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FOREWORD



Everyone on the Internet says they are worried about security. From financial information to family photos, our most precious information is stored on our computers. Cybercrime and identify theft are certainly things to worry about. The digital black market is thriving. A cybercrime is committed every quarter of a second, every day of the year. In fact, one of every five online shoppers in the United States will be a victim of a cybercrime. Worrying statistics all.

On the other hand, a major factor in consumer decisions on Internet security software is what program was preloaded onto their computer or what advice they were offered by sales people or other customers in the store.

What explains this phenomenon of customers expressing a great deal of concern but not necessarily taking the time to evaluate products that will alleviate those concerns? I think Adrian’s on to it: time.

There was a day when consumers’ primary concerns about security software were technical product features (such as how many virus patterns were in our database and how many different types of files we could scan). Today, the primary concern is time: Who is going to allow me to stop worrying about Internet security the fastest? Who is going to get me protected without slowing my computer down?

Now this requires a great deal of trust. If customers didn’t trust that Symantec was going to keep up with technology developments and new threats, then it wouldn’t matter if our software was preloaded on every computer or the fastest on the planet. They wouldn’t buy it at any price, even free—and free is a real option for plain-vanilla antivirus software. Customers want to “set it and forget it” when it comes to security software, and forgetting it requires both that they believe they are protected and that the software doesn’t intrude on their attention.

When customers do start paying attention to security software, it’s usually associated with one of two events—they’re purchasing a new computer or they, a friend, or a relative has been a victim of malware, identity theft, or another cybercrime. These unfortunate, and sometimes very costly, incidents focus their attention on security software, but only momentarily—they seek out a security solution that can allow them to go back to not worrying about Internet security as soon as possible.

At Symantec, we’ve learned that to be successful we need to understand the cycles of customer attention and the triggers that cause customers to pay more attention, but also how we can appropriately allow them to feel at ease and redirect their attention to other things.

I’ve known Adrian Ott for more than 20 years—first when we worked together at Hewlett Packard (HP), and then as her firm has done a series of projects for me since I came to Symantec. Over that time I’ve watched her consistently see not only what’s ahead, but what’s around the corner or lurking in the alley. Adrian has always had a unique ability to see how several different trends are coming together to form something completely new. But more important, she’s been able to help me see how to take advantage of the opportunities presented by the convergence of trends.

A good example is Adrian’s work on the Garage Program while we worked together at HP. We created the Garage Program to help HP build bridges to the startup community in Silicon Valley and beyond. Although HP is in many ways the original Silicon Valley startup, it was an island at that time. There was a lot of innovation happening at HP, but even more happening all around us, which we weren’t connected to. Adrian and her team built a program that served a dual purpose: packaging HP products in ways that would be useful to startups and help them grow their businesses, and building bridges to the entrepreneurial ecosystem, such as the venture capitalists, academic community, government entities, and incubators, to identify promising technologies that might be of interest to future HP product development efforts.


Adrian was able to build partnerships inside and outside of HP—including with Microsoft and several national governments, as well as the more obvious connections with venture capitalists and academics. As a result of her leadership, the Garage Program business grew to $250 million in annual revenue in a short period of time. She was recognized in HP’s 2000 annual report for “infusing HP with new revenue streams and technology and business models.”

I sincerely believe that in this book, Adrian has identified another one of these key moments when several trends converge to create something very different. We’ve all felt the growing pressure of time constraints over the last two decades. Every minute we gain from productivity tools, and being able to “work anywhere,” seems to be canceled out by two minutes of additional demands on our time.

But very few companies seem to have responded systematically to the increasing time pressures and distractions that we all face. While there are lots of new channels and “innovative” marketing programs, they in the end come back to the same messages about product functionality. They aren’t taking into account the impact of time and attention. Social media, for instance, is a new approach to marketing but if you’re using the same old messages, you’re not likely to experience much success. There’s no question that there are new rules—but figuring out what those rules are while you’re running full speed, dealing with changing technology and evolving competitors and short on time, is difficult.

Later in the book you’ll read about one of Symantec’s recent successes with the new rules: an effort to capture the time and attention of chief information officers (CIOs). Symantec’s suite of corporate security and compliance tools are ranked very highly, but we had trouble getting CIO attention to focus on a company that they had wrongly equated only with antivirus software. We had to find a way to break through these CIOs’ time barriers so we could tell our story. We knew that if we could capture just a little time and attention, our products would be appealing and could solve the highest-priority problems of CIOs and their companies. By creating a benchmark on security and compliance, we were able to do just that. Our success with CIOs was due to understanding that our problem wasn’t price or product features, it was customer time and attention. To break through the CIOs’ time barriers, we had to do something to convince them that they should shift their attention and spend some time with us. “Shouting” louder to try to get their attention—whether that was via a very expensive advertising campaign or by cutting prices dramatically—wouldn’t have worked, and it would have done damage to our bottom line.

Time and attention are equally important in the consumer market. Just one of the ways that this has affected Symantec is our realization of the role time—or put another way, speed—affects our customers. Over the years we’ve noticed a steady shift in customer priorities from safety to speed. This is not to imply that customers didn’t care about speed in the past, just that speed has become a much bigger issue—this despite the fact that threats have grown exponentially. In 2009 alone, we expected roughly 2.5 million new threats to emerge. But while threats have increased, customers have become less willing to tolerate any security product that slows down their computers or their Web-browsing, no matter how secure it keeps them. A security product that noticeably slows performance will be turned off by many users, leaving them wholly unprotected. So we had to fundamentally rethink the engineering of our products to ensure they delivered security without costing the customer time. I’ll bet you won’t be surprised to hear that as our products have gotten faster, our customer satisfaction has rapidly increased. Another way we’ve tried to address customers’ security worries while solving their time problem is with an integrated backup and security product called Norton 360. Customers who use both security and backup have significantly higher retention rates than those who use just one of the products. I strongly believe that the reason for our success with Norton 360 can be traced to time and attention. We were able to make the formerly complicated functions simple, and thereby save customers a great deal of time and allow them to focus their attention elsewhere.

In the consumer space we’ve succeeded by saving customers time and attention. But it’s never just a question of saving time and deflecting attention. We’ve found that customers won’t renew their products if we are “quiet” all the time. The customer doesn’t perceive value from a product that is too “set it and forget it”—they have no idea what the security product is doing for them. You can’t work so hard to save customers’ time and attention that they decide come renewal time that you don’t add any value. As you can see, profiting from the economics of time and attention requires some careful thought and planning.

This is just one of the ways that thinking about your customers’ time and attention will require you to consider much more than product features and price. In a world where time constraints dominate, your competition is very different. It’s not just companies that make similar products—it’s every product or activity that the customer may be spending time and attention on. At the same time, as Adrian shows, there are terrific opportunities for growth that come from thinking not just about adjacent product markets but about adjacent and overlapping time markets.

Throughout the years I’ve known Adrian, I’ve come to trust her instincts and her insights. When she shared her thinking with me about how time and attention were changing the rules, the gears in my mind started turning right away. Stepping back and looking at our big wins and our less successful initiatives over the last few years, I immediately saw how Adrian’s approach helped explain what had worked and what hadn’t. Over the last few months as I’ve thought further about Adrian’s framework, I’ve seen even more applications.

That’s why I highly recommend this book. The new rules are already governing how your customers are making decisions. The only question is whether you will start playing by the new rules and winning customer attention or will let time pass you by.

—Janice Chaffin, President, Symantec Consumer Group









INTRODUCTION

So Many Products, So Little Time



We’re all familiar with paying extra because we’ve run out of time. How often have you purchased something at a significant markup at the airport—say a headset for your cell phone—because you misplaced or forgot yours and didn’t have time to retrieve it? How many times have you paid the premium for overnight delivery because you ran late on a deadline? Paying for convenience, then, isn’t a new phenomenon, per se. But the tradeoffs we make between time and value are increasingly escaping the airport concession and hotel gift shop. Companies that understand the value of time and, in doing so, build their products or services around the customer’s willingness to invest precious time and attention are gaining competitive traction in markets where their competitors are increasingly slipping. Such companies are also capturing new product and service opportunities in previously undefined market categories.

Consider Voice2insight, a service that capitalizes on a time-centric mind-set. Voice2insight’s mobile solution allows busy professionals to capture the knowledge and action items from meetings and helps to move these processes forward. The company came to its solution after observing a common challenge: like most busy executives, you have probably experienced days when you were rushing from meeting to meeting struggling to keep up with voicemail and email. No doubt you’ve more than once come to the end of a busy day and realized that you agreed to do something—but you just can’t remember what it was and can’t find a reference to it in your notes. In all the scurrying and scrambling, some of your “to-do’s” get lost. This problem is not unique to executives; sales people experience it as well. In the rush to get from one sales call to another, important action items get lost and a golden sales opportunity falls through. Days are so full it’s no wonder that something slips through the cracks: there’s simply no time.

