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S AY I N G  A B O U T 

Marketers, Tear 
Down These Walls!!  

Solomon makes a compelling case for more enlightened marketing in a 
post-modern world. He shows that simply adapting to the latest consumer 
trends or fads is no longer enough—something more fundamental is afoot. 
Use these insights to build a better strategy for your business!

John Wittenbraker, Ph.D.

Global Director, New Business Development, GfK

Solomon has produced an easy read for a marketing text and a long over-
due challenge to traditional marketing practice. He candidly illustrates, 
with up to date data and examples, how first world consumers are chang-
ing their habits and shifting their patterns of consumption in response to 
the hyperconnected digital world and “mega” trends, such as mobile; AI 
and robotics. The key to understanding the rich opportunities that now 
manifest for marketing “peeps,” he reckons, is qualitative research and a 
“giga” shift in thinking.

Dr. Tarlok Teji

former Partner & Head of Retail at Deloitte and Visiting Teaching 
Fellow at Manchester Business School.
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Solomon leads the reader on an insightful journey and timely analysis of the 
post modern consumer that is packed with history, data, and unmatched 
experience. Whether you are an aspiring entrepreneur, running a small 
business or an established leader in any emerging field, this book is a must-
read. Solomon successfully redefines and decodes the modern consumer 
as it’s never been done before, setting his readers on the right path to win.

Rocco Cardinale

VP Marketing, Franklin Foods (U.S. Subsidiary, Hochland SE 
of Germany)

As a serial direct marketer for over 35 years, and a lifelong student of the 
craft, I look for books (and voices) who are taking everything we have 
learned up until now and turning it all on its head for deeper understand-
ing. Michael Solomon is one of those voices, re-equipping us with new 
tools and ways of thinking to deal with an unknown marketplace of the 
future…but a marketplace that is the most exciting than we ever could have 
imagined. His latest work debunks many of marketing’s sacred cows with 
the goal of taking us to places no one has taken us before. His experience as 
one of the world’s experts in consumer behavior qualifies him to take us to 
this place, a place where he can make sure we are ready for what’s coming. 
This is a must read for every marketer (or anyone) who wants to be relevant 
offering products and services based on what consumers demand today 
(and will demand even more tomorrow)—and as those consumers change 
their needs and wants in a shorter time frame than ever before.

Brian Kurtz

Titans Marketing LLC, Former business builder of Boardroom Inc. 
and author of The Advertising Solution
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Solomon is a marketing maverick who compels you to alter the way you 
think about your customer, your competition and the not-so-neatly defined 
world around you. Everything you thought you knew about marketing 
will make sense in a completely different context as you look through 
Solomon’s lens.

Kimberly Richmond

Principal, richmondmarketing+communications

Get ready to take a sledgehammer to your old way of thinking about mar-
keting and consumers. Michael Solomon’s newest book turns old school 
ideas on their head and helps you see marketing —and the consumers you’re 
marketing to — in an entirely new light. This is a must read book for anyone 
who wants to stay up-to-date on the latest developments in the business.

Jamie Turner, author, speaker, and CEO of 60SecondMarketer.com

Solomon’s Tear Down These Walls! is a brilliant read with the eye-opening 
power of Thinking Fast and Slow applied to marketing. Solomon challenges 
marketers to step away from neat and tidy methods of target segmenta-
tion in a revealing and accessible way. He provides language that reflects 
the reality of the post-advertising, multi-channel, hyper-fragmented, 
insert-buzzword-here environment that businesses need to navigate for 
success. Most importantly, it shows the way to think about communicat-
ing with people, not marketing to “consumers” reduced to percentages in 
cross-tab cells.

Sara Bamossy

Chief Strategy Officer, Pitch
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P R E FA C E

We change our identities faster than a chameleon changes 

color. On Monday, you may be a Hugo Boss suit-wearing salaryman who 
listens to Adele, reads The Wall Street Journal, quaffs a greasy burger for 
lunch, and tunes in to Fox News. Come Saturday, out come the tats from 
underneath the starched collar, you ditch the suit for a Kid Dangerous 
tee and Vans kicks, you down a tuna poké with a craft beer, and listen to 
Imagine Dragons while you check out the latest issue of High Times.

Just what lifestyle category do you belong to? Good luck to the mar-
keter who tries to describe you. Today’s postmodern consumer defies cat-
egorization – sometimes deliberately. S/he yearns to be liberated from 
cubicles, labels, “market segments,” and especially those confining walls 
that restrict him or her from expressing the unique self that’s constructed 
out of all the lifestyle “raw materials” that marketers of many stripes have 
to offer.

The postmodern revolution requires marketers to revisit the walls 
they’ve erected over many years. That’s not an easy thing to do. Conventional 
marketing strategies are built upon predictability, stability and the comfort 
in knowing that we can “understand” our customer yesterday, today and 
tomorrow. We love to wall off people into categories, and often into super-
neat dichotomies – and call it a day. Those walls used to be solid, and mar-
keters relied upon them to build a structure that formed the basis of their 
traditional strategic worldview. But now many of these walls are crumbling 
– and fast. They are like safety hazards that threaten successful brands from 
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thriving in the postmodern revolution. And, they obstruct our view of the 
marketing possibilities that lie beyond them.

In this book, I’ll describe many familiar walls that form the bedrock of 
marketing strategy and thought today. Then I’ll demolish them. I’m going 
to talk about seven really BIG walls (in bold below), but in the process I’ll 
also deal with a lot of other ones. Here are the walls that no longer exist, in 
convenient alphabetical order:

Arts vs. Crafts

Black vs. White

Body vs. Belongings

Editorial vs. Commercial

Elite vs. the masses

Fake vs. Authentic

Friend vs. Stranger

High art vs. Low art

Home vs. Office

Humans vs. Computers

In here vs. Out there

Kids vs. Teens

Male vs. Female

Me vs. Them

Me vs. We

Offline vs. Online

Old vs. Mature

Owning vs. Leasing

Parent vs. Friend

Producer vs. Consumer
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Reality vs. Fantasy

Reality vs. Mythology

Retailers vs. Customers

Sacred vs. Profane

Service providers vs. Consumers

Then vs. Now

Us vs. Them

Work vs. Play

Young vs. Old

I hope you enjoy reading about these walls as much as I enjoyed knock-
ing them down.

Michael R. Solomon

Philadelphia, PA

January 2018
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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

We buy what we are and we are what we buy.

Michael “wrote the book” on understanding consumers. Literally. 
Hundreds of thousands of business students have learned about Marketing 
from his books including Consumer Behavior: Buying, Having, and Being 
-- the most widely used book on the subject in the world.

Much in demand as a keynote speaker, Michael often is asked to pro-
vide briefings to global executive teams who want significant increases in 
their bottom line and who understand that’s accomplished by a deeper 
connection with their customers.

Michael’s mantra: We don’t buy products because of what they do. We 
buy them because of what they mean. He advises global clients in lead-
ing industries such as apparel and footwear (Calvin Klein, Levi Strauss, 
Under Armour, Timberland), financial services and e-commerce (eBay, 
Progressive), CPG (Procter & Gamble, Campbell’s), retailing (H&M), 
sports (CrossFit, Philadelphia Eagles), manufacturing (DuPont, PP&G) 
and transportation (BMW, United Airlines) on marketing strategies to 
make them more consumer-centric. He regularly appears on television 
shows including The Today Show, Good Morning America and CNN to 
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comment on consumer issues, and he is frequently quoted in major media 
outlets such as The New York Times, USA Today, Adweek and Time.

Michael received his Ph.D. in Social Psychology at The University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He has been a full-time faculty member 
at New York University, Rutgers University, and Auburn University and a 
part-time professor at The University of Manchester (U.K.), the Technical 
University of Lisbon (Portugal) and IESEG (France). He is currently 
Professor of Marketing (in the Haub School of Business at Saint Joseph’s 
University in Philadelphia).

As an industry consultant, Michael combines cutting-edge academic 
theory with actionable real-world strategies. He helps managers get inside 
the heads of their customers so they can anticipate and satisfy their deepest 
and most pressing needs – today and tomorrow. An executive at Subaru 
said it best: “The man is a scholar who is current and street-wise.”
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T H I N K  O U T  O F  T H E  B OX .
Your Customers Are!  

There are Two Kinds of People….
People who think there are two kinds of 

people, and people who don’t.

Why is our urge to think in absolutes so pervasive? One 

simple answer: This is the way our brains work. Psychologists know that 
when we encounter a new object (or person), within milliseconds our 
immediate response is to put it into a familiar category. Good or bad? 
Weak or strong? Binary code: 0 or 1? Regular or decaf? Ready-to-wear or 
haute couture? Swipe left or swipe right?

