15 and 50 about the kinds of daily situations that engendered feelings of guilt – whether failing to make the time to visit a relative in the hospital, forgetting a friend’s birthday, or losing patience with a friend – in each and every case women felt significantly higher levels of guilt than their male counterparts (and were also more likely to feel angry with themselves if they felt they had hurt another person). This was reported in an article entitled ‘From cheating golfers to MPs on the fiddle: why men really do feel less guilt than women’ written by Fiona Macrae, published in the Daily Mail (London) on 27 January 2010.

No one is more vulnerable to fear and guilt than mothers, particularly new mothers. Now that you’re responsible for a fragile little person, the entire world has suddenly become one giant death trap. And you haven’t seen germophobia until you’ve seen a new mother. No matter where I am in the world, when I ask new mothers what they do when the baby finally arrives, 90 per cent tell me that they begin to clean as if there’s no tomorrow; they’re absolutely terrified of anything that could possibly harm or even contaminate their new arrival. The leading US brand of hand sanitizer is Purell. If this and other body and home sanitizers don’t yet play a major part in their lives, they will now. But those aren’t the only products out there marketed to paranoid mothers and fathers. Not even close. Among the many other health- and safety-related items there are: ointments, humidifiers, car seats that make Alcatraz look easy to escape from, baby gates, cabinet locks, expensive digital colour video baby monitors, ‘safety bath-time thermometers’, ‘safety bath-time tap covers’, and more. This stuff doesn’t necessarily make the little ones any safer, either. For example, across Japan physicians are finding that Japanese babies’ immune systems are actually breaking down as an unfortunate consequence of their parents’ preoccupation with keeping babies away from all germs.

Still, marketers and advertisers are very skilled at playing to new mothers’ inherent fears, which I believe to be evolutionarily wired. New mothers think that if they don’t buy all this stuff, they’re ‘not a good enough mother’. And in fact these are the first words that pop out of mothers’ mouths when their babies get an infection or catch a cold – even though the chances of this happening at some point in the first few years of the child’s life are nearly 100 per cent. Nonetheless, an insecure, hormonal, frequently isolated new mother believes it’s her fault. She failed. She didn’t protect her child – a false impression she gleaned from one televized image after another of plump-cheeked, airbrushed babies who look as though they’ve never caught a cold, had an ear infection or had a scrape on them.

I don’t know any new mother who doesn’t feel guilty about something. Maybe she’s worried she doesn’t buy her child enough educational toys. Or that she’s not preparing every meal from scratch, or that if she is, she isn’t using ingredients that are fresh enough or of high enough quality. Is she a good mother compared with other mothers? There are so many ways for her to feel she isn’t living up to society’s standards. Naturally, there are an endless array of products out there – from LeapFrog computers for young children to organic baby food to postnatal exercise videos to LED lightbulbs to Priuses – to alleviate all that guilt.

In our time-starved society, how many mothers have time to drive to the supermarket, buy fresh ingredients, lug them home, then spend hours peeling, chopping, simmering, sautéing, baking and boiling them to perfection? Yet most mums (and dads) feel incredibly guilty about bringing home a prepackaged meal – or worse yet, getting a takeaway. No matter how convenient that frozen lasagna looks, if it comes in a cardboard box, most mothers feel guilty about serving it, as if doing so would be saying she doesn’t really care. That’s why food marketers came up with the ruse known as the finishing touch.