The Voice2insight service allows sales personnel and busy executives to pick up their cell phones as they are leaving a meeting and create a detailed voice record of the knowledge gained during the meeting and the next steps to take. The automated voice response system prompts the caller for specific information, and the service transcribes the answers and inputs the responses into the appropriate back-office systems. The user is then free to focus on his or her next meeting.

Meanwhile, the Voice2insight system updates Customer Relationship Management (CRM) records. Action items are assigned; meetings are scheduled; and email thank-you’s are sent. The salesperson is relieved of a time-consuming administrative burden, creating more time to sell. This is not just theoretical: according to Matt Tippetts, CEO of Voice2insight, one Fortune 500 company found that the Voice2insight solution would generate an additional 5 percent in revenue per representative by enabling more customer calls per week.1

Sales people, just like the rest of us, are factoring time relative to product value more frequently into their decision-making. One of the first times I became really aware of how I evaluate time relative to value was about five years ago, when I received an early-model MP3 player. I thought it would be helpful to listen to music or audio books while running.

Now, I’m not exactly a tech geek, but I have worked in, around, and with technology companies for most of my 20-plus-year career. Tech gadgets don’t intimidate me. In many ways, I am an early adopter. My home office is littered with technology prototypes from my firm’s work to shape new product concepts and go-to-market strategies for clients. In addition, my husband is a chief technology officer for a mobile tech company and has contributed to several technology standards. Consequently, I often find myself acting as a guinea pig for the latest technology concoction or beta software release.

Still, my MP3 player sat gathering dust. I never got around to loading any music on it, much less actually using it. Then I received an iPod as a gift, and it has been a constant companion ever since. I love my iPod so much, I purchased more for members of my family.

This story may seem like fairly typical consumer purchase and use decisions—the kind of decision, but for the product name, that would easily have fit the Awareness, Consideration, Preference, and Purchase models taught in marketing classes since the 1950s. But the story, like Voice2insight, actually turns on a new dynamic that has been growing steadily more important for the last 20 years—one that many companies and marketing executives still fail to consider: time.

Today, time isn’t money. Time is more important than money. It’s certainly more important than brand recognition, product features, authenticity, or most of the other factors that usually figure into an executive’s product plans. Time isn’t the only consideration for customers, but it is the most consistently overlooked and misunderstood factor driving customer decisions.

How Time and Attention Drive Customer Decision-Making

When you buy yet another cell phone headset in the airport, you’re making a decision based on time. You’re usually not really considering product alternatives. You’re not comparing this headset to that headset, or calculating your preference for listening to the music loaded on your phone versus the music on your computer versus the music on the plane’s audio system. You’re weighing time versus cost: the productive time you’ll lose by not being able to make calls in the car, plus the time to find, drive to, and purchase a headset at your destination, plus the time to think about the decision while in the airport.

My adoption of the iPod and not the MP3 player wasn’t driven by sleek design or hip advertising; it was driven by confidence that I wouldn’t have to spend time making the thing work. I knew going in that music I bought from iTunes would play on the iPod and that the device would sync and charge as soon as I connected it to my PC. I wouldn’t have to waste any time fiddling with settings, dragging and dropping files, wondering about file format compatibility, etc., etc. Most of all, the brand promise from Apple said to me, “It just works. No time required.”

Of course, all time is not created equal. There are many things customers want to spend time on as well as the many they don’t. The importance of time is captured in the old adage about land: “They aren’t making any more of it.” In fact, for me and probably for you and your customers, it actually seems like less is being made of it every day.

The most valuable time for everyone—consumers, executives, and marketers—is time where attention is focused. And there truly is less of that for almost everyone. Consider that every aspect of your business impacts your customers’ time and attention—from product design decisions to marketing programs to channels of distribution to customer service. Product and service decisions made with time-and attention-based mindsets can move customers decisively in your favor rather than negatively against it. Companies that learn how to use limited time and attention to their advantage will gain a huge edge over their competition. That’s what this book is about.

A Fraction of Time Is Spent Buying

I frequently hear executives lament, “The market has become so competitive. Every day new players appear that eat into our margins and kill our sales!” It’s true that customer choices in virtually every product category have dramatically increased over the last 30 years, a trend driven by a variety of factors, such as deregulation, globalization, and the Internet. But the real issue is not increased competition. It’s the collision of those increased choices with the immovable barrier of time.

Americans have a reputation for shopping. Consumers drive the national economy, yet most Americans actually devote relatively little time to making purchases. Despite popular stereotypes of “shopaholics” and “mall rats,” only 42 percent of Americans report that they enjoy buying goods and services. Forty-eight percent describe it as “just something they have to do.”2

These preferences show up in the amount of time Americans devote to shopping. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that Americans spend about 28 minutes per day purchasing goods and services—between 2 and 3 percent of waking hours.3 Compared to what they spend on leisure activities and household chores such as cleaning and cooking, those 28 minutes Americans spend shopping are but a fraction.4 Although the data are more sporadic, our research suggests that this situation is the same in other industrialized countries as well. Figure I-1 highlights this comparison.

Percentage of Time Used to Research and Buy Goods and Services

[image: image]

Figure I–1: Customers devote a small fraction of their time to researching, evaluating, and purchasing products and services.5


Consumers are not spending the entire 28 minutes actually buying, either. That half-hour includes other elements of the buying cycle, such as browsing offerings in a store or researching items online.6

The situation is similar in the business-to-business sector. Research conducted by my firm, and others, found that business executives (outside of the procurement function) spend a small fraction of their time (10 to 15 percent) evaluating noncommodity purchases.7 During this time executives are researching via media and Internet sources, speaking with colleagues about solutions and references, reading vendor collateral and websites, evaluating options, speaking with the vendor, and approving purchase orders.8

We are in an era of too many choices competing for too little time. The proliferation of products from around the globe has resulted in a plethora of options for buyers. As a result, the concept of traditional customer loyalty has suffered continuous decline from the time when our grandparents “always bought Fords.” A study by the CMO Council and Pointer Media Network further reveals that 80 percent of loyal brand sales are attributed to only 2.5 percent of shoppers, not 80/20 as previously thought.9 We need to find a better way.

Technology May Save Time but It Costs Attention

The challenge of gaining customer time and attention has been exacerbated by the development of technology that gives consumers more control over the information they see and how they see it. Services such as TiVo, Hulu, satellite radio, RSS feeds, and their ilk have given consumers unprecedented liberty from the tyranny of mass media. They no longer need to watch broadcast television (or the ads that go along with it). Nor will they look at the newspaper, preferring a stream of news via RSS or Twitter that’s customized to their interests.

At the same time, the use of iPods, tablets, Nintendo DSs, and smartphones has decreased the amount of time when attention is not diluted by some form of media (be it music or a phone call). It’s not just teenagers that are texting while watching TV, or talking on the cell phone at the dinner table. No doubt, our society is connected and addicted.

The constant use of media, including social media, led Pope Benedict XVI to proclaim (via the Vatican’s YouTube channel, of course) that social networking sites such as Facebook and MySpace should be praised for forging friendships and understanding, but cautioned that online networking could isolate people from real social interaction. In response, many Roman Catholic bishops in Italy urged their parishioners to stop using social networking or text messaging for Lent in 2009.10 In the tradition of giving up something of value such as chocolate, cigarettes, or red meat for this 40-day holy period, the no-technology fast was viewed as a commensurately difficult sacrifice.

When your target customer is watching a movie on his iPad or negotiating a contract on her smartphone, it doesn’t matter how attractive your spokesperson is, how clever your ad is, or how compelling your product is. Your message is simply not going to get through.

There Are No Winners in the Attention Arms Race

The flood of products claiming some portion of customers’ time has driven a war for attention, mostly to the benefit of the companies that sell advertising space. Consider the cost of a commercial on the Super Bowl today versus 15 years ago. A few rules of thumb have emerged, and everyone has pounced: increase the volume; sex sells; animals are cute; buy one, get one free!

The Web has also seen its share of these gimmicks: get-rich-quick Tweets blasting into the Twitter-void, spam blogs (splogs), and the infamous pop-ups and flashing banners competing to win the prize for the world’s most annoying ways to get attention. As a result, customers have developed highly evolved attentional filters that tune out these demands on their attention. They have become more protective of their time and are more vigilant against anything that hints of advertising, spam, telephone solicitation, and self-promotion.

We all know, even if we are afraid to admit it, that everyone loses the attention arms race. As more companies adopt the same techniques in a desperate attempt to gain an attention foothold, consumers become more sophisticated at tuning out what’s thrown at them. When was the last time you remember taking notice of a banner on a Web page? Or registering what was on a billboard as you drove past?