Build a wall, and firmly plant people on one side or the other. Perhaps 
this mindset is a holdover from the caveman days, when the choice about 
how to label a person literally was life-or-death. Imagine a prehistoric 
man wandering across the savannah. Suddenly he spies a stranger head-
ing his way. It’s time for a really quick judgment call: Friend or foe? The 
wrong answer can turn out quite badly for him, to say the least. Today 
we short-circuit this dilemma with a handshake, a gesture that evolved 
to assure others that you are not holding a weapon. Even with this more 
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civilized solution, our “good-or-bad” decision process isn’t that much dif-
ferent from our ancient forefathers.

This book is about putting consumers into neat little categories -- and 
why unlike that comforting handshake this familiar habit can come back to 
bite you. You may find it convenient, but your customers sure don’t. They 
want to be liberated. But don’t despair -- that yearning to escape from walls 
also opens opportunities for you. Let’s see how.

A Chinese curse decrees, “May 
you live in interesting times.”

These certainly are interesting times for marketers. For years, we’ve 
put customers into tidy little boxes, such as age groups, income groups 
or gender groups. Business school professors (mea culpa) indoctrinate the 
next generation of executives to this way of thinking: We teach our MBA 
students about tidy 2 x 2 experimental designs that vary some factors and 
hold others constant so that we can identify what causes changes in con-
sumer behavior. If we do observe a change after we manipulate one or more 
variables, we are more confident that something in what we varied caused 
the shift. Even then, we’re never certain – most studies establish a confi-
dence level of p < .05, which means that the odds are less than 5% that the 
change we witness was caused by chance. After all, the most rigorous study 
cannot totally establish a causal link. The best we can do is to increase 
our confidence in the likelihood that altering one variable causes a change 
in another. Scientists who make a more definitive statement than that are 
operating above their pay grade.
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A typical 2x2 experimental design.

In another Marketing lecture to our MBAs, we extol the value of the 
widely used BCG growth-share matrix. This allows the strategist to classify 
a firm’s product portfolio in terms of a category’s growth rate and a brand’s 
relative growth rate. Again, we construct a comforting 2 x 2 scheme that 
allows us to distinguish among cash cows, dogs, stars, and question marks.

The widely used BCG (courtesy of the Boston Consulting Group) growth-
share matrix puts a firm’s product portfolio into tidy little boxes.

At least since General Motors pioneered the concept of market seg-
mentation in the 1940s (Chevrolets for some, Cadillacs for others), we’ve 
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assigned labels to consumers. Then we develop products and services 
for those who land in each neat box. Marketing strategy is largely about 
dichotomies: Male or female. Introvert or extravert. Light user or heavy 
user. Black or white. No room for shades of gray (much less 50 shades!).

 
Market segmentation: Cadillac for some, Chevy for others.

The Truth is Out There
Why are these walls everywhere we look in marketing? Like their 

counterparts in the hard sciences, most social scientists (including this 
one) cut their teeth on the hallowed scientific method. This paradigm relies 
upon strict categorization and an objective, unbiased perspective to under-
stand what’s going on in the world. The modernism philosophy that gave 
birth to this approach rebelled against many centuries of a culture domi-
nated by what its founders viewed as baseless superstitions and religious 
hypocrisies. In its place, the new “religion” of the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries worshipped technology and practical experimentation. Function 
took precedence over form. The Industrial Revolution elevated engineer-
ing over art.
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The clean lines of a skyscraper illustrate the modernist approach to design.

The modernist, or positivist, searches for objective facts. Through a 
process of systematic discovery, he or she believes it is possible to identify 
basic laws that govern the way things work in this world. The truth is out 
there. We just have to find it.

A basic dichotomy scientists revere is In Here vs. Out There. To study 
a phenomenon we need to isolate it from its naturally occurring context. 
This enables us to eliminate “confounds” that may obscure the true cause 
of what we observe. We dutifully take a sample, bring it into a sterile lab-
oratory, and manipulate it while we hold everything else constant. If we 
observe any changes after we’re done, we have much greater confidence 
that they relate to what we did, rather than to some other unruly stuff going 
on in the real world. “Just the facts, ma’am.”

Unfortunately this positivist approach doesn’t always work so well in 
the social sciences, where we study messy people who don’t necessarily 
behave the same way in a lab as they do in the real world. Although many 
marketing researchers still pursue “the truth” via laboratory research, 
we’re also witnessing a rebirth of qualitative methods like ethnography that 
encourage analysts to observe their customers in their natural settings.

Welcome to the wild, wacky world of the postmodern consumer. To 
truly understand today’s customer, it’s often smart to use naturalistic tech-
niques that require researchers to “live with the natives.” In other words, 
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observe how consumers actually use products in their everyday habitats. 
Fish where the fish are.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER  

Breach the wall that separates you from your customers. Get out of 
your office and meet the people who love your brand.  Don’t forget to 
talk to some who don’t as well. Fish where the fish are.

But let the seller beware: Things get messier in the real world where 
our customers actually live – and buy. Sure, we reap a lot of rich insights. 
But because there’s a lot of “stuff ” going on out there (some call it “life”) 
be sure to apply a grain of salt when you interpret the results. Controlled 
laboratory studies are much more sterile – but unfortunately in more ways 
than one. Although we may pick up a lot of static in natural environments, 
we also get a level of richness that is very hard to come by in more formal 
research settings. Cast your net wide, and don’t be surprised if not all of 
what you catch is usable. However, the fish that remain will be well worth 
the trip.

Apples to Apples
Another reason we love to put things in categories is simple efficiency. 

When we place an object in a tidy group, we have something to compare 
it to. The product joins other brands we have assigned to that category as 
well. An industry develops specifications and nomenclature to apply across 
brands within a vertical. A retailer knows where to display an item in the 
store. Shoppers know where to find that item.

If we can compare apples to apples, it’s easy to see how a brand stacks 
up against competitors. We can decide if a brand is “best in class” -- a good 
or bad representative of that category -- by comparing it to other members. 
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An apple and a tomato both belong in the “fruit” category, but you can 
guess which is a better exemplar.

A consumer doesn’t evaluate a refrigerator in isolation; she com-
pares its attributes to those of other refrigerators she has already consid-
ered. Similarly, a brand manager doesn’t promote a product in isolation; 
she identifies immediate competitors and positions her brand (ideally) to 
emphasize areas where she excels and downplay those where she doesn’t. 
Those qualities on which the brand excels are its determinant attributes. 
That’s why marketers devote a lot of effort (or at least they should) to 
answering the basic strategic question, “What market am I in?”

The answer often isn’t as obvious as you’d like to believe. To invoke one 
of the most tried-and-true marketing stories, the Railroad Barons of the 
late 19th century who ultimately succeeded were those who figured out that 
contrary to popular belief they were not in the railroad business. When they 
redefined their industry more broadly as transportation, they were able to 
compete against the newfangled automobiles and trucks that appeared on 
the scene. Those who weren’t agile enough to make the switch suffered 
from a classic case of marketing myopia – and they paid the consequences.1

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER   

Don’t get hemmed in by a wall of your own making. What busi-
ness are you in – really? Answer this seemingly obvious question 
not in terms of what you produce, but what people consume. If you 
run a dance company, your competitors include other dance com-
panies – but also perhaps museums, cooking classes, or even bars.  
Remember, a company makes pillows, but buyers consume sleep.
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Apples, Oranges … and Throw 
in Some Strawberries: Market 
Disruptions Destroy Categories!

Market disruptions happen when a brand refuses to play by the category 
rules. Netflix destroyed the video rental business. Uber threatens to do the 
same to the taxi industry. Books that are available in online form (perhaps 
like the one you’re reading now) redefine how we acquire knowledge.

Sometimes this insubordination works against a product: A high-end 
dog food that had to be sold in the grocery’s refrigerated section failed, 
because shoppers just didn’t think of finding pet supplies there. An epilator 
for men failed for a different reason: Males couldn’t swallow the idea of hair 
removal that didn’t involve the testosterone-laden act of shaving. The new 
solution was more efficient. It just didn’t fit conveniently into the custom-
er’s expectations about male versus female products.

But wait – under the right circumstances going against the grain actu-
ally creates wonderful opportunities. What if a marketer creates a new 
category, possibly by merging two existing ones? Chrysler fused a sta-
tion wagon with a sedan to invent the minivan. This new category then 
spawned yet another, with the advent of the modern SUV in the 1990s. 
Wearable technology fuses fashion accessories with computers, so a stylish 
woman can wear a piece of Swarovski jewelry that also happens to monitor 
her heart rate.

Is it tech? Is it jewelry? Why not both?

Today, we see a great example of this fusion strategy in the apparel 
business. The industry is showing anemic growth with one exception: 
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Athleisure. This stepchild of leisure clothing and athletic clothing (formerly 
two distinct categories) has created an entirely new market, and a cultural 
phenomenon as well. The term athleisure recently entered the Merriam-
Webster Dictionary. And, Morgan Stanley projects global sales of this new 
entity will exceed $350 billion by 2020.2

The yoga craze fuels the athleisure phenomenon.