A few years ago, supermarkets began selling pizza. Not just in the frozen-food section; now a busy mum can buy raw pizza dough, a bag of mozzarella, and a jar of sauce, bring it home, roll out the crust herself, and voilà – feel as though she’s cooked homemade pizza (in the real world they may call it ‘cooking’, but behind the scenes, marketers dub creating a meal of any kind ‘assembling’). This was a brilliant marketing ploy, not just on the part of the supermarkets for shelving these existing products together but also on the part of brands like Pillsbury for rolling out a new ‘pizza dough’ (not so different from its regular crescent roll dough) and Ragú for expanding its offerings to include ‘pizza sauce’ (not very different from its ordinary tomato sauce). These canny companies learned that they could make a killing by selling us products that look ‘finished’ but in fact require a little effort – the finishing touch – on our part. Thus, a guilt-ridden mother can now provide a well-rounded, nutritious, home-cooked meal for her family. In the time it takes to mix in a packet of spices, gone is the fear that she’s served her family a premade, manufactured, substandard product. Now you understand what the US products Hamburger Helper or Duncan Hines brownie mix (add an egg and half a cup of water) are all about.

There’s a pill for that

‘Your dad wants you to have things he never had. Like hair,’ reads the ad for Rogaine. Immediately the male viewer thinks about his hardworking, self-sacrificing father – before terror of losing more inches of his own rapidly retreating hairline sets in. Notice the sly combination of guilt and fear at work here?

An ad for the much maligned pain reliever Vioxx shows the US former figure skater Dorothy Hamill perched on a bench, lacing up her skates, with the voice-over ‘Along with all the great memories has come something I thought I’d never experience – the pain of osteoarthritis.’ Our reaction? Oh no! If an Olympic ice skater can come down with arthritis, so can I! But look – thanks to Vioxx, she’s skating again! Fear, followed by hope and renewal. The classic ‘one-two punch’.

Do you suffer from allergies? The woman pictured in the ad for Flonase allergy spray certainly does. In a series of photos, we see her unhappily rubbing and wiping her runny, red nose and finally clutching her nostrils in agony. She looks miserable, at the end of her tether. Then we see her after two squirts of Flonase spray. She’s now outdoors, laughing while her hunky husband rakes the lawn. Her teeth quite miraculously have suddenly become blindingly white. A beautiful blond child stands nearby, beaming. There’s a wheelbarrow and a watering can and probably more pollen and grass than anyone can imagine, and guess what? It doesn’t bother her one bit. Flonase has transformed our sneezy, hacking worst nightmare into a sexy, feminine, outdoors-loving, allergy-free object of our envy and desire.

These examples show that pharmaceutical ads play on our fear of death, disease and ageing to get us to buy their products. But I believe that’s not the only fear tactic at work. Pharmaceutical companies also play on one of the most subtle yet powerful of psychological tricks: our fear of social isolation, of being outsiders. Countless studies show that humans have a universal need to belong (dating way back to our early ancestors, for whom survival depended on being a member of a band or tribe); for most of us, the thought of being left out or alone is terrifying.

How exactly do the drug companies play – and prey – on this fear? Believe it or not, they use a formula that, according to a research study carried out at Stanford University, is more or less standard for this kind of fear-based advertising. They begin with solitary shots of our worst ‘feared self’ – a balding man, an overweight woman, or an unhappy or distracted child – whose gaze is conspicuously averted. Once the person in the ad has taken whatever it is that is designed to improve their appearance, steady their mood or alleviate their symptoms, not only do they look brighter, happier, and sexier, but they face straight ahead at the camera. This accomplishes two things. First, as any psychologist will tell you, averted gazes are generally associated with shame and social isolation, while a straight-ahead gaze is a sign of confidence and connectedness. So the straight-ahead gaze implies that taking the drug or medication has magically made the person in the ad not just healthier but more popular, loved and accepted. Second, it invites you, the viewer, into the person’s life. In the advertising industry, this ‘after’ picture is termed a ‘demand’ photo, because the newly slimmed down, refocused or cured model ‘demands’ a connection from the viewer. Recognize me, the photograph says. Meet my gaze. You know me. This brand works. If you want to be as happy as I am, use it (Sells and Gonzalez, 2002).

The pharmaceutical lobby has plenty of critics. And while I’ll concede that pharmaceutical executives don’t actually sit around in boardrooms rubbing their hands together, concocting new ways to terrorize the public, given that the very nature of their products is to cure or treat things that most people find universally scary, like serious disease, it’s inevitable that fear finds a way into their marketing and advertising strategies.