But it’s even worse than it seems. Attention isn’t a zero-sum game—it’s a negative-sum game, you might say, because of a factor psychologists call attentional blink. Studies have found that when participants focus attention on a specific piece of information, a strange gap appears in their ability to pay attention immediately afterward. The mind is so focused that when it moves away from that initial object, it relaxes and doesn’t register anything. It is as if the brain develops a temporary blind spot.

One study that illustrated this phenomenon flashed a series of words to participants every 10 seconds. The participants were asked to search for two particular words. People are normally very good at finding the words in this test, with 80 percent accuracy.11

When researchers placed the two words directly after each other in close succession, however, researchers found that the correct reporting of the second word fell to zero accuracy—complete lack of recognition. Further psychological studies reveal that this phenomenon also affects hearing. It seems that attentional blink affects the brain, not just the eyes.12

Yet most executives and marketers continue to fight the same war for attention with the same old weapons. Product features, advertising, and public relations still hold pride of place in the marketing tool kit. But without a clear understanding of the forces of time and attention, they just don’t cut it anymore. Customers are too distracted.

Competition Based on Time

When viewed in the overall context of time—24 hours per day, or 1,440 minutes—we begin to understand the tremendous competition for time that exists, not just within a particular category, but across all products and services that reach customers. A business gets only a small share of customer time, and customers quickly dismiss irrelevant offerings as “background noise.” Such offerings are out of sync with the cadence and rhythm of their lives.

With a proliferation of offerings from around the world and the relatively fixed constraint of purchasing time, markets have become like a stroll down Times Square in New York—flashing lights, blasting car horns, and people begging for attention. To cope with overstimulation, customers ultimately determine what will fit in their timeframe. The customer time barrier has a profound effect on how the competitive landscape is shaped.

Michael Porter, in his classic book Competitive Strategy, identifies substitutes in an industry as a critical element in the five forces of competition model. An analysis of substitutes would suggest that in addition to comparing competing restaurants, the substitute of dinner at home (through the act of buying groceries) should be considered in the competitive analysis. They all serve the function of eating a meal.

In Blue Ocean Strategy, W. Chan Kim and Renée Maubourgne built upon this approach with the concept of alternatives. Alternatives present themselves when we look beyond an industry boundary (restaurants/meals) to take a cross-industry look at where alternatives could be purchased. For example, couples looking for a night out aren’t just choosing between restaurants; they are choosing between a meal and a movie. The theater is as much a competitor to the restaurant as are other restaurants.

Both substitutes and alternatives are commerce related. Choosing among options involves comparing relative attributes and benefits. Certainly, these comparisons are important.

In this book I am sharing a new dimension that should be considered to address our media-rich, mobile, multitasking world. We are faced not just with alternative product offerings but alternative uses of time—some of which are not commerce related. When we have a spare moment, do we use it to buy new pet supplies online, play with our children, log in to a social network to see what’s new with our friends, search for research to support a project at work, or check out that new YouTube video a colleague just sent in an email? Or all of the above?


To break the time barrier, we need to look beyond product alternatives, whether in a given industry or across industries. Instead, to truly understand the competitive landscape we need to identify alternative uses of time, such as social networks, family, chores, email, and digital devices that may pull a customer in a particular direction.

With a time and attention landscape defined, we can devise ways to earn a share of customer time that enables product and service adoption. Throughout the book, I’ll explore the concept of customer time and attention and identify factors that compel customers to spend time with some offerings but not others.

Time as Competitive Advantage

If you doubt the power of time to create and sustain competitive advantage, consider the recent challenges faced by Ty’s Beanie Babies. Back in the late 1990s, a good friend shared with me tales of searching out the newest “gotta have it” Beanie Baby for his daughter. He wasn’t alone. Beanie Babies, small stuffed animals sold through specialty retailers, were the rage among school-age children and collectors. As new animals were introduced, shortages occurred and an entire aftermarket economy emerged for reselling the toys at a markup. Some Beanie Babies that normally retailed from $5 to $10 were selling for as much as $5,000 for particularly hard-to-find models.

Ten years later, my daughter was the same age as my friend’s was then, and she was hooked on adorable plush animals too—but not Beanie Babies. Webkinz were my daughter’s vice. Webkinz are like Beanie Babies, but with an Internet component. Webkinz World is a virtual online playground that mirrors the offline world with an avatar of your child’s toy. Children can chat, purchase accessories, and decorate their virtual worlds. Ganz, the makers of Webkinz, had an audience of 6 million and more than $100 million in retail sales in 2008. 13

Ty tried to recapture success with its Beanie Babies 2.0 virtual world. By traditional marketing standards, Ty appeared to be doing everything right. They had a brand name that is recognized worldwide (a marketer’s holy grail), a lower price point, and alternative distribution channels.14 But it was too late. The issue was not features or price or brand recognition; the issue was time. Most parents limit how long their children can spend online. Webkinz had a hammerlock on that time, with users spending an average of 154 minutes on the Webkinz site each month.15 A child can’t move her customized room from Webkinz World to the Beanie Babies World, and can’t add on the time to build up a similar customized room in Beanie Babies. As of January 2010, Webkinz.com realized more than 4.5 million unique visitors versus under 300,000 unique visitors for Ty.com—more than 16 times the traffic.16

The main point of the story is that traditional customer analysis, at least insofar as it excludes time, is far less useful than it used to be. Countless dollars are spent on understanding customer preference, brand recognition, and product satisfaction; virtually none is spent on customer time. Ask your friends and colleagues and it won’t take long to hear war stories about how the businesses they interact with waste their time. But this goes far beyond call centers, customer experience, and usability. There are vast white-space opportunities to be captured because so few businesses use this to their advantage.

Innovators and marketers need more than the usual brand equity and satisfaction scores. They need a systematic framework for evaluating and acting upon time and attention constraints. As we saw with the iPod and Voice2insight examples, the time and attention required to evaluate, set up, and consume an offering relative to the expected value can spell the difference between success and failure. We will explore how customers prioritize and make such tradeoffs between time and value.

Customer Time-Value and the Time-ographics Framework

So how should one think about customer time to gain competitive advantage? What is needed is a time-and attention-centered worldview, what I call a Customer Time-Value mindset. One way to approach this is through a Time-ographics17 analysis, which provides a lens for businesses to determine customer time and attention priorities for their offering. We all make time and attention allocation decisions every day. Similarly, we prioritize the goods and services that we buy according to whether we would like to spend time or minimize time and attention devoted to it (consider how much time and attention you devote to selecting socks relative to a critical business decision). Ultimately, a product or service is prioritized by the customer into one of four quadrant categories based on the context and constraints. The four quadrant categories are: motivation, habit, convenience, and value. In chapter 1, I will share this four-quadrant framework in more detail.

A Customer Time-Value mindset helps to answer questions such as:


	1. How do I gain sustainable market traction in a distracted world?

	2. How do I utilize a Customer Time-Value approach to innovate new opportunities?

	3. How do I ensure customer adoption for my new offering?

	4. How can I avoid customer defection due to actions by my competitors?



The Approach

This work is the culmination of three-and-a-half years of research and a 20-plus-year career in strategy, marketing, and high technology. I have drawn upon a variety of sources and experiences to develop the concepts in this book, including work with Fortune 500 companies and venture-backed startups, interviews, discussions with more than 200 industry executives, and reviews of the latest academic research, particularly in the areas of attention, multitasking, habit development, the Internet, and customer behavior.

Through my research and client work, I have connected the dots from disparate disciplines and sources, including mobile technology, psychology, brain physiology, marketing, behavioral economics, time-use statistics, Internet, social media, and consulting, into a digestible approach to gaining traction with today’s busy customer.


My approach and mindset is that of a business executive. Having devoted the bulk of my career leading, defining, and executing real-world product and service strategies at such market-leading companies as HP, AT&T (formerly Pacific Bell), and Clorox, I’ve experienced firsthand what works and doesn’t work. Like you, I know what it is like to lie awake at night thinking about what is needed for a new offering to succeed in the market. Each experience provided a rich set of real-world lessons.

This book highlights companies that have applied a customer time-and attention-centric lens to their business. Because this is based on best practices in an emerging discipline (a.k.a. “next practices”), no single company has executed all of the exercises or processes that I will demonstrate here. Similarly, the company case studies that I highlight may not have used my terms to describe their approach (or used any names at all, for that matter), but they are applying a Customer Time-Value mindset and many of the new rules that became apparent to me as I looked across companies for commonalities.18 As you know, businesses and customers are complex, and they have a network of diverse driving factors; it would be misleading to tell you that any framework or approach works in every situation. What I hope to provide is a method you can use to determine which elements apply best to your situation and a tool kit from which you can choose the most appropriate strategies in this emerging discipline.

What’s in the Book?

The chapters that follow explore how to apply a Customer Time-Value mindset to your business using case studies from companies such as Johnson & Johnson, Zipcar, Nike, Cisco, Google, P&G, Amazon, and many innovative start-ups.