Now comes the “interesting” part of that Chinese curse: As we see in 
the case of the athleisure hybrid, today’s consumers no longer yearn for 
conventional categories. They’re climbing out over the walls we put them 
in. Like leisurewear versus athletic wear, the basic assumptions we use to 
make sense of the market have collapsed.

What’s also “interesting” is that these dichotomies are embedded so 
deeply that managers don’t even think about them – until they disap-
pear. Fundamental categories that form the bedrock of marketing strategy 
and customer insights no longer exist. It’s a management cliché to exhort 
employees to “think outside the box,” but when it comes to customer 
insights perhaps we need to take this expression a bit more literally. Don’t 
just think outside the box – throw the whole box away.
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GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Carefully identify the categories your industry uses to define offer-
ings. Then demolish them. Maybe you can fuse a fashion product 
with a functional one. For example, some pioneers in the emerging 
“smart garment” domain look at a pair of panty hose, but they see 
something other than silky legs: A “delivery system” that can literally 
apply vitamins, medications and caffeine (that reduces the appear-
ance of cellulite) to the body. Just add some microencapsulation to 
the fibers, and you’re playing in a whole new space.

Hybrid products and services that combine features of two or 
more existing verticals get to define the rules for a brand new cate-
gory – at least until someone else tears down that wall as well.

The Omnichannel Consumer
We hear a lot of buzz today about omnichannel marketing. It’s pretty 

much a foregone conclusion that organizations need to expand their think-
ing beyond which channel they will use to reach their customers. Instead, 
they need to ask which channels they need to be on, whether TV, social 
media, print, etc.

But we also need to think about the omnichannel consumer. Today’s 
customer thinks in several modalities at once, and s/he transforms into 
different types of people many times in a day. Just who is the consumer at 
the other end of these channels?

The fluidity of consumer identity actually is not a new story. A chapter 
in Douglas Coupland’s influential 1991 book Generation X declared, “I am 
not a market segment.”3 People have been trying on different personalities 
for years as they strive to break out of their own little boxes. We’ve come 
a long way from the drab, conforming “Organization Man” of the 1950s. 
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A consumer’s consumption choices are a lot more varied and complicated 
than they used to be, as seemingly endless options to spend our time and 
money entice us.

Still, until recently the splintering of lifestyle groups was fairly 
restrained. Flower children in the 1960s did their own thing, but because 
most were tuned in to the big record labels and magazines of the time 
everyone’s sartorial rebellion looked pretty much the same. Are those your 
tie-dyed jeans or mine?

The “do your own thing” revolution in the 1960’s ironically morphed into just another popular style.

Fast forward to today, when we truly live in an era of market fragmenta-
tion. Just as our TV viewing options have expanded from three major net-
works in the 1960s to thousands of channels today, the monolithic market 
segments of that time have decomposed into innumerable micro-segments. 
The postmodern consumer blithely travels from one to another. The only 
constant we can count on is that s/he will change, and probably quickly.

To see this splintering in action, just visit any decent-sized magazine 
stand. Count the staggering number of publications that give us a glimpse 
into obscure lifestyles ranging from yachting to coding to pumping iron. 
Stroll through the food court in a typical shopping mall. You can choose 
from a dizzying range of ethnic foods – Chinese, Italian, American, sushi, 
Thai, and Mexican -- perhaps all on the same plate.
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The food court in a shopping mall is a shrine to postmodernism.

Clearly the “one size fits all” (or at least “three networks fit all”) model 
has to go. At least a handful of consumer behavior researchers have advo-
cated a more fluid approach to understanding our brand choices for quite 
awhile. These interpretivists like to muddy the waters rather than clearing 
them up. They stress the importance of symbolic, subjective experience, 
and the idea that meaning is in the mind of the person. In this view, we 
each construct our own beliefs based upon our unique and shared cultural 
experiences, so there are no objectively right or wrong answers. No black 
and white, just shades of gray. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” “One 
man’s meat is another man’s poison.” “That’s why they make chocolate and 
vanilla.” You get the idea…

In this postmodern view, our world is a pastiche, or mixture of images 
and ideas.4 Our consumption choices are most valuable when they ques-
tion boundaries and force us to venture outside of our little boxes. We see 
the impact of postmodernism most vividly when we look at how consum-
ers around the world integrate foreign products with indigenous practices 
in a process of creolization:

• The Indian music hybrid called Indipop mixes traditional styles 
with rock, rap, and reggae.5
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• Natives in Papua New Guinea pound on drums adorned with 
Chivas Regal wrappers and substitute Pentel pens for their tradi-
tional nose bones.6

• Young Hispanic Americans bounce between hip-hop and Rock en 
Español, blend Mexican rice with spaghetti sauce, and spread pea-
nut butter and jelly on tortillas.7

• In Turkey some urban women use their ovens to dry clothes and 
rinse muddy spinach in their dishwashers.

• When an Ethiopian princess marries a Zulu king, tribesmen watch 
“Pluto Tries to Become a Circus Dog” on a Viewmaster while a 
band plays “The Sound of Music.”8

In today’s “interesting times,” technological and societal changes free 
up more of us to be cultural chameleons. The fragmentation of society, 
and of media, exposes the consumer to many more possible selves. A post-
modern society that refutes the tenets of modernism by blending categories 
together allows us to experiment with new options. It demolishes the walls.

Between 1975 and 2008, the number of products in the average 
supermarket swelled from an average of 8,948 to almost 47,000, 
according to the Food Marketing Institute.

The postmodern consumer actually is many consumers. We change 
our identities faster than a chameleon changes color. On Monday, you may 
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be a Hugo Boss suit-wearing salaryman who listens to Adele, reads The 
Wall Street Journal, quaffs a greasy burger for lunch, and tunes in to Fox 
News. Come Saturday, the tats emerge from underneath the starched collar, 
you ditch the suit for a Kid Dangerous tee and Vans kicks, you down a tuna 
poké with a craft beer, and listen to Imagine Dragons while you check out 
the latest issue of High Times. Just what lifestyle category do you belong to?

Today’s consumer changes colors faster than a chameleon.

The postmodern revolution requires marketers to revisit the walls 
they’ve erected over many years. That’s not an easy thing to do. Conventional 
marketing strategies are built upon predictability, stability and the comfort 
in knowing that we can “understand” our customer yesterday, today and 
tomorrow. To accomplish this we love to put people into categories and 
often into super-neat dichotomies – and call it a day.

In this book, we’ll visit seven of these basic categories (and lots of oth-
ers too). Then we’ll show why they no longer exist. Their collapse signals 
earthshaking changes for marketing and consumer behavior going for-
ward. These shifts in the basic bedrock of the marketing landscape in turn 
require us to rethink what we think we know about consumers -- and the 
way they think about marketers.
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WA L L  # 1 :

Us vs. Them  

Let’s start with some of the “easy” categories we commonly 

use to segment markets. Demographics are statistics that measure 
observable aspects of a population, including age, gender, ethnic group, 
income, etc. These broad categories typically are the “go-tos” when any 
marketer wants to subdivide a mass audience. It’s Wall Building 101.

In a stable, relatively homogeneous society this strategy makes a lot 
of sense. It certainly did for General Motors in the early part of last cen-
tury. Henry Ford famously boasted that his customers could have any color 
Model T they wanted – as long as it was black. Alfred Sloane and his col-
leagues at GM thought differently. They had the insight that drivers at var-
ious income levels would be prime customers for autos that sold at a range 
of price points. They created the Oldsmobile, Chevrolet, Cadillac, Pontiac 
and Buick divisions, and market segmentation was on its way.

Demographic segmentation requires the marketer to identify reason-
ably large segments of people s/he can reliably place into an observable cat-
egory. Uh oh. That’s not as easy as it used to be. A society in flux constantly 
redefines these basic categories, to the point where we must challenge even 
our fundamental assumptions about the convenient little boxes that orga-
nizations like the U.S. Census Bureau want to place us in. Let’s revisit some 
of the most important – and perhaps obsolete – demographic dichotomies:
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Young Vs. Old

“Sixty is the new forty!” “You’re only as old as you feel.” “Youth is wasted 
on the young.” It’s no secret that we live in a youth-oriented society – but 
also one that is reinventing the concept of ageing. Marketers rely heavily 
on the idea of age cohorts as they devise new products and messaging cam-
paigns. They love to toss around categories like Gen X, Gen Y and now Gen 
Z. But when elementary school age girls (and younger!) wear jewelry and 
high heels on TV beauty pageants like Toddlers and Tiaras while octogenar-
ians run marathons (there were 15 of them in the 2015 Boston Marathon), 
maybe these convenient categories don’t work so well anymore.