Pharmaceutical companies don’t just remind us of all the horrible conditions we might one day come down with, like an embarrassing skin disease, sexual dysfunction, cancer and so on. They also spend millions every year stirring up fear in our hearts over conditions we never even knew to be afraid of. Restless leg syndrome? Fibromyalgia? Premenstrual dysphoric disorder? Who knew such things even existed? Well, thanks to the psychologically manipulative and oft-aired commercials, we all do now.

Do you suffer from shyness? Apparently shyness isn’t just a personality trait but an actual pathology, and one that only Paxil can cure. What about acid reflux disease, formerly known as heartburn? Today there are over a dozen drugs, from Nexium to Prilosec to Zantac, available to treat it. Who knew that irritable bowels weren’t just the unfortunate repercussions of a spicy Mexican dinner but were actually a ‘syndrome’? PMDD, or premenstrual dysphoric disorder, is a relatively recent condition, though it bears much in common with the monthly hormonal changes fertile women have been experiencing for centuries. LBL, which stands for light bladder leakage, is an even newer one, pharmacologically speaking. Anyone who’s ever gone swimming in a public pool has probably encountered a young child who suffers from this.

These days, we’re being persuaded to ask our doctors for medications to address what were once considered nothing more than everyday inconveniences. A recent study by two York University researchers found that the pharmaceutical lobby spends nearly twice as much on promotion and advertising as it does on research and development. They reported that Americans are the most overmedicated people on earth, with overall domestic sales of prescription drugs totalling US $235.4 billion (Gagnon and Lexchin, 2008).

Germophobia

I’ll bet that if you’re in the habit of buying the morning paper, you bypass the one right at the top of the pile. Instead, you lift up the top newspaper and pull out the one directly underneath it. Did you know that consciously or not, 72 per cent of people do the same? Why? Because we imagine that the second one from the top hasn’t been manhandled by countless germy fingertips and is therefore somehow cleaner than the one above it. (Ironically, though, after scanning the headlines, many of that same 72 per cent of consumers replace that paper right where they found it, under the top one, so they all end up thumbing through the same finger-smudged newspaper over and over.) It’s the same phenomenon that explains why when women visit the ladies’ toilets in hotels, stores, and restaurants only 5 per cent of them will enter the first cubicle. Why? Because they believe it’s less clean than the second or third one.

The point is that the illusion of cleanliness or freshness is a subtle but powerful persuader – and marketers know it. I believe this is tied into our nearly universal fear of germs, which ties in to our innate fear of disease, illness and even death. Think of all the lengths we go to in order to avoid ‘contaminants’ in our lives. We slather on epic amounts of hand sanitizer. We pay exorbitant prices for fruit and produce grown without pesticides. We shell out extra for household cleaning products labelled ‘non-toxic’. So persuasive is this messaging that the US company Method, which claims its products are ‘a cleaner clean’, is now the seventh fastest-growing private company in the United States (EcoSherpa, 2006). Does any of this actually make us any healthier? No, not really. But it does make us less afraid of becoming ill.

Global contagions aside, our fear of germs pervades a whole host of buying decisions we make in our everyday lives, from which newspaper we pull off the pile to which groceries we buy. On a recent (NBC) Today segment, when my team and I scanned the brain of a female volunteer named Kelly as she made her way down the supermarket aisle so we could analyse her thought patterns as she made her selections, one of the most interesting things we found was that perceptions of cleanliness had a big impact on her decisions – without her even realizing it.

Over the length of this section of the programme, store executives, the film crew, the producer and even TV viewers failed to notice one thing that our brain scanners were able to pick up. Every time Kelly picked a product off the shelf, the scientists were able to detect a slight pause or increase in reaction time before she put the object either in her basket or back on the shelf. This in itself isn’t all that surprising; it takes most of us a second or two to decide whether or not to buy something. But what was really interesting was that every time Kelly held a product in her hand, the brain scans revealed strong activity in her brain’s amygdala region – the region responsible for fear, dread, danger and discomfort (it also serves as a memory storage unit). Every product she touched during her shopping excursion sparked a fear response in Kelly’s brain.