Chapters 1 and 2 trace the history of increasing customer distraction and explain what is really happening in the minds of distracted and multitasking customers. I’ll explain the Time-ographics four-quadrant framework in detail and show how some companies are using an understanding of customer time and attention to gain traction and hold off competitors. I will also share an overview of key strategies and tools that are available to executives. These management tools will be demonstrated in the chapters that follow.

Chapters 3 through 6 delve deeper into the quadrants described in the framework and explain strategies for gaining and holding a position in the various quadrants. I’ll discuss how customer habits, motivations, and convenience affect customer decisions and time priorities.

Chapters 7 and 8 address how to apply a Customer Time-Value mindset within your innovation and marketing plans. I’ll also take a look at where technology is taking us in terms of time and attention, and how to continue to gain and maintain traction as markets change.

I recognize that, just like your customers, you’re constantly bombarded by interruptions and demands on your time and attention. To make the reading easier, a summary in the form of a “Two-Minute Takeaway” is available at the end of each chapter to enable you to skim the key points and return later to refresh your memory quickly when the time is right.

I will use the term “products” to represent “products,” “services,” or “programs.” The concepts in this book apply to all of these offerings. Whether you are charged with innovating products and services to consumers or business customers, I hope you gain many interesting ideas and practices to apply to your company in the pages that follow.19








1

THE MONEY VALUE OF TIME


“The decline in the cost of IT hardware has been so rapid that it’s tempting to assume it explains all the changes that take place in economy and society. But in our lifetime, we’ve witnessed a second price change that’s as jolting as the one in hardware; the cost of time has increased…human time is used in every productive process and every consumption activity, so changes in the cost of time have pervasive effects on the economy and society.”1

DR. PAUL ROMER, DEVELOPER OF NEW GROWTH THEORY, SENIOR FELLOW, STANFORD UNIVERSITY CENTER FOR ECONOMIC POLICY RESEARCH




While fishing for a new product idea a few years ago, some tech types at Nike noticed something about the runners they saw near the company’s Beaverton, Oregon, campus: they were all wearing ear buds and listening to music during their workouts.2 After further investigation, they learned that 50 percent of iPod users exercised while listening to the music players.3

Nike and Apple responded to this opportunity with the Nike+ Sport Kit, a tool that lets runners know how far and how fast they have run. The kit contains a wireless sensor that tucks into the sole of the Nike shoe and a corresponding receiver that plugs into an iPod. As the athlete runs, the sensor measures the runner’s pace and sends information to the iPod, where it gets synced up with the runner’s time to calculate distance, pace, calories burned, and other relevant details.

Other exercise-measurement products existed during that time, but they did not carry the guaranteed usability that is synonymous with the iPod. They also did not offer the increased benefit of a website for easy data comparison. At the end of a workout, runners plug their iPod into a PC, and their workout data will upload to the Nike+ website. There, they can track their time and distance compared with previous runs, evaluate their mile splits, and even sign up to “race” another Nike+ user anywhere in the world. They can also find workout and diet suggestions and buy more Nike products.

No doubt, this is an impressive product and the application of wireless technology in the shoe is innovative. But that’s not the important part of the Nike+ story. The real win comes from the fact that Nike changed the nature of their customer interactions from a periodic, transactional shoe purchase to a consistent integrated relationship with the runner. Nike figured out how to use time to differentiate its products and provide extra value to customers. Remarkably, it’s value that increases with every use, making it harder for competitors to catch the attention of Nike’s customers. As of this writing, more than 210 million miles have been logged by users on the Nike+ website. That’s equivalent to 8,486 laps around the world by loyal Nike customers.4

Nike is reaping the benefits of these efforts: its running-shoe market share has enjoyed a 13 percentage point gain since the launch of the Nike+, from 48 percent to 61 percent in 2008.5 Nike is playing by the new rules—and winning.

Time, Attention, and the 24-Hour Customer

The success of the Nike+ has come during an era of real challenges for businesses. Consumers are spending only about 28 minutes each day researching and buying goods and services—that’s less than 3 percent of waking hours.6 In other industrialized countries, the figures appear to be similar. And despite the 24/7 availability afforded by the Internet, U.S. customers spend less than six minutes a day on e-commerce sites—that’s less than 1 percent of waking hours—a small window of time relative to the thousands of e-commerce websites vying for attention.7

As I shared in the introduction, even business-to-business–sector executives making noncommodity purchases spend a fraction of their time doing this (between 10 and 15 percent of working hours).8 They are not lining up to meet with vendors or to read marketing materials on top of an already overflowing in-box.

It would seem logical that increasing the available opportunities for customers to buy would have increased the amount of time customers spend buying. However, the introduction of around-the-clock e-commerce and 24-hour store schedules has not significantly changed the amount of purchase time. Despite the opportunity to shop in your slippers at midnight, the time spent on shopping and services in the United States has remained relatively steady from 2003 to 2008 even when travel to and from a store is excluded from consideration. In fact, U.S. time-use studies have shown that the amount of time spent purchasing goods and services has remained relatively constant since the 1960s (see Figure 1–1).9 Viewed together, the increase in the number of available products coupled with the relatively static time spent buying present a considerable challenge for executives.

Ultimately, more and more goods and services are attempting to push through a small window of time. Meanwhile, the amount of information available on the Internet has exploded. It’s like an assembly line where there is capacity upstream to build widgets, but everything is piling up at the warehouse because there are not enough trucks to ship the final widgets to the consumer. A bottleneck of time prevents many offerings from ever reaching their intended audience.

Although we know that the amount of time consumers spend shopping has not changed over the past four decades,10 what has changed in that time is the amount of distraction that is encountered during those 28 minutes. A housewife grocery shopping in 1960 saw only products on the shelves, a daily newspaper, and a limited number of broadcast TV and radio channels. Today, the devices and inputs we choose to entertain ourselves beyond radios and televisions—including smartphones, MP3 players, electronic book readers, and PCs—provide constant, self-created distraction. Couple those with the inputs we don’t choose (commercial breaks, pop-ups and banner ads, taxi-top advertisements, dinner-hour telemarketers, cable TV piped into airport terminals), and it is a guarantee that we are incapable of paying undivided attention during most of our waking day. There is a time barrier and an attention barrier, and they work together to narrow the window of opportunity for products to take hold.

Time Spent Purchasing Goods and Services Has Remained Constant While Products Have Proliferated

[image: image]

Figure 1–1: Although product choices have grown significantly, the amount of time U.S. consumers devote to shopping has remained relatively constant since the 1960s.11

Constant Distraction Calls for New Rules

Many businesses are responding to these dynamics simply by getting louder. They develop the flashiest copy or Internet banner they can come up with and put it everywhere they can afford (and some places they can’t): Super Bowl commercials, Times Square billboards, Facebook, Twitter, Google, full-page newspaper ads.

With all due respect to the advertising industry, it is not working. The target audience is savvier than ever. They no longer tolerate the messages that marketers want to send. Instead, they use the ad-skipping functionality of TiVo or other DVR devices. They subscribe to the Kindle version of the Wall Street Journal so they get only the content. They delete voicemails and don’t return sales calls. They tune out the omnipresent Web banner ads and they don’t even see the links promoted in Google’s right-hand gutter—a 2009 report from comScore estimated that just 8 percent of Internet users are responsible for 85 percent of all ad clicks.12 Businesses are stuck trying to get through to customers that are actively avoiding them, or to consumers who are so oversaturated with marketing messages in media that they can’t see or hear even the content that would interest them.

There is another way. Rather than fighting against the barriers of time and attention, why not use them to build advantage? I have discovered in my research and through my work in Silicon Valley that there are certain rules or forces that compel customers to willingly spend more time on certain activities such as spending hours surfing the Web or on products such as Nike+. Conversely, there are other products that cause customers to actively shun them and say, “I have no time for this!” Understanding the differences and knowing how to work for, rather than against, these forces are essential new rules for winning in a time-starved, always-connected economy. We will explore these new rules throughout this book. They are summarized in Table 1–1.

By understanding the broader picture as to how runners multitask, Nike found a white-space opportunity between existing product categories (the running shoe and the iPod) that allowed runners to keep doing what they had been doing before—only better. Such a little thing resulted in the sale of one million Nike+ Sport Kits in their first year on the market. And users who synced their data with the Nike+ website willingly increased the amount of time they spent with Nike top of mind. Nike didn’t demand time and attention. It earned them by understanding the customer’s propensity for spending time and by developing a product that added value within those time constraints. By automatically uploading the running data to the Nike+ website, trend and training information cannot be easily transferred to a competitor, creating incentive for the runner to return to Nike+. As a result, Nike ultimately captured time, attention, and competitive advantage.