It’s true that the era in which you grow up bonds you with the millions 
of others who came of age during the same time period. Obviously, your 
needs and preferences evolve as you grow older—often in concert with 
others of your own age. For this reason, our age is a big part of our identity. 
All things equal, we are more likely to have things in common with people 
our own age than with those younger or older. These similarities can create 
opportunities for marketers, or they can raise red flags: Younger consum-
ers, for example, don’t drink nearly as much coffee on a daily basis as do 
older people so the coffee industry needs to worry a bit.9

Still, to a large extent age categories are a social construction – they 
exist primarily in the eye of the beholder. Research confirms the popular 
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wisdom that age is more a state of mind than of body. A person’s mental 
outlook and activity level have a lot more to do with longevity and qual-
ity of life than his or her chronological age.” That’s why perceived age, or 
how old a person feels, is a better yardstick to use. Researchers measure 
perceived age on several dimensions, including “feel-age” (i.e., how old a 
person feels) and “look-age” (i.e., how old a person looks).10 The older con-
sumers get, the younger they feel relative to their actual age.

On the younger end of the spectrum, it’s instructive to remember that 
the hallowed idea of being a “teenager” is a very new one. Another social 
construction. Throughout most of history, this stage of life simply didn’t 
exist. There were no Gidgets in ancient Greece, or for that matter in our 
colonial past. Children reached a certain age (usually around puberty), 
perhaps underwent a rite-of-passage ritual (maybe venturing into the jun-
gle alone to kill a wild beast and bring it home), and then without further 
ado were inducted into the adult workforce. Keep in mind that the “star-
crossed lovers” Romeo and Juliet were 15 and 13, respectively.

The Gidget of the 1950s represented a new social construction: The teenager.

The magazine Seventeen helped to pioneer the concept of a transi-
tional period for young people. When it first published in 1944, its found-
ers realized that modern young women didn’t want to be little clones of 
Mom. Following World War II, the teenage conflict between rebellion 
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and conformity began to unfold as an emerging youth culture pitted Elvis 
Presley, with his slicked hair and suggestive pelvis swivels, against the 
wholesome Pat Boone, with his white bucks and whiter teeth.

But it wasn’t until 1956 when the label teenager entered the general 
American vocabulary. Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers became the 
first pop group to identify themselves with this new subculture. Today, 
this rebellion continues to play out as pubescent consumers forsake their 
Barbie dolls for the likes of Paris Hilton, Lindsay Lohan (when they’re not 
in jail or rehab), Justin Bieber, or the teen heartthrob du jour.11

Kids vs. Teens

Even within the youth market the dichotomy between children and 
teenagers no longer holds water. Marketers refer to kids aged 8 to 14 as 
tweens, because they are “between” childhood and adolescence, and they 
exhibit characteristics of both age groups. Many marketers want to appeal 
to these consumers – they spend about $43 billion annually! Tweens are 
keen to experiment with products that make them appear older, even 
though they may not be psychologically or physically ready.

Abercrombie & Fitch crossed the line way back in 2002, when the 
clothing chain had to pull a line of thong underwear for young girls after 
many parents protested. Since that time, however, the line between child-
hood and adolescence continues to blur. In 2005, the NPD Group reported 
that the average age at which women began to use beauty products was 17. 
By 2009, that average had dropped to 13. Another study by Experian found 
that 43 percent of 6- to 9-year-olds use lipstick or lip-gloss, and 38 percent 
use hairstyling products.
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GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

A previous generation warned, “Never trust anyone over 30.” That’s 
definitely not the case today. Many Millennials are very tight with 
their parents. The majority of them think of Mom and Dad as friends. 
More incredibly, over half of view them as their best friends. A clas-
sic study conducted in 1972 identified what the authors termed the 
“Romeo and Juliet Effect” to describe the finding that  increases in 
parental interference made it more likely that kids would persevere 
in a romantic relationship. A replication attempt in 2014 failed.

Parents are no longer the enemy. Anecdotally, I’ve heard from 
several retailers that mother-daughter shopping expeditions are very 
common (not to mention the joint credit card usage I observe in my 
own family – welcome to my life!). Marketers and merchants can 
do much more to celebrate this new buying duo. Incentivize parent/
child activity and remember that it’s no longer about looking as dif-
ferent from one another as possible. Today, it could be that what’s 
good for the goose is also good for the gosling. Is the traditional wall 
that separates Parent vs. Friend eroding as well?

Old vs. Mature

The Baby Boomer age subculture consists of people whose parents 
established families following the end of World War II and during the 
1950s when the peacetime economy was strong and stable. Boomers aren’t 
exactly hanging out in rocking chairs quite yet – in fact they are six percent 
more likely than the national average to engage in some kind of sports 
activity.12 And even demographers who love to put people into age cate-
gories distinguish between two subgroups of Baby Boomers: Leading-edge 
boomers, born between 1946 and 1955, grew up during the Vietnam War 
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and Civil Rights eras. Trailing-edge boomers, who were born between 1956 
and 1964, came of age after Vietnam and the Watergate scandal.13

Many marketers seem to have decided that if you can remember watch-
ing Ed Sullivan on Sunday nights, you’re in the “old” category and not wor-
thy of their attention. That’s a mistake. In fact, Boomers spend 38.5 percent 
of CPG (consumer packaged goods) dollars. However, Nielsen estimates 
that only five percent of advertising dollars are currently targeted toward 
adults 35 to 64 years old.

Nielsen’s research says that Boomers dominate 1,023 out of 1,083 CPG 
categories, and watch 9.34 hours of video per day—more than any other 
segment. They also constitute a third of all TV viewers, online users, social 
media users, and Twitter users, and are significantly more likely to have 
broadband Internet. As a Nielsen executive observed:

Marketers have this tendency to think the Baby Boom—get-
ting closer to retirement—will just be calm and peaceful as they 
move ahead, and that’s not true. Everything we see with our behav-
ioral data says these people are going to be active consumers for 
much longer. They are going to be in better health, and despite the 
ugliness around the retirement stuff now, they are still going to be 
more affluent. They are going to be an important segment for a 
long time.14

This misconception is even more marked for Boomers’ parents. Many 
marketers seem to picture a senior consumer as a recluse who is in poor 
health, and who only buys necessities when they go on sale. The newer, 
more accurate profile of a “Silver Surfer” is an active person who is inter-
ested in what life has to offer, who is an enthusiastic consumer with the 
means and willingness to buy many goods and services, and who main-
tains strong loyalty to favorite brands over the years.

Think about this: The United Nations says that people older than 60 
are the fastest-growing age group on Earth. There are 700 million of them 
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now, and there will be two billion by midcentury. In the United States, by 
the year 2030 20 percent of the population will be over the age of 65.15 By 
2100, there will be 5 million of us who are at least 100 years old.16

Few of us may be around then, but we can already see the effects of the 
senior market today. Older adults control more than 50 percent of discre-
tionary income, and worldwide consumers over the age of 50 spend nearly 
$400 billion a year.17 We’re living longer and healthier lives because of more 
wholesome lifestyles (at least some of us), improved medical diagnoses and 
treatment, and changing cultural expectations about appropriate behaviors 
for the elderly. Larger numbers of older people lead more active, multidi-
mensional lives than we assume. Nearly 60 percent engage in volunteer 
activities, one in four seniors aged 65 to 72 still works, and more than 14 
million provide care for their grandchildren.18

It is also crucial to remember that income alone does not express 
seniors’ spending power. Older consumers are finished with many of the 
financial obligations that siphon off the income of younger consumers. 
Eighty percent of consumers older than age 65 own their own homes. 
In addition, child-rearing costs are over. As the popular bumper sticker 
proudly proclaims, “We’re Spending Our Children’s Inheritance!” Some 
of the important areas that stand to benefit from the surging gray market 
include exercise facilities, cruises and tourism, cosmetic surgery and skin 
treatments, and “how-to” books and university courses that offer enhanced 
learning opportunities.

A study investigated what the authors call consumer identity renais-
sance; this refers to the redefinition process people undergo when they 
retire. The research identified two different types of identity renaissance: 
revived (revitalization of previous identities) or emergent (pursuit of 
entirely new life projects). Even though retirees often have to deal with 
loss (of professional identity, spouses, and so on), many of them focus on 
moving forward. They engage in a host of strategies to do this, including 
affiliation, where they reconnect with family members and friends (in 
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many cases online), and self-expression. This latter strategy may involve 
revisiting an activity they never had time to adequately pursue when they 
were younger, learning new skills, or perhaps moving into an urban area to 
reengage with cultural activities.19 Marketers in turn stand to benefit from 
all of this activity if they stop sticking seniors behind that stubborn wall.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Age is a social construction. Try to talk to consumers, especially rel-
atively older ones, in terms of perceived age rather than chronolog-
ical age.