What was going on here? After watching the tapes again, we noticed that generally, if Kelly liked a product enough to touch it, study it and ponder it, she’d buy it, but not the one she’d picked up. Instead, just like those newspaper buyers, she’d put that ‘tainted’ bottle of shampoo or jar of coffee or bag of tortilla chips back on the shelf before selecting an identical one stashed one or two items behind it. And on one occasion, when the product Kelly wanted was the lone one remaining on the shelf, the fear response in her brain was so pronounced she ended up choosing another brand altogether – though if you had asked her, she would have had no idea why she had done so.

It makes sense that our fear of germs or contamination would be particularly pronounced when it comes to food products. But how do we explain the fact that Kelly’s fear response was just as strong for, say, paper towels as it was for a carton of milk? I attribute it to clever marketing that plants seeds in our brains – subconsciously, of course – that maybe a product is or isn’t as ‘clean’ as we believe. To see what I mean, picture, say, a marmalade display. Marmalade, as most people know, is a fruit preserve with a thick texture (because it includes the fruit’s peel) and a syrupy taste. In the United States, marmalade, which originated in Scotland, has been marketed and sold in jars with tartan screw tops, to cultivate that exotic suggestion of its being ‘imported’ (even though most is manufactured in the United States). Still, because most Americans believe jars of this ‘exotic’ product have travelled thousands of miles in who knows what conditions and been manhandled by who knows how many grimy mitts, the average consumer, before buying a jar of marmalade, will carefully inspect it, hoping to confirm that what he or she is buying is safe, fresh and uncontaminated.

Yet there is no way on earth a marmalade manufacturer can guarantee freshness. Marmalade is simply not a fresh product. It’s not meant to be. Those glass jars have been sitting on a supermarket shelf for upwards of eight months. But marketers don’t want us to know that! So what do they do? They try to create the illusion of freshness by attaching the top of the marmalade lid to the glass jar with a narrow white strip of adhesive paper. When the strip is unbroken, it means that no one has twisted the top of the jar open (and done who knows what to it). It signals to consumers, Hey, don’t worry, you’ve got a fresh jar!

Hotels, incidentally, employ a similar tactic by placing a paper seal on the seats of their toilets and a paper lid on glasses you’ll find in the bathroom or near the minibar. I’ve always been astonished by the fact that a single, flimsy sheet of paper is enough to create the illusion that no other person has ever used that toilet or drank out of that glass, but somehow it does. (And in fact one hotel employee once admitted to me that the glasses are not actually washed – merely dried with a towel – before being used again and again. Yet that paper lid gives us the illusion of cleanliness.)

Marketers call this the ‘fresh strip’. Along with its close relative, the plastic seal, the fresh strip is today standard in many food and product categories including, among others, yogurt, peanut butter, coffee, ketchup, mustard, fruit juice, vitamins and over-the-counter medicines. It conveys the (in many cases false) impression that what’s inside this jar, bag, or container is unsullied by germs, untouched by another human being. Moreover, many of these jars and containers are deliberately engineered so that when we unscrew that marmalade at home, we’ll hear that comforting smacking sound, further reassurance that what we’ve bought is fresh, clean, and safe – never mind that the smacking sound was created and patented in a sound laboratory to manipulate us into believing that the marmalade was flown in from Edinburgh just this morning.

Don’t be fooled. The reality is that this jar of marmalade has likely been sitting on this shelf unbothered for months. Occasionally, a shop assistant will come by and dust it.

When a banana is not just a banana

To truly see all the tricks marketers have for creating the illusion of freshness, there’s no place better to go than Whole Foods, the world’s largest purveyor of natural and organic edibles. What passes through your mind when I say the word ‘fresh’? Free-roaming cows and chickens? Handpicked fruit and flowers? Home-grown tomatoes, still on the vine?