 

Then vs. Now

 

OLD RULES: Get louder-cut through customer distraction

NEW RULES: Capture opportunities that emerge from multitasking and distraction

 

OLD RULES: Differentiate on product features

NEW RULES: Differentiate on customer time priorities

 

OLD RULES: View customers as static: e.g., psychographic preferences (“urban chic”)

NEW RULES: View customers as situational: e.g., behavioral time preferences and triggers

 

OLD RULES: Grow through product adjacencies

NEW RULES: Grow by shifting time boundaries

 

OLD RULES: Focus on labor time as an input into production and price

NEW RULES: Focus on customer time to evaluate, set up and consume

 

OLD RULES: Create advantage by dominating mass media and retail distribution

NEW RULES: Create advantage through customer inertia and time-relevant value

 

Table 1–1: New Rules for Winning in a Time-Starved, Always-Connected Economy

 

To help companies find unique opportunities under the new rules, there are two important time-and-attention-based concepts and processes. To understand, they are:


	the Time-Value Tradeoff

	Customer Time-ographics Analysis



The Time-Value Tradeoff

Have you ever gone to the store intending to buy two items and walked out with a shopping cart full of purchases? Have you ever received an Internet offer for something that was available for free but hesitated when it came time to register your email address? This is the Time-Value Tradeoff in action.

The Time-Value Tradeoff is the time-and-attention calculation that every customer tallies in his or her head before buying a product or signing up for a service. We purchase additional goods at the store because the time saved by stocking up today exceeds the perceived cost of a subsequent trip. Or we hesitate to register for free Internet services because we know that we will “pay” with time spent erasing spam from our in-boxes.

The Time-Value Tradeoff causes the customer to answer the question “Is it worth it?” in a way that is not just about price and features. The tradeoff occurs with nonpurchasing decisions as well. If someone invites you to a club meeting or conference, you ask yourself, “Will the value of what I learn or people that I meet be worth my time?”

A simple way to think about the Time-Value Tradeoff is through the following equation:13

 

Value > Price + Customer Time Investment

 

The perceived value of the product simply must exceed the price of the good plus the customer time investment required to use it. Although economists have always included “other factors” in value, customers weigh the cost of time more heavily today. What was a small “t” for time investment in the past (not a big consideration) is now a capital “T” (a big consideration) in the purchase equation.

We can see this effect with the proliferation of free offers. The economic laws of supply and demand would argue that a free product will generate demand.14 Lower the price and customers will buy, right? Take the example I gave in the introduction of my first MP3 player. Even though the product was free to me (it was a gift), the time required to learn how to use it exceeded the value I anticipated receiving from it, and so it gathered dust on my shelf.

This equation factors into my evaluation of any new product regardless of whether it is free. Do you do the same? Understanding Time-Value Tradeoffs associated with your products is one of the new rules for winning in today’s economy.

Traditional economics tends to focus on the time to produce the good (i.e. labor). Under the new rules, innovators and marketers need to understand the perspective of the customers’ time to evaluate, set up, and consume the good—time is viewed through the lens of purchase and consumption instead of production. These consumption-related elements help to determine whether the balance of time and value fall into or out of a favorable position for product adoption. For innovators and marketers it is not about the TIME value of MONEY, it is about the MONEY value of TIME.

Segmenting Customer Time and Attention Priorities

The fact that people have preferences when it comes to their time and attention should make clear that not all time is equal. This is not just the subjective observation of harried executives—it is a documented law of physics. Albert Einstein’s theory of special relativity says that time passes more or less quickly depending on whether the observer himself is in motion. While the physics don’t truly apply (no one on earth is moving fast enough to affect the flow of time), the implication certainly does.

A different customer who spends time in ways other than I do may have had a very different experience with that MP3 player. A die-hard music lover, for example, or a runner who can’t leave the house without a personal soundtrack may have assigned a higher value to the MP3’s functions, thus providing more leeway in the areas of price and time investment. These factors are very much dependent upon a person’s context as it relates to the person’s time and attention, known for our purposes as customer Time-ographics. Time-ographics maps a customer’s time and attention in relation to an activity or product.

People measure their time differently depending on what they are doing, and willingly dedicate attention over a period of time depending on how they perceive its value. Hours spent playing with the kids or preparing for an important meeting are considered “well spent” time spent in line at the post office is “wasted.”

Time, of course, is perceived—and not very accurately. Recent studies show that when there is a sole, single-file line, people believe they spent less time waiting in it than people who passed the same amount of time in one of many grocery store lines. The likely culprit is that when there are multiple lines at the grocery store, we devote attention to figuring out whether we’re in the fast one. We run Time-Value calculations in our heads: Is the line with a lone stay-at-home mom and an overflowing cart faster than the express line with five shoppers? When there is only one line, in contrast, it allows attention to wander to other things, perhaps to an iPhone game or telephone call, and the felt time decreases.

Valuations of time vary as well; the same activity may be viewed differently by different people. For an amateur chef, preparing a meal is a highly valued exercise in close attention to detail. For a single working mother, however, meal preparation on a weekday evening is an inconvenience dominated by rote actions that can be absentmindedly fulfilled while she drills one child for a spelling quiz and moderates a shouting match between two others.

By understanding the customer’s propensities to spend time and attention and where the breakpoints reside, executives can better develop, customize, target, and market their products in a way that results in a favorable Time-Value Tradeoff. The Time-ographics Framework (see Figure 1–2) helps make the time-and-attention barrier explicit and provides a view into where opportunities lie (and where failures are almost certain).

Customer Time-ographics Analysis

The X-axis of the Time-ographics Framework represents the customer’s propensity to spend time on an activity or product, and the Y-axis of the framework represents the customer’s propensity to allocate attention to the same.15 Customer activities—and the products that correspond to those activities—thus fall into one of four quadrants: motivation, habit, convenience, or value.
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Figure 1–2: The Time-ographics Framework differentiates how customers allocate their time and attention among different products and services.

In the upper right of the framework is the motivation quadrant. This is where customers willingly devote considerable time and attention. It is the quadrant where most traditional marketers have sought to position their products and gain emotional attachment. The Nike+ is a motivation-driven product for runners who want to track their performance. Disney World and many Disney products also fall into this quadrant for families. The devotion of time and attention finds its cause in any number of motivations, from the desire for peer and family connection, to power and social status, to personal pursuits (fun, job training, self-improvement).

Despite the desirability of this quadrant, there are simply not enough hours in the day for customers to give all products this level of attention and time. Marketers have focused their efforts on achieving this nirvana without considering a customer’s 24-hour constraint. How many products would you place in this quadrant relative to all the other products and services that you purchase and consume? Not only is it difficult to establish products in this coveted and crowded motivation-driven world, it is even more difficult to sustain a position here. Motivations change and shift over time. Once a personal goal is met, interest wanes, or a life-stage is passed, people move in a new direction and leave their old motivations behind.

Habits lie in the lower right-hand quadrant. Here, customers may spend a lot of time, but they are not paying attention. That low level of attention is paid because habitual behaviors reside in the unconscious mind. Autopilot kicks in as people go through their morning routine, or drive to work along the same route they always use.

Research conducted by USC professor Wendy Wood and others estimates that about 45 percent of people’s behavior is spent in repetitive and unthinking activities.16 Many of our frequent purchases are habits as well. A study conducted by the U.K. grocer J Sainsbury showed that even though grocery stores stock tens of thousands of items, shoppers tend to buy from a selection of the same 150 items every week.17 The habit quadrant also includes systematized background processes that are set to fulfill automatically. An example here is an automatic subscription renewal that is placed on a credit card, or a business process that is ingrained into the procedures and systems of an organization. The habit quadrant delves into the unconscious mind and institutional memory. As you will see in later chapters, the steps to success in this quadrant turn many traditional marketing paradigms upside-down.

The convenience quadrant resides in the upper left corner of the Time-ographics Framework. Here customers dedicate their attention, but only for a short amount of time. Indeed, one of the nuances of convenience is that attention is often dedicated in the service of time saving. Convenience stores, fast-food restaurants, and expedited delivery services like FedEx are perhaps the most notable business models designed specifically to address this quadrant. Newer Internet and mobile models are emerging to save customers even more time. In this quadrant, customers are devoting attention, but not necessarily to the product’s features or prices; they are concerned with saving time.


On the opposite end of the spectrum from the motivation quadrant is the value quadrant, where customers spend as little time and attention as possible. Products that reside here either possess standard features or have differences that can be compared with little to no thought. Thus customers make decisions that are almost exclusively price driven. Some value-driven product suppliers thrive in this area. Consumer packaged-goods suppliers of “white label” products, for example, make significant profit selling huge volumes of unbranded commodity goods wholesale to large retailers. Walmart and Southwest Airlines are branded examples of companies that have been wildly successful using a value-driven approach. Although some businesses have cost structures designed for this quadrant, many companies that land in the value quadrant do not want to be there and actively seek ways to escape.