And, while it’s tempting to pursue the young, hip and trendy 
(or whatever they call that these days), don’t ignore the potential of 
“older” customers (even those over 40!).

Black vs. White
Until fairly recently, in a business sense many marketers thought in 

terms of a very simple racial dichotomy: White vs. Not Interested. If ethnic 
minorities appeared in a TV show or commercial, they played subservient 
or comical roles like the Aunt Jemima “Mammy” character. Advertisers 
focused exclusively on their (white) bread-and-butter– the so-called “gen-
eral market” (code for white consumers) that held the purse strings in the 
U.S.A.

It took some simple financial data to wake up much of the business 
world to the overlooked economic clout of non-Caucasian consumers. 
The combined buying power of African-Americans, Asians and Native 
Americans was $1.4 trillion in 2007, a gain of 201 percent since 1990. 
Meanwhile, the economic clout of Latinos rose by 307 percent, to $862 
billion, over that span.20
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Predictably, as the word got out advertising agencies began to fall 
all over themselves to develop or acquire multicultural specialists who 
could talk to nonwhite consumers. Soon we were blanketed with targeted 
ads, shows and products that spoke exclusively to African Americans or 
Hispanics. The “Not Interested” segment splintered into very specific eth-
nic and racial groups, each with its own unique subcultural advertising 
references and images calculated to heighten identification with main-
stream brands. Suddenly there were a lot of categories to contend with. 
Each segment was put it into its own tidy little silo and pursued by special-
ized agencies.

Finally these overlooked markets got the attention they deserved. But 
ironically, it looks like many American consumers – even minorities who 
were ignored or dissed before – are growing weary of the silos in which the 
marketing industry has placed them. They are starting to crave more of the 
“melting pot” vision of America than a neatly compartmentalized world 
where each group gets its own separate (even if equal) attention. A recent 
study that surveyed over 2,000 people reported that 80 percent of parents 
like to see diverse families in advertisements. Sixty-six percent said that 
brands that showed reverence for all kinds of families was an important 
factor when they chose among competing options.21

The U.S.A. is coalescing as a multicultural society, despite the polit-
ical rhetoric about the impact of immigrants on our economy. We’re far 
from out of the woods, obviously, but there’s cause for optimism. When 
Cheerios ran a controversial commercial featuring a biracial family in 
2013, the company had to shut down the comments section on its YouTube 
channel due to racist posts. General Mills ran a sequel featuring the same 
family in the 2014 Super Bowl, and the ad was a huge success with over 5 
million YouTube views recorded.22

The rapidly growing diversity of American culture is one of the most 
important drivers of change in this century. The U.S. Census Bureau proj-
ects that by 2018 it won’t be possible to place a majority of children under 
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the age of 18 into a single racial or ethnic group. That helps to explain why 
about 6% of people who filled out the last Census didn’t select one of the 
race categories the form provided.23

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

The walls that separate ethnic and racial subcultures continue to 
come down, as Americans increasingly regard themselves as mem-
bers of multiple groups. The millennial generation is the most diverse 
our country has ever seen. Consumers increasingly take for granted 
that products and advertising will blend these identities rather than 
cater only to a specific subculture. Don’t be afraid to blend subcul-
tures in your messages.

The Census Bureau also predicts that by 2050, people who identify 
themselves as multiracial will make up almost four percent of the U.S. 
population. Among American children, the multiracial population has 
increased almost 50 percent, to 4.2 million, since 2000, making it the fast-
est growing youth group in the country. The number of people of all ages 
who identified themselves as both white and black soared by 134 percent 
since 2000 to 1.8 million people.24 As you can see, people aren’t just think-
ing outside the box. They’re jumping out of it!
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WA L L  # 2 : 
Me vs. We  

1967: Mary joyfully hangs up the kitchen phone: Skip has 

finally asked her to the Senior Prom! She immediately dials her best 
friend Jane to share the news. Jane excitedly tells Mary about the 
gorgeous dress she saw in the window of Bon Ton Fashions downtown 
that would be perfect for the event. Jane borrows her Dad’s Dodge Dart, 
and they round up two more friends and drive to the store. Mary tries 
on the dress, along with six other alternatives as her friends critique 
each. After two hours of parading in and out of the dressing room to 
show off each option, the group delivers its verdict: that first one was The 
Dress all along. Mary counts out the $50 in carefully folded bills she’s been 
saving from her allowance and drives home with her prize. Six weeks later 
she picks up her Prom photos and she mails a set to each of her proud 
grandparents and other family members.

2017: Madison, Mary’s daughter, sits in her History class idly 
scrolling through some of her favorite fashion blogs; just a typical 
Wednesday in high school. It’s May, and so many of her clothing 
gurus are chatting about the latest trends in prom styles. On a whim, 
Madison texts Silas to see if he and his bros are going to the Senior Prom. 
Silas replies yes, and he asks her to come to the dance with them as well as 
to the overnight after-party. Madison immediately posts gossip about who 
will be at the uber-cool after-party on Facebook, and she texts Mary with 
the news. As she sits in Algebra class later that day, she Googles ‘”senior 
prom wear.” She starts to pin dresses to several of her Pinterest Boards, 
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which she shares with her Facebook friends. An hour later, Madison 
receives a Pinterest “Fashion Boards Outfits” notification on her iPhone. 
She reads what others have posted about the outfits; many seem to like 
the one she pinned from Bon Ton. As she sits in her Prius before driving 
home from school, Madison visits the Bon Ton website. She creates her 
personal virtual model to try on some dresses.

When Madison shares screenshots with her friends online, she’s 
disappointed to see that most of them give the highest number of stars 
to one dress that’s a bit out of her price range. On a hunch she goes on her 
Gilt app, and sure enough that exact dress is 60% off! Of course, there’s 
a catch: there are only 25 in stock, and then the offer is over. Her heart 
pounds as she sees on the real-time message board that 15 dresses have 
been sold in the last hour. Madison jumps on the deal - she pays with her 
Mom’s PayPal account and figures Mary will be fine with that since she 
found such a bargain.

Two days later, UPS delivers the dress and sure enough it fits like 
a glove (literally). On Prom Night, Madison takes a selfie, posts it to 
Instagram and shares it on Facebook, Twitter and Tumblr, where she 
receives many Likes and comments. The next day, Madison links the pre-
vious comments to her photos, and she recommends the brand. She also 
writes a positive review on the brand’s Facebook page. Lastly, she browses 
the brand’s website and creates additional looks, which she uploads to 
Pinterest to ease the way for others who will face the same dilemma. 
Hooking up with Silas was okay, but the important thing is that she snagged 
a great deal and earned the respect of her fashionista network. And, her 
mother Mary will be thrilled to see her looking so grown up - if she can 
finally teach Mom how to log on to her Facebook page.25
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Proms are as popular today as they were 50 years ago, but the experience has changed with the times.

The Old School, Linear Model of 
Consumer Decision Making

Mary’s 1967 Prom story conforms to over 50 years of consumer behav-
ior research that shows people engage in a systematic, linear sequence as 
they process information prior to purchase. But her daughter’s 2017 expe-
rience shreds this fundamental assumption. Young shoppers like Madison 
force us to tear up much of what we know about how people decide what 
to buy. The tidy little boxes of decision-making activity are disintegrating 
before our eyes.

Rather than a predictable slow march toward a purchase decision, today 
we witness a steady stream of interactions with marketers including these:
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• Native marketing executions that blur the lines between editorial 
and commercial messages

• Applications linked to the “Internet of Things” that enable compa-
nies to monitor our physical and mental well-being (and automat-
ically restock us with medicine and food as necessary)

• Encounters with digital avatars and holographs

• Smartphone alerts that let us know a price we’re watching has 
dropped

And many more. This constant barrage of information creates an 
always-on shopper who no longer distinguishes between consuming and 
non-consuming states of being. Consumers are open for business 24/7.

But let’s take a step back. Just what do we (think) we know about how 
consumers decide what to buy? Our saga begins in 1968, when three aca-
demic researchers formalized and published a decision-making model that 
has guided a lot of explorations into how people choose one brand over 
others.26 The model proposes a sequential process of decision making that 
consists of five separate stages:

1. Problem recognition

2. Information search

3. Evaluation of alternatives

4. Purchase

5. Post-purchase evaluation

This process typically starts with a consumer’s conscious recognition 
of an unsatisfied need, whether for a new dress, a carton of milk, or a college 
education. It’s grounded in the idea of a solitary, rational decision-maker 
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who systematically accesses and sifts through information to maximize 
utility (that’s economist-speak for “arrive at the best possible choice”).