As we enter Whole Foods, symbols, or what advertisers call ‘symbolics’, of freshness just like these overwhelm us. No matter what Whole Foods shop you visit, the first thing you see is flowers. Geraniums. Daffodils. Jonquils. Behind the display of flowers cascades a stream of clear water against a coppery backdrop (another ‘symbolic’, suggestive of calm and serenity). Flowers, as everyone knows, are among the freshest, most perishable objects on earth. Which is why fresh flowers are placed right up front: to ‘prime’ us to think of freshness the moment we enter the store. (Consider the opposite: what if we entered the store and were greeted with stacks of canned tuna and plastic flowers?) Now that we’re primed, we proceed to carry that association, albeit subconsciously, with us as we shop.

The prices for the flowers, as for all the fresh fruits and vegetables, are scrawled in chalk on fragments of black slate, which is a tradition of outdoor European marketplaces. It’s as if, or so we are meant to believe, the farmer or grower pulled up in front of Whole Foods just this morning, unloaded his produce (chalk and slate boards in hand), then hopped back in his flatbed truck and motored back to his country farm. The dashed-off scrawl also suggests the price changes daily or even throughout the day, just as it might at a roadside farm stand or local market. In fact, most of the produce was flown in days ago, its price set and fixed at the Whole Foods corporate headquarters. Not only does the price not change daily, but what may look like chalk on the board is actually indelible; the signs have been mass-produced in a factory. In industry parlance, marketers use the term ‘Farmgate’ to refer to this strategy of planting a (false) image of a real, all-natural working farm in our minds, and ‘Factorygate’ to refer to the fact that most everything we see before us is actually manufactured by a large company.

These same ‘Farmgate’ tactics are behind the coolers of chipped ice planted everywhere you look. Have you ever noticed that there’s ice everywhere in this shop? Why? Does hummus really need to be kept ice-cold? What about cucumber-and-yogurt dip? No and no. This ice is another ‘symbolic’ – an unconscious suggestion that what’s before us is bursting with freshness. To our irrational, germ-fearing minds, tortillas, pickles, and other non-perishables must be fresher – and thus safer to eat – when they’re sitting on a bed of ice, especially when the fizzy soft drinks or fruit juice perspires a little. This is a phenomenon the industry dubs ‘sweat’ and the refrigerators in most soft drink and milk aisles are deliberately kept at the exact temperature needed for this ‘sweating’ to occur. Similarly, for years now supermarkets have been sprinkling select vegetables with regular dew drops of water – a trend that came out of Denmark. Why? Like ice displays, those sprinkler-like drops serve as a symbolic, albeit a bogus one, of freshness and purity. (Ironically, that same dewy mist makes the vegetables rot more quickly than they would otherwise. So much for perception versus reality.)

When carrying out experiments on consumer behaviour across the world, I often ask people a truly obnoxious question: would they mind emptying the contents of their fridge and freezer onto the kitchen table, then, one by one, ranking and replacing the items depending on how ‘fresh’ they perceive the products as being? You would be surprised at how the extraordinarily persuasive effects of advertising play into people’s perceptions of freshness. The one product consistently at the top of people’s lists? Heinz ketchup. That’s right, consumers rank bottled ketchup as being fresher than lettuce, tomatoes, onions and so on. ‘Why Heinz?’ I always ask, noting that the expiration date on the bottle isn’t for another six months. ‘You’re right,’ the majority reply after a moment. ‘I have no idea why I put that there.’

So what’s behind this bizarre impression that ketchup is fresh? It’s all in the way it’s marketed. Heinz subtly plays up the ‘tomato-ness’ of ketchup, with its deep red colour – the shade of a tomato picked straight off the vine – even though it’s actually made from tomato concentrate. Moreover, Heinz does not, in fact, have to be refrigerated once the seal is broken, as we are led to believe. That’s yet another illusion meant to trick us into thinking the product is fresh.