Time-Value Tradeoffs and Time-ographics analysis provide fresh ways to view customers in line with today’s realities. This mindset offers the opportunity to uncover white-space market opportunities that may be overlooked through traditional means. These methods also provide ways to increase the success of existing products by understanding product adoption barriers and opportunities across the value chain.

Customer Behavior Trumps Attitude

For some readers, this time-and-attention overview may beg the question: What is the difference between Time-ographics analysis and more traditional customer-segmentation methods, such as psychographics? Can’t a person’s willingness to spend time and attention be categorized within a personality framework?

In my view, the answer to the latter is no. Psychographic definitions often refer to a customer’s particular tastes. As a result, they are often attitudinal and static. Personality traits and preferences produce such labels as “environmentalist” or “urban chic” in which the segment is viewed as unchanging depending on the situation. Time-ographics, in contrast, is more about behaviors that drive action at particular points in time rather than general attitudes and tastes. Behavioral considerations tend to be different from personality characteristics—your customers can say they like your product, but if it does not score advantageously in the Time-Value Tradeoff they are not going to find a place for it within their busy lives. Although attitudinal segmentation is still useful, Time-ographics offers a complementary behavioral and situational view of customers.

The good news is that new technologies in the Internet and mobile arenas enable better measurement and understanding of customer behavior in relation to time and attention. Attitudinal methods such as psychographics were originally designed for a mass-market world when it was difficult, if not impossible, for anyone but the big-name brands to measure customer behavior. Today, electronic behavioral targeting and feedback tools are accessible to small businesses as well as the largest corporations.

In the second half of this chapter we will look at the different ways businesses can use the Time-ographics Framework for product innovation and marketing. But before we get there, it’s crucial to understand a bit more deeply how the human brain perceives, controls, manages, and reacts to time and attention. As I mentioned, not all time is equal, and it is influenced in part by our brain’s inner chemistry, or the unconscious, as well as by the conscious attempts we make to allocate attention and time in our every day.

The Brain and Attention

A customer’s propensity to allocate attention is affected by several factors, including attention capacity, the amount and type of information (e.g., attentional blink), and stress.

One does not need a PhD in neuroscience to know that there are limits to our attention. Psychological studies have estimated that human brains can absorb up to 126 bits of information per second, and listen at about 40 bits per second.18 That’s about one to four words a second.19


Consider that a high-speed broadband connection transfers, in contrast, between 64,000 and 2,000,000 bits per second. It is sobering to think that all the information we can absorb in a lifetime can be transferred over the Internet in slightly more than a day—the equivalent of 28,032 audio books at listening speed.20

Of course, people are not machines. Computers run software that provides a complete set of instructions that run in their entirety every time the machine executes a program. We humans, in contrast, take shortcuts to conserve our limited capacity to pay attention. Our brains employ pattern recognition so as to focus only on things that fall outside the pattern—the new detour sign on our route to work, for example, or the sound of birdsong outside the window on those first mornings of spring. Patterns make it so that we do not have to relearn actions each time we do them. Instead we rely on routines and repeat behaviors to get through most of our days.

For situations that are variable, our brains are expert at identifying and filtering out all unnecessary inputs, such as extraneous sounds or visuals. Psychologists call this the “cocktail party effect,” because it allows us to stand in a room of talking people and filter out the speech of everyone except the person we are talking with. Yet when they are important, our brains let extraneous inputs in, such as when our name is mentioned in an adjacent conversation.

Our brains’ ability to filter relevant information quite literally keeps us sane. Imagine if every piece of information presented in your day were given equal attention. You would not be able to function. Our cognitive shortcuts help us—though they are not without consequences. The phenomenon of attentional blink that I mentioned in the introduction is one example of how our brains need a second to process after being confronted with an important input, during which no other information can get through.

Another gap our brains create as the result of filtering unnecessary information is called “change blindness.” In an experiment conducted by Simons and Levin of the University of Illinois, research participants were asked to give directions to a construction worker on the street. While the two people were talking, two other construction workers walked between them carrying a door-sized piece of wood, thus momentarily blocking their view of each other. Approximately half of the subjects did not notice that a different worker, wearing different-colored clothes and with a distinctly different voice, replaced the original person. The subject kept talking as if nothing had changed.21

Stress also has a curious effect on the brain’s attention capacity. Short-lived stress caused by an immediate deadline increases the ability to pay attention for a short period of time—this kind of stress improves performance for many people. But long-term systemic stress can cause people to resort to unconscious behaviors and routines.

In one set of experiments described in the journal Science, Nuno Sousa and his colleagues at the University of Minho, in Portugal, found that rats that were chronically stressed engaged in rote responses, such as compulsively pressing a bar for food they had no intention of eating. The regions of the brain associated with conscious decision-making and goal-directed behaviors had shriveled, while brain sectors associated with habit formation thrived.22

The cocktail party effect, attentional blink, change blindness, and stress response all point to the ways in which our brains attempt to focus our attention only on what is relevant or necessary at the moment, and block out irrelevant inputs. While these concepts are known in neuroscience and psychology, they have been applied inconsistently in everyday life. For every sensible approach taken to reduce the demand on attention (such as standard positioning of gas and brake pedals in cars, or universal traffic signs), there are dozens of counterproductive applications that confound the brain’s efforts at efficiency. For example, when a software company delivers a new version of its application with all the core functionality rearranged in different tabs, customers are forced to relearn how to do tasks they thought they had mastered. Such companies actually give customers a much more negative experience than the product developers realize.

Consider the implications of these factors, individually and collectively, on the success of your product, services, and marketing strategies. The time and money spent to relaunch a “new-and-improved” product could fall into the gap of change blindness for more than half of your customers, or frustrate those who don’t wish to devote attention to learning a new process. Your effort to capture a new customer segment may fall flat on an overstressed, routine-driven population.

The Brain and Time

Just as the brain allocates its attention resources, it also plays a role in how we perceive and use the time we have available. It’s obvious that time passes more quickly when we are doing something we enjoy, but time perception is not always so straightforward. The reality is that we cannot trust our brains when it comes to time. Several factors affect a customer’s propensity to spend time, including time perception, time preference, time constraints, and trigger events.

Time Perception: Why Grandma Spends
 Hours in the Casino

The conscious brain is a crude instrument for telling time. We have watches, clocks, calendars, and appointment reminders in our homes and offices because we can’t accurately measure time’s passage just by thinking about it. Internally, our circadian rhythms signal when we need to eat or sleep by making us feel hungry or tired, but without external aids, we wouldn’t know the hour, the day, or even the year.23

Dopamine is an important neurotransmitter, also associated with pleasure and addiction, which scientists have linked with basic time-interval regulation. Warren Meck, a psychology and neurology professor at Duke University, trained rats to recognize specific intervals of time by giving them food only when they pressed a lever after a certain amount of time had passed. The researchers then damaged an area of the brain where dopamine plays a role, and found the rats could no longer judge time intervals.24 When the rats were administered synthetic dopamine, time interval perception was restored.25

Brain researchers suggest that addicted users may be seeking the exhilaration or rush of dopamine (among other brain chemicals) throughout their brain instead of the illegal drug or addictive activity.26 The role that dopamine plays in addiction has led researchers to explore whether media use registers neurologically as pleasure.27 Why do users go looking for one piece of information on the Web only to get sidetracked by article after article?28 One theory presented by neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp is that people receive the same kind of stimulation from searching the world of ideas that they get from addictive behaviors or substances—what he calls seeking.29 This research suggests that pleasure—even abstract pleasure—corrupts our already-impaired perceptions of time.

Sadly, our sense of time’s passage worsens as we age. The research of psychology professor Peter A. Mangan shows that the older we get, the more we underestimate the passage of time, even when we are concentrating on it. In one experiment, Mangan separated individuals into groups by age (19–24 years, 50–60 years, 70–80 years) and then asked each group to estimate three minutes by counting seconds (e.g., 1, 1000, 2, 1000, 3, 1000). The older the group, the more they underestimated time’s passage. Keeping participants busy with a task made everyone’s estimate worse, with the oldest participants faring the worst.30 This research suggests that everyone, young and old alike, loses track of time, particularly when distracted.

Put together, this material shows that humans are poor at consciously perceiving time, and that those poor perceptions get worse with age and when engaging in a pleasurable or addictive activity. No wonder casinos mask time by removing clocks and covering windows. Now we know why Grandma likes to spend so much time pulling one-armed bandits at the casino—her financial-reward-seeking behavior coupled with her age-and-environment-impaired time perception make the hours fly.

Apply this as well to the concept of the buying-time limitations we discussed at the beginning of this chapter, and it becomes clear that speed is not necessarily the only way to win with busy customers. Time perception can be context specific—some situations compel customers to spend more time, even lose track of it, while others make them so time-aware that they want to spend as little as possible.