Thus Mary’s decision-making process gets triggered when she’s asked 
to the Prom. This invitation prompts her to recognize an unmet need – 
a dress for the event. Her response is to enlist her friends to help her to 
identify dress options and then to hone in on the one garment that will 
do the trick. Mary makes her choice, pays for the item and dances in style. 
Eventually she receives admiring feedback about her selection when she 
distributes photos from the big night to friends and family. The event trig-
gers a need, she acquires and evaluates the information she needs to make 
a smart choice, and the approval she receives affirms the wisdom of her 
decision. End of story.

Today’s Nonlinear Consumer Decision 
Making: Who Moved My ZMOT?

Fast forward to today, and we have a very different story. Madison’s 
decision-making odyssey looks quite different from her mother’s. It doesn’t 
follow a predictable, comfortably linear path from problem recognition to 
purchase and post-purchase evaluation. Instead, the teenager’s purchase 
decision seems to emerge almost randomly from a 24/7 barrage of inputs 
her social network provides, combined with her outputs in the form of 
ongoing Web and social media platform queries. Although Madison still 
experiences all the traditional stages of decision making, the process is 
no longer so neat and tidy. In fact it looks more like an organic, constant 
mutation than a series of steps we can isolate in real time.



MICHAEL SOLOMON

30

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Today’s consumer no longer makes most decisions in a systematic, 
linear way. You need to stay in touch on a more constant basis – 
without being intrusive (easier said than done).

Your digital assets need to be “always on” so that the shopper 
who hits your app or website can access up-to-the minute info at 
will. Many younger consumers have much shorter attention spans, 
and we’ve taught them to expect instant gratification. You may not 
get a second chance, so get it right the first time.

ZMOT and Why it Matters

The wizards at Google talk a lot about something they label ZMOT. 
Here’s how they define it:

It’s a new decision-making moment that takes place a hundred 
million times a day on mobile phones, laptops and wired devices 
of all kinds. It’s a moment where marketing happens, where infor-
mation happens, and where consumers make choices that affect 
the success and failure of nearly every brand in the world. At 
Google, we call this the Zero Moment of Truth, or simply ZMOT 
(“ZEE-mot”).27

As it should be, Google is obsessed with ZMOT. After all, it’s that mag-
ical moment when the consumer decides to buy. But because we’ve trans-
formed into a highly mobile society, where and when ZMOT occurs has 
changed as well. Google and many other companies in the search business 
present tons of data to show that today ZMOT is just as, if not more, likely 
to occur at home, at work, in a car, or many places other than a store.



MARKETERS, TEAR DOWN THESE WALLS! me vs. We

31

This profound change holds implications for other kinds of companies 
as well – in fact, for just about every organization out there. This is because 
these new ZMOTs upend the traditional linear decision-making model. 
Simply put, consumers not only have changed where they decide, but how 
as well.28

In particular, this transformation signals a move toward buying by 
committee. Contrary to the linear model’s portrait of the decision maker as 
a lone wolf who only solicits feedback after the sale, the new “always-on” 
consumer constantly requests advice from her social network. She is far 
more likely to painstakingly research even the most minor purchases.

Ironically, the purchase dynamics of end consumers are starting to 
more closely resemble what we observe in industrial buying situations. In 
these contexts, members of a buying center (not a physical place!) play dif-
ferent roles as the team tackles a problem, evaluates its options and jointly 
decides on a solution. Some members are gatekeepers who control the flow 
of information, others actively research the available options, and still oth-
ers render the final verdict. Today it seems that “it takes a village” to buy a 
prom dress, just as it does to choose a corporate computer system.

In the new age of participatory consumption, it’s more true than ever 
that “no man is an island”: A 2016 Pew Research Center survey found that 
40% of Americans say they almost always consult online reviews before 
they buy something new.29

And, these individuals often assemble their own “buying center” that 
consists of friends (real ones), Facebook friends (i.e., digital ones they 
may never meet in person) and even automated recommendation agents 
who constantly troll the web searching for solutions if and when a prob-
lem surfaces.

The walls we have built over the years to partition the different stages of 
decision making just have to come down. Let’s take a quick look at how the 
traditional stages of problem solving are changing even as you read this:
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The (Traditional) Stages of Consumer Decision Making

1. Problem recognition

We’re all too familiar with the eerie experience of people walking by 
us with their heads bent over their phones, oblivious to everything but 
what they view in their devices. Madison is immersed in her network, so 
she’s constantly exposed to new “problems,” i.e. needs and wants she didn’t 
know she had until her network alerted her. Old-school advertising did the 
same to a limited extent, when marketers invented conditions like “halito-
sis” to make consumers uneasy about their breath. Still, those campaigns 
were infrequent, carefully planned, and expensive.

In contrast, today’s consumers are constantly exposed to people’s chal-
lenges and accomplishments that contribute to the ubiquitous state of anxi-
ety that others are more popular, beautiful or accomplished. This condition 
even has a name: FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). Many of us are always on 
high alert to meet the next social challenge as we troll the Internet to antic-
ipate problems before they find us.

This vigilance takes its toll; several studies report that heavy usage of 
social media platforms like Facebook is related to feelings of unhappiness, 
loneliness and envy.30 In a sense, problem recognition has morphed into an 
ongoing Google search as users ask, “How can I know what I want until I 
read what other people say?”

Things are looking…down.
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2.  Information search

Information search is big business. No kidding! In the U.S. alone, com-
panies spend almost $40 billion per year on search advertising (Google 
pockets about 80% of that revenue).31 But the real story isn’t just how much 
we search. It’s whom we ask.

In Mary’s day, it was easy to identify the “fashion authorities” who 
decreed what was in and what was out in the pages of Vogue and the like. 
Madison may consult these anointed experts in passing, but she’s far more 
likely to get the 411 on hot dress styles (and everything else) by checking 
out teenage fashion bloggers, Instagram photo feeds, and of course by ask-
ing her network. Today young fashionistas around the world who write 
blogs like Creme De La Crop, Style Rookie, and Tolly Dolly Posh rule the 
roost.32

And, Madison’s search is increasingly more visual than text-based. The 
growth of image banks like Pinterest, coupled with image recognition tech-
nology, means that consumers can search for visual markers of a product 
rather than trying to describe it in words. For instance, thehunt.com takes 
a request for a garment or accessory; then it challenges community mem-
bers to track it down. Just as the Shazam app (now owned by Apple) can tell 
you the name of a song that’s playing right now on your radio, new software 
products from startups such as Snap Fashion, Style-Eyes and Slyce allow 
shoppers to take a picture of a garment on their smartphones and then link 
to a retailer where they can buy that piece or something similar.33

3. Evaluation of Alternatives

One of the most formidable challenges consumers face today is very 
much a “First World Problem:” We have far too many choices. While it’s 
surely good to have options, at least in the developed world ironically we 
suffer from an abundance of riches. Want a new lipstick color? Here are 
1000 or so. Need a lamp? Let’s access the hundreds of styles in these online 
catalogs. This condition that researchers term hyperchoice unfortunately 
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means that we have too much of a good thing. Numerous studies show that 
consumers actually make dumber decisions –- and feel more frustrated and 
angry – when they have a lot of choices than when they have relatively few.

The Internet enables us to turn on a fire hose of information whenever 
we request it. Now we urgently need the valves to manage this overwhelm-
ing flow of information, lest we get swept away. In other words, today we 
need help just to filter the vast river of options into a manageable choice 
set. We have never needed editors more than we do today.

Hence the growth of powerful new tools such as comparison matri-
ces, filters, and ranking and scoring programs that allow us to customize 
our informational environment so that we only see a small fraction of the 
choices out there. The downside: Just as with the news, we tend only to 
“discover” what we already know and we don’t learn about novel options. 
We are likely to inhabit what the Internet activist Eli Pariser famously calls 
a filter bubble.34

4. Purchase

In Mary’s day, a bricks-and-mortar retailer (with a few exceptions such 
as TV sales, there was no other kind) competed with other physical stores 
for your business. In contrast, Madison may never set foot in a bricks-
and-mortar structure to buy her dress. Eight in 10 Americans shop online 
today, over half have purchased something from their phones, and 15 
percent bought something after they clicked through on a link shared on 
social media.35 And, as chains like Best Buy have discovered, showrooming 
shoppers may come to regard the store as more of a convenient venue to 
test out a product before they buy it cheaper online.
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Showrooming 101: Many shoppers treat the bricks-and-mortar store 
as an educational display area rather than as a place to buy.

This sea change illustrates a crucial point about the breakdown of 
the traditional linear decision-making model. Marketers typically view 
the magical moment when the consumer throws down her credit card as 
the final stop on the road to a purchase. Thus many selling strategies view 
the transaction as a way to seal the deal that has been forged previously 
via the steps of problem recognition, information search and evaluation 
of alternatives.