My extensive work for McDonald’s shows that symbolics like these can alter our perception of everything from freshness to value or even quality. I once helped McDonald’s incorporate symbolics of freshness in its restaurants throughout Europe. We painted green leaves on the insides of the lamps and even went so far as to display fresh tomatoes and vegetables behind glass displays. In France, McDonald’s went so far as to transform its fabled logo from yellow to a dark, leafy green. And trust me, it worked.

Another powerful ‘symbolic’ of purity and freshness? Fruit. In the fruit juice world, it’s a general rule of thumb that the more fruit a manufacturer displays on the side of the juice carton, the greater will be our perception of freshness. Note the spill of kiwis, oranges, mangoes, strawberries or raspberries that cover most fruit juice cartons. Would it surprise you to learn that many of these blends contain only the tiniest trace amounts of the more expensive, exotic fruits like kiwi and mango, and are typically more water and sugar than actual fruit juice?

By the way, even though you might think of brands like Dole, Minute Maid, Just Juice, and Odwalla as ‘natural’ brands, in fact they are owned by Coca-Cola, while Pepsi owns Tropicana. And guess who has a true monopoly on the entire category of fruit juices, not to mention milk, buttermilk, and lemonade? A Swedish conglomerate called Tetra Pak, the global manufacturer of those rectangular plastic containers in which our juices and milks are packaged.

This reminds me of the time a couple of decades ago when I was asked to develop a ‘cheese ball’ snack – a round version of the US cheese-flavoured cornmeal snacks called Cheetos. On my preliminary package design, I placed five cheese balls in a minimalist, Stonehenge-like pattern. The person who hired me had a fit. ‘Who would buy only five cheese balls?’ he asked. ‘We need to see tons of cheese balls on that package!’ Over the years I’ve realized how right he was, and across all categories, too. I redesigned the package to show seemingly hundreds of those cheese balls. Why? Because it seduces us into thinking we are getting that much more in the package. This may have nothing to do with freshness (after all, even the smartest marketers out there would be hard-pressed to fool any consumer into thinking that Cheetos are remotely fresh), but it goes to show why, despite the minimal amount of actual fruit inside most fruit juices, their containers picture a veritable cornucopia of kiwis, mangoes and so on.

Speaking of fruit, you may think a banana is just a banana, but it’s not. Dole and other banana growers have made the creation of a banana into a mini science, in part to manipulate perceptions of freshness. In fact, they’ve issued a ‘banana guide’ to greengrocers, illustrating the various colour stages a banana can attain during its life cycle. Each colour represents the sales potential for the banana in question. For example, sales records show that bananas with Pantone colour 13-0858 (otherwise known as Vibrant Yellow) are less likely to sell than bananas with Pantone colour 12-0752 (also called Buttercup), which is one grade warmer, visually, and seems to imply a riper, fresher fruit. Companies like Dole have analysed the sales effects of all varieties of colour and, as a result, plant their crops under conditions most ideal to creating the right ‘colour’. And as for apples? Believe it or not, my research found that while it may look fresh, the average apple you see in the supermarket is actually 14 months old.

Knowing that even just the suggestion of fruit evokes such powerful associations of health, freshness, and cleanliness, brands across all category lines have gone fruity on us, infusing everything from shampoos to hair conditioners to baby soaps to bottled waters to nicotine chewing gum to lip balm to teas to vitamins to cosmetics and even to furniture polish with pineapple, oranges, peaches, passion fruit and banana fragrances, engineered in a chemist’s laboratory, of course. Mango-papaya conditioner, anyone? Lemon lip gloss? Orange-scented Pine-Sol? Will these products get your hair or your floors any cleaner than the regular versions? Of course not. But the scent of fruit evokes strong associations of cleanliness for germophobic consumers, and that’s really all that matters. We’ve reached a point where our shampoos are so fruity we almost want to guzzle them down.