Time Preference: Why Some Children
 Enjoy the Dentist

Another important element of the propensity for spending time is the customer’s preference for or aversion toward spending time with a product. Sometimes this is straightforward (most would rather be someplace other than a dentist’s chair), and sometimes it is nuanced (consumers may willingly shop for a new car, but grudgingly shop for, say, groceries).

There are many opportunities to take advantage of time-based attitudes. For example, a person’s natural aversion to the dentist may encourage a dentist to find ways to reduce the average visit time. A convenient location helps. So may faster drills, fast-drying adhesives, and quick fluoride treatments. A convincing chair-side manner may even get patients to come in for their six-month cleanings with the argument that more frequent short visits will reduce the need for dramatic interventions.

Alternatively, a dentist may alter the customer experience by making it more distracting. When my children were young, they visited a pediatric dentist whose waiting area featured video games and a two-level climbing castle full of toys. Stuffed animals (and, later, flat-screen TVs) were mounted on the ceiling so the time spent in the chair was more entertaining and less stressful. Although it is hard to believe, my children actually couldn’t wait to go to the dentist.

Time preference can guide companies to new and effective ways to position their products. It helps to ask whether consumers view the product as something they want to spend time with or something they want to be done with.

Time Constraints: Why Products Work
 in Some Settings but Not Others

My firm, Exponential Edge, once conducted a study for a client in which we tested a new consumer durable product concept in various settings to see what channel offered the best opportunity. We tested it in Internet, grocery store, superstore, and mall settings. At the outset, my client thought that the best place for his offering was at the front of the store near the checkout counters, but my firm’s study found that placing the product there would have sounded the death knell. As one participant stated, “Once I hit that checkout counter I want to get out of the store as quickly as possible. I’ve got my kids in the cart. I don’t want to waste time looking at anything.”

That same respondent later said that she would have more time to consider the product if it were on display near the pharmacy, where she would see it while waiting for her prescription, or in a mall, where she might have time to consider it. Another respondent said, “I would buy this over the Internet in the comfort of my home, where I can learn about it with a cup of coffee in my hand.” These responses demonstrate that time constraints and time setting play a big role in product success. This feedback factored into the ultimate design of the product, which is now doing very well in the market.

Time alternatives, as we discussed in the introduction, are closely related to time constraints. If we have many alternative uses for a time slot, we may forgo an activity altogether in favor of something that is a higher priority. Determining how your product rates against other alternatives at a particular point in time is an important factor.

Trigger Events Drive Purchasing Behavior

Academic researchers have long identified that a trigger or spark is necessary to prompt people to take action. Professor Emeritus R. J. Rummel described this in the 1970s by saying that “a spark, a catalyst, a moment of truth ever seem ready to disrupt our routines…We suddenly grasp a need for change.”31

The role of triggers has become increasingly important to purchase decisions in today’s time-starved economy. The never-ending to-do lists and impending deadlines result in more reactive behavior. With so many options vying for attention, a strong trigger is often required to bring a situation to the surface of immediate priority rather than festering in the depths of annoyance and disregard. Critical questions to ask are “When is the customer thinking about the problem that your product addresses?” and “What events are strong enough to prompt the customer to take action?”

Triggers can come from a large external event such as a manufacturing recall or new government rules. A personal situation can also function as a trigger, as when a neighbor buys a new car or a colleague gets a promotion, thus prompting change from the status quo. Such trigger events can cause consumers to reprioritize their schedule and redirect time toward product adoption or defection. Triggers can be invoked by your company and by your competitors, such as price discounts, product usage, and poor call-center-related experiences. As we will see in the drill-down chapters on the Time-ographics quadrants, the types of triggers that drive behavior vary across quadrants.

The Wired Brain: Multitasking

I have focused up to this point on the uncontrollable dynamics that drive our allocations of attention and time. But there are also things we do consciously in an effort to further conserve our brain resources. One of our primary techniques is multitasking. We put in that weekly phone call to mom while in line at the grocery store, for example, or we update our LinkedIn profile while watching the evening news.

The integration of media into everyday lives has dramatically increased our impulse to do more things at once. Researchers at the Council for Research Excellence (CRE) found that U.S. adults spend an average of eight-and-a-half hours a day looking at screens (TVs, PCs, cell phones, and other devices), with more than five of those hours spent in front of the television. Almost half (48 percent) of that screen time is spent engaging in simultaneous activities.32 Concurrent use of different media, otherwise known as media multitasking, is rampant.

Multitasking at first glance seems like a good way to save time. Who wouldn’t want to accomplish two or even three things at once? Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to work out that way. Some activities, such as listening to music while exercising, are suited to simultaneity, but these are the exception. For active thoughts, our brains need focus. Numerous studies have shown that when we try to do two things at once, our brains switch between mental tasks. Rather than parallel process the way a computer does, our brains produce a bottleneck as we reset from one task to focus on the other. The result is that time and attention are lost.33 While we want to believe that our customers are paying attention as they consider our products or read through our websites, they are more distracted than ever.

Multitasking and Time

Doing two things “at once” can in fact take longer than finishing one task and then moving on to the other. David E. Meyer, director of the Brain, Cognition, and Action Laboratory at the University of Michigan, has shown that multitasking can actually double or triple the amount of time it would take to complete multiple activities sequentially.34 Psychologist René Marois of Vanderbilt University showed the mechanism behind the time loss with a study involving Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) scans of the multitasking brain. Multitasking leads to lost time because it forces the brain to process and respond to several competing stimuli at once.35 The more complex, unfamiliar, and detailed the task, the more time it takes to adjust and the more time is lost.

This is not to say that all multitasking is a drain on time. In fact, humans handle certain multitasking combinations well, particularly when they require engagement by different areas of the brain—cooking and watching television, for example, or driving and listening to the radio. These combinations allow for “true” multitasking because they tap into different brain processes—one requires the brain to process language, while the other relies on practiced motor skills.

A body of research suggests that women are more able than men to manage multiple real-world activities such as those described above. Some say that real-world multitasking may have biological origins, since women needed to care for their children while searching for food or collecting water. Whether this is true or not is open for debate and further research. What we do know is that the role of technology in modern life essentially obliterates any gender advantage. Both men and women are equally bad at media multitasking, particularly when the media is dealing with disparate topics.36

Multitasking and Attention

When I say that both men and women are bad at multitasking, I mean that it not only costs time, as described above, but that it drains attention. David E. Meyer from the University of Michigan says that errors increase dramatically when people try to perform two or more related tasks at the same time.37 Scrolling through email during business lunches and punching out text messages during meetings can kick in our dopamine-reward system, says Meyer, unleashing a pleasure-inducing hit that for an estimated 6 percent of Internet users has become clinically addictive.38 This suggests that fueling the addiction further diverts attention, increasing the odds of error.

Stanford researchers Professor Clifford Nass, Eyal Ophir, and Professor Anthony Wagner measured the impact of multitasking in a study that compared the accuracy with which “light” and “heavy” multitaskers could identify shapes on a screen. “Heavy” multitaskers were those who tended to engage in five or six media activities at the same time—for example, emailing while instant-messaging, writing a document in Word, watching a sport on television, and following the game on the Web. Light multitaskers tended to use only one or two media at one time. Study subjects were asked to identify the positions of red triangles flashed on a screen—different shapes in other colors were flashed as well, but the subjects were instructed to ignore them.

Heavy multitaskers failed horribly at identifying the red triangles relative to light multitaskers, even in tests during which they were not multitasking. According to Professor Nass, the heavy multitaskers tended to be attracted to irrelevant information more often than light multitaskers.39


Multitasking and Age

The impact of multitasking on time and attention affects everyone, though some more than others. Young adults seem to lose less time and attention in switching activities than older adults or children. One theory is that their strong memory capability allows them to store the previous activity until it is resumed. Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) scans also show that the area of the brain responsible for switching between tasks matures last and deteriorates first. Thus, young children and people over 60 will typically have the most difficulty effectively multitasking.40

That won’t stop them from trying, though. A study by Burst Media indicated that almost 80 percent of women over 55 engage in media multitasking, compared with 87 percent of 25-to 34-year-olds.41 A large study by CRE found similar results. Although Baby-Boomers and seniors are adept at many things, the studies suggest that unfortunately multitasking is not one of them. Innovating products for these groups should take these limitations into account.

Capturing the Time-and-Attention Opportunity

We now know that there is a time-and-attention challenge that limits the opportunities for companies seeking to stay competitive and relevant with customers. We know as well that customers engage in subconscious and conscious actions that further skew their perceptions of time and allocations of attention. Armed with this knowledge, we can begin to apply the Time-ographics Framework and analysis. This involves two thought exercises:


	1. Evaluate the context by mapping your products onto the Time-ographics Framework and analyzing customer activity from a time-and-attention perspective.