The purchase environment is the last chance to sway the customer, and 
increasingly marketers divert resources from traditional advertising and 
toward point-of-purchase messaging to make the sale in the store. This 
strategy still works well for small impulse purchases – who can pass up that 
alluring candy bar that’s calling your name at the cash register?

But more and more retailers now confront shoppers who have already 
made up their minds before they park their cars in the lot. Over 80% of 
shoppers today conduct online research before they make a purchase, and 
60% start the process by consulting an online search engine (the same per-
centage read product reviews before they buy).36

Thus Madison chose to search online bargain sites rather than pur-
chase the dress she first encountered. Retailers no longer have the luxury of 
waiting to wow the customer when she walks in the door. They have to be 
part of the feedback loop much earlier than in the past. If they wait for the 
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customer to stroll in before they turn on the selling charm, they will often 
be a “day late and a dollar short.”

5. Post-Purchase Evaluation

Of course, savvy “relationship marketers” have known for a long time 
that the purchase usually isn’t the end of the process at all. The real desti-
nation is post-purchase evaluation, which helps to determine whether the 
company has a shot to create a brand loyal customer down the road. They 
understand that it’s far more expensive to acquire a new customer than to 
keep an old one, so you can’t just rest on your laurels after the sale.

In the traditional model, the consumer receives feedback in the form 
of compliments (such as oohs and aahs from Mary’s adoring grandparents 
when they get her Prom photos in the mail), an electric shock, a stomach 
ache, a clearer TV picture and so on, that validates or negates her choice. 
This choice feedback plays a key role in the learning process. Very simply, 
positive feedback makes it more likely the person will choose the same 
solution the next time the problem arises, while negative results steer him 
or her into the arms of a competitor. And, organizations that have figured 
this out will intermittently solicit their own feedback, in the form of sur-
veys and other customer insights tools, to keep tabs on how they are doing 
post-sale.

In contrast, Madison lives in a world of constant feedback. She and her 
peeps spend each day posting virtually everything for evaluation by their 
social network. These posts include the infamous selfie, endless details 
about routine activities, even the meals she eats. Indeed the fascination 
with sharing glamorized photos of what’s on our plates before we dig in 
has led to a craze popularly called food porn. It’s gotten so out of control 
that some New York restaurants have banned the taking of selfies at their 
tables.37
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It’s far more expensive to acquire a new customer than to keep an old 
one. That’s why you should think in terms of lifetime customer value, 
rather than in terms of discrete transactions. Follow up after the sale, 
and continue to vigorously court your customers. No matter how 
much they like you today, there are a lot of other potential suitors 
out there just waiting for you to drop the ball. Customer relationship 
management (CRM) databases and strategies that “mind the store” 
even when you don’t are crucial to keep the ball rolling.

Here Comes Design Thinking

The battle for consumers’ hearts, minds and wallets won’t be won in 
R&D labs (sorry). Sure, shoppers love new gadgets and there’s always room 
for innovation. However, the sad truth is that for the most part consumers 
don’t see that much difference among competing brands – unless they’re 
loyal followers of a cult brand like Apple, Nike or the Boston Red Sox.

And when they do form a strong preference for one particular offering, 
shoppers know that they have a multitude of ways to get it home. Some 
paths offer great convenience or even significant savings; others stimulate, 
educate or even titillate. A woman can order a pair of Vince Camuto ankle 
strap sandals online and wait for the friendly UPS man to pull up to her 
door two days later. Or, she can visit a bricks-and-mortar store where a 
friendly salesperson will fawn over her. While she’s there, maybe she’ll use 
an augmented reality “smart mirror” to see how the shoes will look with 
four different outfits. She may even take a selfie wearing the shoes, send it 
out to her “peeps” and get their reactions in real time before she takes the 
plunge. In all of these scenarios, the shoes get added to the collection that 
resides in her closet, but the experience of acquiring them is quite different.
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It’s that experience that is the value-added many retailers seek. An 
emphasis on the magic moment where the buyer interacts with the seller 
goes by many names: Empathy. Customer-centric marketing. CX. The ser-
vice encounter. Customer journeys.38

No matter what you call it, a lot of companies are waking up to the 
urgent need to design with rather than design for their customers. It’s no 
longer enough to phone it in by conducting a few focus groups in order 
to guess at what will resonate with buyers. The market moves too fast 
and product cycles have accelerated too dramatically to afford this lux-
ury. Again, mass-market segmentation no longer makes much sense in a 
micro-targeted world.

A revolution in design thinking is afoot. The fundamental building 
blocks of this trending philosophy are EDIT: Empathize, Define, Ideate, 
and Test. You can’t walk down this road without immersing yourself in 
your customer’s perspective. So, empathy is the first big step. How can 
organizations truly understand the lived experiences of their customers so 
they can design new products and services that will resonate with them?

One offshoot of the design thinking revolution is the recognition that 
managers need to step out of their little boxes and actually cross over to 
the consumer’s perspective to understand their products from the buyer’s 
perspective. For this reason a big buzzword today is the customer journey.39

This methodology encourages brands to map out in excruciating detail 
all the steps a customer takes while they interact with the company – no 
matter where, and no matter how trivial. It’s a powerful way to improve 
the experience. The journey spans a variety of touchpoints by which the 
customer moves from awareness to engagement and purchase. Successful 
brands focus on developing a seamless experience that ensures each touch-
point interconnects and contributes to the overall journey.

The consumer journey concept was influenced by the Japanese 
approach to total quality management. To help companies achieve more 
insight, researchers go to the gemba, which to the Japanese means “the one 
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true source of information.”40 According to this philosophy, it’s essential 
to send marketers and designers to the precise place where consumers use 
the product or service rather than to ask laboratory subjects to use it in 
a simulated environment. This approach syncs perfectly with the move-
ment away from the sterile modernist research approaches we discussed 
earlier -- again, fish where the fish are. The postmodern consumer hates 
the laboratory.

A project by Host Foods illustrates this idea in practice. The com-
pany, which operates food concessions in major airports, sent a team to 
the gemba—in this case, an airport cafeteria—to identify problem areas. 
Employees watched as customers entered the facility, and then followed 
them as they inspected the menu, procured silverware, paid, and found 
a table.

The findings were crucial to Host’s redesign of the facility. For exam-
ple, the team identified a common problem that many people traveling 
solo experience: the need to put down one’s luggage to enter the food line 
and the feeling of panic you get because you’re not able to keep an eye 
on your valuables while you get your meal. This simple insight allowed 
Host to modify the design of its facilities to improve a patron’s line-of-sight 
between the food area and the tables.41

A customer journey map is a tool that fits into the broader context of 
your customer experience strategy. It requires significant customer insight-
driven inputs and internal buy-in to be effective. Maps aren’t static -- cus-
tomers and systems change over time – and they must be part of an effort 
that uses these insights to drive action, leading to actual improvements. 
Customer journey maps clarify what customers try to do, what barriers they 
face, and how they feel during each interaction with your product or ser-
vice. Refining these smaller steps, such as how people complete a purchase 
online or file a complaint, is a primary way that journey maps improve the 
customer experience.42 Again, these insights can only happen when man-
agers climb over the wall that separates them from their customers.
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The Rise of the Hive Mind
Back in the day, young people used to proudly proclaim, “Do your 

own thing.” Today a more common refrain is, “What do my peeps think?” 
A constant immersion in social media creates a hive mind. It seems that 
before the consumer commits to a choice, decisions large and small – where 
to eat, what to wear, who to like – first need to be voted upon by his or her 
social network. That wall separating Me vs. Them is going, going, gone.

In many cases, the consumer makes a selection – but it doesn’t “count” 
until he posts a photo to officially seal the deal. Anecdotally, many of my 
students have told me they didn’t know the person they were dating broke 
up with them until they noticed s/he changed their relationship status 
on Facebook!

And then the process repeats again for the next choice – the hive hums 
24/7. Indeed, a hard-core Star Trek fan is tempted to think of The Borg; 
an army of drones plugged into “The Collective” (or coincidentally “The 
Hive”) that relentlessly assimilates technology from other species and 
absorbs them into its net. For marketers at least, The Borg’s battle cry reso-
nates: “Resistance is futile.”

Today’s “always on” consumer uses ubiquitous social media to access a hive mind.

The constant barrage of reactions to almost anything we say, buy, or do 
seems to propel us into a perpetual feedback loop. Our own satisfaction seems 
to largely be determined by what others in our social graph decree to be a good 
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or bad choice.43 Consumers seem to ask, “how can I know if I’m satisfied 
until I hear what other people say?”

Thousands of opinionated consumers have tapped into this culture of 
commendation by blogging and vlogging (video blogging) to document 
their own purchase experiences in painstaking detail. These haul videos 
are so popular they have become their own genre on YouTube (along with 
unpacking videos that attract thousands of nerdy voyeurs who love to watch 
someone take a tech product out of a box and assemble it!).