Shampoo companies also realize that the sheer volume of bubbles a shampoo generates can evoke associations of freshness and cleanliness – bubbles signal that the shampoo is strong and invigorating (just as the ‘sting’ of an aftershave or the bubbles hitting our throat when we down sparkling water ‘inform’ us that the product is fresh and uncontaminated). Some companies I know have even gone so far as to create a chemical that accelerates the appearance and quality of bubbles, to make unwitting bathers feel as though their hair is getting cleaner faster. I call this a ‘perceived justification symbol’ – a moment designed to reassure us that we made the right purchase (and, of course, ensure that we’ll stay loyal to that product in the future).

Similarly, have you ever wondered why Aquafresh toothpaste looks the way it does? There’s a good reason each squirt is a trio of colours. The white is meant to be a symbolic for whiter teeth, the red a symbolic for protecting the gums, and the blue a symbolic for fresh breath. And it works. In one experiment, I asked two groups of consumers to try two different versions of the toothpaste – one the tri-coloured version and one that had been dyed just one colour. Sure enough, the group using the toothpaste with the three colours not only reported that it worked 73 per cent better, they even claimed they believed that their teeth looked whiter.

Back at a US Whole Foods store, as I round the corner, a decidedly non-fruity smell hits me. Seafood! There are whole fish, eyes, scales, and all, laid out on yet another cold bed of ‘symbolic’ ice, again suggesting that the fish in this store were reeled in just this morning. But the fish you actually buy sit behind a glass counter in individual plastic containers and have already been beheaded, deboned and pared down to a more manageable size – you’ll never actually take home one of those four whole fish lying balefully across their ice coffin. In fact, these are probably the only four intact fish in the entire store, and they probably aren’t even fresh at all, as they’ve been lying out there in the open all day, if not longer. Yet again, our brains have been tricked into believing that everything in the store was fished, trucked in and hand-delivered just this morning.

I was once called in to advise the owner of a Dubai fish market who had attempted to sell frozen fish. At first, very few customers showed any interest. Then the manager decided to place the store’s supply of frozen fish on top of coolers of ice cubes. Suddenly (and irrationally), sales of the fish – the frozen fish, remember – rose by 74 per cent. Why? It was perceived as fresher simply because it was displayed on blocks of ice. Interestingly, in France consumers actually believe frozen foods are ‘fresher’ than fresh fruits and vegetables. I credit an ingenious frozen-food industry for stressing in its marketing and advertising how long it takes fresh produce to make its way from the farm to the production facility to the supermarket to a consumer’s refrigerator. Why, that fresh bunch of spinach could easily be weeks old! Whereas, they inform consumers, frozen food is conserved and preserved on the spot!

A final fish story. A friend of mine once worked on the small island of Tenerife, largest of the Canary Islands, off the coast of Spain. He was a fisherman, and his very best customer was a popular local restaurant known as Los Abrigos. But the restaurant owners had specific instructions. Once my friend and the other fishermen had caught their day’s supply of seafood, Los Abrigos’s management asked them to deliver the fish to a small nearby port, where it was then transferred onto a traditional-looking fisherman’s boat (the kind no one, including my friend, uses anymore). When customers would arrive for lunch between noon and 3.00 pm, the fisherman’s boat would putter into the harbour, and everyone would look on as a grizzled old Spanish fisherman would step out and hand over the fish, ostensibly reeled in just moments earlier, to the waiting restaurant staff. It was all completely staged, but people fell for it, and soon the restaurant had to turn away a daily overflow of customers.

So whether it’s germs or disease or some feared version of a future self, marketers are amazingly adept at identifying a fear out of the zeitgeist, activating it, amplifying it and preying on it in ways that hit us at the deepest subconscious level.

As you read on, you’ll learn that fear is far from the only psychological tool companies and marketers are surreptitiously using to persuade us. Which may be the scariest thing of all.
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