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Have you noticed how much time marketing and sales people spend getting stuff into people’s heads?  And how much money it costs?  And how much of the money gets wasted?  Partly because most of it doesn’t appear to go in. And most of what does drains out within weeks. So what do we do? Look for a new creative device, try some more communication channels – there are plenty of new candidates wherever you look. And mount a new barrage. But even if we were able to construct a rate card for every individual on the planet and to pipe the stuff in at a constant rate, all appropriately priced we still wouldn’t be able to make it stick. There’s a bottleneck. It’s called human consciousness. We can only give a finite amount of attention. And the increasing frenzy of marketing activity is only really serving to build up defensive filters.

I recently happened upon a quotation by the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead ‘Civilisation advances by extending the number of operations we can perform without thinking about them.’ Can it be that we’re just trying too hard? That the more ‘civilised’ marketing gets, the LESS it ought to demand conscious process by the consumer.  Perhaps the ultimate marketing strategy is to make products and services invisible.

The current sales paradigm unchanged for centuries, assumes that the way to change behaviour is to address the mind.  Is this actually true? Well there are signs of cracks in the dam.

The first hint comes from Robert Heath’s theory on low involvement processing in his paper the Hidden Power of Advertising published by WARC, which suggests that most advertising works at a level below that of consciousness. In fact there is evidence that advertising you think too hard about can get in the way of the low level processing. If Heath is right then most advertising development and campaign tracking may as well be thrown out because it is all based on people’s conscious recall of messages. And unlike the conscious processing of brand information the capacity to store information at low level appears to be limitless. Heath’s study only covers conventional advertising but if he’s right the ramifications go far beyond. 

The second comes from the growth in price and volume promotions – which retailers are increasingly addicted to. Now while the pressure to do this comes from the supply side it has proved a remarkably effective mechanic to get people to buy more than they were expecting to. Obtaining a bargain is a far easier purchasing decision than trading off different product benefits. If it is becoming increasingly difficult to choose between different products then just go for the bargain – it’s less stressful. It’s irrelevant whether the effect is short term; price promotion makes choosing effortless. And in a crowded supermarket that is what counts.

The third comes from the growing science of usability. The fastest growing brands in the world are usually doing so by making purchasing so easy that it becomes effortless. Amazon did it for books, Tesco.com are doing it for grocery shopping, Easy Jet is doing it for travel. At that is just on the internet where it has proved possible for relatively new businesses to scale up faster than in the real world. Offline Microsoft, McDonalds, Starbucks, Federal Express have become legendary because of the usability of their products.  It’s not because their products are demonstrably superior – it is because using them is less stressful than using anything else.

How ironic that after the Renaissance when man was judged to be the measure of all things, that a five century arms race of human rights, freedom of speech, universal education, universal suffrage and open markets should start to falter because humans just don’t have the capacity any more. Is the ultimate consumer benefit Not having to choose? Is homo sapiens to be supplanted by homo automatus?  Let the corporations sweep in and manage everything for us. Life’s too short.

And if you think that you have a moral duty to ensure that consumers have the information to make conscious choices then reflect that people can hardly be morally accountable for choices of which they are unaware.  However as those responsible for shaping those decisions through communications, promotions and usability you are ultimately responsible for what they do.
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