	2. Identify opportunities that emerge from the framework and customer activity flow.




The Time-ographics Framework and analysis can be applied in several beneficial ways. It helps to identify new product opportunities, or identify actions that deepen market penetration of existing products.

Map the Product

The first use of the Time-ographics Framework involves mapping the company’s existing or planned product onto the framework. Careful here! This is not about how much time and attention your company wants people to invest in the product; this is about the time and attention the customers have a real propensity or ability to invest based on their priorities associated with this activity. Although there are usually many purchasing factors, in what quadrant is the primary center of gravity for the customer? Does your product reside in multiple quadrants depending on the customer? If so, take note, as you will want to refer to this later. These are customer segments. In which quadrant do the majority of customers use a given product? Although there are a number of factors in purchase decisions, where is the center of gravity for customers?42 Which quadrant has the product development, marketing, and sales efforts been targeting?

Considering the placement of products in relation to other products will yield important insights. Where do your products stand relative to your competitors? How entrenched is your competitor? Are your competitors’ customers in a habit or embedded process? Chapter 7 provides more details, nuances, and how-to’s on this mapping exercise.

Map the Customer Activity

The next step in evaluating the context is to evaluate the customer activity in relation to the product. As I’ve already mentioned, some activities are naturally suited to certain quadrants. Dedicated family activities are almost always going to be motivational, for example, whereas the time spent commuting is almost always going to be habitual.

One useful thought exercise that can help companies identify their customers’ propensities for time and attention with activities is to create a customer context timeline. A context timeline identifies the time boundaries associated with a particular activity. Companies can create a context timeline by asking these questions: How much time does the customer spend on a particular activity? How often? What is keeping her from investing more time? What might make her invest less? What are the time boundaries beyond which she will not spend more or less? Is she distracted when she is engaged in the activity? What other activities does she engage in before, after, or at the same time as this activity? Does this activity belong in a larger series of actions toward a particular goal (weight loss, for example)?

Another exercise is to determine trigger events that could change or influence behavior relative to your product. They can range from life change events, to system downtime, to poor customer services, to keeping up with the Joneses. Triggers are anything that would cause a customer to seriously consider alternatives.

Once a company knows the customer context as it relates to a particular activity, a follow-on thought exercise is to identify competing activities battling for the same slice of time. Is the customer choosing between exercising and meeting friends for coffee or getting a few extra hours of sleep? In general, this exercise involves identifying the major alternative activities that a customer could pursue—and that prospective customers may be engaging in today.

Another consideration at this stage is assessing the customer’s simultaneous attention span. Is the customer doing something else at the same time, i.e. multitasking? Is she engaged with other brands/products? If so, which ones? How many simultaneous technologies are in use? (Is the TV on while surfing the Internet?) Does this present opportunities similar to those of the iPod and Nike? Is the customer feeling stressed about time? Is the offer complex, requiring attention, or is it easy to understand?

One nuance that the context timeline and competing activities exercises may bring forward is that certain activities will occupy multiple quadrants depending on the customer. Let’s take two runners and call them Jane and Linda. Jane runs every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, but that is the only routine thing about her running. She is always mixing up her routes and workouts. Sometimes she heads to a local track to do speed work; sometimes she takes a standard route and adjusts it with added hills or calisthenics. She participates when she can in local races, and aims to maintain or improve her personal records. Jane is, in short, a motivated runner. She dedicates significant time and attention to gaining personal improvement and satisfaction from the time she spends pounding pavement.

Linda also runs every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, but that is where the similarity ends. Every time she heads out, Linda runs for the same amount of time along the same route, with no variation. She does not run with another person. She does not particularly care about her times. She does not enter races. Linda may have started running years before to alleviate stress from her job or to maintain her weight, but the original motivation—if there ever really was one—was weak and has long gone. Now, running is a habit. She spends sufficient time every week doing it, but it does not command much of her attention, and she almost never thinks about it unless she is…well…running.

A company that sells running shoes, or sports apparel or heart-rate monitors, for example, may go through the context timeline and competing activities exercises and find that their customer base is split among Janes and Lindas. That’s okay. Once a company knows generally in which quadrants its customers reside, it is then time to do some hard thinking. Where do the majority of customers lie? Where do repeat customers lie? What portion of revenue, cost, and profit can be attributed to each of the quadrants?

One can imagine that something along those lines happened at Nike in 2004. The company knew that people were running, since Nike itself had ridden the wave of the sport’s increased popularity since the 1970s. It knew as well that many runners liked listening to music but were not satisfied with the experience of traditional music players. Finally, it knew that the most dedicated runners, Nike’s best customers, are religious about recording data about their performance.

A brainstorming session focused on Linda would never have resulted in the Nike+. But it might have resulted in a service that charged her credit card and delivered her a new pair of shoes on a fixed cycle. Linda thinks so little about running, you see, that an effort to wake her up to it is just as likely to result in a shift to step aerobics—and a brand change to Reebok—as it is to increase shoe sales, so it is just as well to simply build services into her habit.

Jane, on the other hand, is the right customer for the Nike+, or any other product that easily facilitates her interest in improving her performance. By imagining her and what she might need, Nike hit on a clear product win.

Identify Opportunities

Once the customers’ activities have been mapped with corresponding products, you can use the Time-ographics Framework in a third way: to engage in future planning, either of new products or of new customer segments.

Useful questions include: Are there any activity clusters, or things that people tend to do either simultaneously or in close succession? Are there any need gaps or “white space” opportunities—either space between sequential activities or ways to help improve what people are already doing? Are there opportunities to help people save time or attention in a product category best suited to convenience? Can new habits be created?

Mapping products and activities with the customers’ propensity for time and attention may reveal some incongruities. For example, a company may be investing in a massive development and marketing effort to up-sell its existing Linda-like customer base on a product best suited to Jane. Or their product development process may have yielded an utterly “cool” product that requires significant attention from the customer to use, while the customer base is sitting in the habit quadrant. This misunderstanding of how much time and attention customers dedicate to particular products is arguably a primary cause of product failure and wasted marketing dollars, and it is manifest everywhere.

Take a commercial I saw recently for a sandwich spread. In an attempt to woo Millennials and increase the coolness factor, the company aired an advertisement playing underground music showing young hipsters partying with the spread (a motivation quadrant approach). Several comments on Internet blogs declared the advertisement “stupid.” This is sandwich spread after all. The advertisement prompted comedian Stephen Colbert to create a video parody defending mayonnaise as superior to this spread. The parody highlighted college party antics with beer kegs, declaring the “Mayo-lution!” Although the ad attracted some attention, it was not the right kind of attention. By tying its marketing to a motivation position without a plan to address the product’s natural appeal to the convenience, habit, or value quadrant, the company will at best create an unsustainable fad based on 15 minutes of fame. To paraphrase a popular epigram: Mr. Wanamaker would know which half of his marketing budget was wasted.

Opportunities: Time Shifts and Attention Gaps

It might seem at first glance that the motivation quadrant is where all companies want to be, since this is where customers willingly commit time and attention. Unfortunately, things are a bit more complicated than that. It is true that we put the greatest investments of our hearts and minds in the things that motivate us—we want so badly to be good parents and to succeed as professionals, to be desired by our spouses or lovers. But feelings are very volatile here. Noble efforts fail, life-stages pass, things that seemed so important at one point seem petty at another. Motivations, in short, are unstable. Companies that started in the motivation quadrant as a way to capture customers may find that to keep them, they might have to move somewhere else.

This is true not only of motivation-driven offerings. In many cases, the quadrant best suited for market entry is not always the best place to stay for market sustainability. Motivation-driven offerings are hard to sustain; true conveniences can be more oriented to one-off opportunistic selling. Habits become habits through repeat use. Many products that initially create a position in the motivation or convenience quadrant may fall back to earth in the value quadrant as the product becomes more familiar or competition increases.


In short, it may be necessary to shift a customer from one quadrant to another in regard to how that customer uses your product. This shift could be actively engineered, or it could happen naturally. Consider a product that starts in the motivation quadrant and then shifts to the habit quadrant. That turns a potentially unstable relationship into a mutually beneficial marriage. Understanding transitions through the framework provides a proactive approach to building a sustainable market position and determining customer priorities.

So far we have explored how time factors into customer decision-making through the Time-Value Tradeoff. We have also discussed how customers prioritize products based on time and attention constraints and introduced the Time-ographics framework. It is amazing to consider how many businesses fail to address customer time and attention when such factors are so integral to customer decisions today. Because few companies have pursued this in a systematic way, executives that pursue a Customer Time-Value mindset for their business will likely discover many fertile opportunities. As we saw in the case of Ty’s Beanie Babies, those that wait may find themselves locked out of the market by the competition.

You may be wondering at this point: How do I apply these approaches? The next chapter provides a road map for turning a Customer Time-Value mindset into market traction. I’ll also highlight new time-and attention-centric innovation strategies and tools that help you apply the new rules to your business.
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