“Haul videos” document a shopper’s acquisitions in painstaking detail.

Indeed, these cinematic gems result in the accumulation of online 
social capital -- basically, “street cred” from posting videos and enticing 
others to watch them -- that in time may even escalate into (minor) celeb-
rity status. By cleverly promoting their online product evaluations, blog-
gers and vloggers can gain a large following and generate revenue from 
views and endorsements. If successful, they can create their own personal 
brands as they amass power and legitimacy in online marketplaces.

However such moments of fame are fleeting, as the Internet’s span 
of attention grows ever shorter and our focus turns to the next micro-
celebrity. Many bloggers who aspire to be the next Perez Hilton or Kim 
Kardashian would be quite grateful for the “fifteen minutes of fame” Andy 
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Warhol promised each of us almost 50 years ago. Certainly former micro-
stars such as Katy Perry’s Left Shark in the 2017 Super Bowl show and “Alex 
from Target” would agree.

Katy Perry’s “Left Shark” became a microstar – and then we’re on to the next one.

Participatory Culture: Bowling Together

The hive mind is a large digital community of people who share their 
knowledge and opinions to keep members engaged in a constant feedback 
loop. This results in collective intelligence and concentric rings of group 
affinity that rely upon one another for validation of their choices.

This collective also highlights yet another wall that’s come down: 
Friend vs. Stranger. The average Facebook user has 155 “friends,” and many 
aficionados count 500+ people in their network.44 When I poll my under-
graduates on this question, typically at least ½ of them tell me they have at 
least 500 buddies. In the old days, a friend was someone you knew person-
ally – and probably pretty well. Today we heed advice from “friends” in our 
social graph whom we have never met, and probably never will.

On auction sites like eBay, the knowledge that others are interested in 
acquiring that Elvis figurine or used Rolex heightens your own interest, 
and spurs bidders to offer amounts they might not consider spending in a 
traditional retail environment. Similarly, when Groupon shares how many 
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others have purchased a deal in the last 24 hours this fosters an illusion of 
scarcity and also validates the urge to jump on the bandwagon.

In 2001, Robert Putnam’s controversial book Bowling Alone: The 
Collapse and Revival of American Community chronicled the disintegra-
tion of traditional social institutions as people gravitated instead toward 
solitary pursuits such as surfing the Internet.45 But a lot has changed 
since then. In the almost twenty years since this book was published, 
social media has reconnected us. At least in a digital sense, most of us are 
far from alone.

Indeed, today perhaps a more accurate metaphor to describe contem-
porary consumer behavior in the online world is no longer bowling alone, 
but bowling by committee. Consumers avidly post their opinions, experi-
ences, and product reviews online and eagerly seek the posts of others in 
their social networks.46 Before they enter a store, 62% of millennial shop-
pers already know what they want to buy from their research in the online 
environment, and 84% say that consumer-written content on brand web-
sites influences what they buy.47

In stark contrast to the sequential paradigm of the old-school linear 
model, a hive mind is constantly buzzing -- and constantly acting. We’ve 
morphed into an endless state of polysynchronous consumption: A non-
stop blending of multiple channels of asynchronous online and syn-
chronous online communication that we access in tandem with our 
other activities via mobile phones and other devices.
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We’re back to bowling together – at least digitally.

The Hive Mind Makes Honey – and 
Money: Why Marketers Should Care

Madison’s Prom shopping adventure shouldn’t be shrugged off as 
just another example of the younger generation’s limited attention span, 
or a sign that civilization as we know it will soon be over. Her constant 
movement between the borders that separate the online and offline worlds 
illustrates the challenges and opportunities that organizations face in an 
environment where the familiar, linear model of consumer decision mak-
ing rapidly recedes in the rear-view mirror. The “always on” landscape 
upends many of our cherished assumptions about where, when and why 
customers engage with the marketplace.

Social Scoring

Why do people post so many photos that document silly pet costumes, 
a “selfie” at the dry cleaner, or the poké bowl they had for lunch? Because 
they can. The smartphone has turned each of us into a documentary film-
maker – and an artiste who is obsessed with how the “critics” will review 
the movie of his or her life. We’ve reached the point where reporting the 
activity seems to be more important than the activity itself. Researchers 
call this ongoing documentation social scoring.
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In a typical day, people upload 350 million photos to Facebook. They 
share 1.3 million pieces of content on Facebook every minute of every day. 
On top of that, they send 500 million Tweets in a day, pin 14 million items 
on Pinterest, post 85 million videos and photos on Instagram, and still find 
time to view 25 million LinkedIn profiles.48

Whew! That’s quite a busy day! This digital obsession helps to explain 
the findings of one jaw-dropping survey: One in three smartphone owners 
would rather give up sex than their phones!49

The new omnichannel consumer who seems to be always on, and who 
receives input from many different sources, is a mixed blessing for market-
ers. On the one hand, companies no longer control where customers find 
and evaluate their alternatives. Today it’s more about trying to be every-
where, or at least at the stops you know consumers routinely make on their 
journeys. On the other hand, there’s a lot to be said for having an engaged 
consumer who proactively searches for the latest news about a range of 
products and services s/he may purchase in the next 15 minutes or in the 
next 15 months. Thus it’s vital for marketers to learn more about: “When 
does my customer’s problem become my opportunity?”

As we “bowl together” more often, the fundamental nature of the deci-
sion-making process shifts from a solo journey to a group experience. We 
know from 75 years of research that the (perceived) presence of others 
exerts a huge influence on an individual’s choices. Classic studies like “The 
Milgram Experiment,” that induced ordinary people into delivering severe 
electric shocks when the experimenter pressured them, chillingly illustrate 
what peer pressure can push a person to do. Although the selection of a 
dress, tablet or car may not seem like the kind of life-or-death decision that 
people make in psychology experiments, approval or censure by a consum-
er’s “hive” can seem almost as dire in the moment.

In addition to the compulsion to conform, we know that a person’s 
tolerance for risk changes when s/he is part of a group. In many cases 
we observe what social psychologists call a risky shift. This means that 
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individuals tend to choose a riskier option when it’s a collective decision 
than each would make if left to their own devices. The well-documented 
“risky shift phenomenon” should make retailers sit up and take notice: The 
purse strings tend to loosen when people shop with others, either online 
or in stores.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Shoppers behave differently when they’re in the company of others. 
They tend to visit more areas of a store or mall, and their inhibitions 
about buying some items loosen up. Retailers should think about 
promotions that reward groups for patronizing their venues. The 
added ROI will be worth it.

Social Scoring Redux: Fire the Customer!

Is the customer always right? Not anymore. There’s another aspect of 
social scoring, albeit largely overlooked, that has the potential to be a game-
changer in retailing and customer service. While we’re busily document-
ing our interactions with salespeople and other service providers, they’re 
returning the favor. People who work in small businesses have always been 
aware of problem customers who drop in periodically to torment them. 
But now at least in theory, a salesperson or other service provider at any 
kind of organization large or small can grade your behavior. And the icing 
on the cake is that they can share these scores with others. It’s no longer 
only Santa who knows if you’ve been naughty or nice.

At platforms like Airbnb and Uber, users get a rating each time they 
patronize the service. It’s no surprise that according to Lyft and Uber driv-
ers, failure to leave a tip is a sure-fire road to a dismal evaluation. For your 
future reference, these are some other behaviors that will make or break a 
five-star rating straight from the mouths of operators:50
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• “Don’t puke in or ruin the car.”

• “The most common reason for a lower passenger rating is making 
us wait after we arrive to pick you up. If you’re ready to go at the 
curb when we arrive, it means a lot.”

• “Rude passengers immediately get four stars. Depending on the 
level of rudeness, their rating can go down to one star.”

• “Passengers get a one-star ding for everything they mess up, like 
not being ready, slamming doors, or being impolite.”

• “I will deduct points for rude behavior or illegal activities. I will 
also deduct points for passengers who leave garbage in my car.”

This is not just FYI stuff; a bad rating can prevent you from book-
ing rooms or rides down the road. Uber and Lyft share rider ratings with 
other drivers, who may choose not to pick up a passenger with an unsavory 
record. Open Table bans people from using its service if they have missed 
too many reservations. At Airbnb, you sometimes have to make the case 
for your worthiness to stay at a guesthouse. The application process feels a 
bit like getting a surprise inspection visit from a social worker when you’re 
trying to adopt a child.

This transparency may disrupt not only the service economy – it also 
can obliterate the traditional power disparity between buyer and seller. 
Suddenly, the user has to play nice and think about how today’s nasty 
behavior will influence tomorrow’s reputation.

So far it doesn’t seem that service businesses have thought much about 
the potential impact of this reverse rating process, but it could be just a 
matter of time before overly demanding patients need to locate doctors 
who will agree to put up with them, customers who like to yell at repair-
men have no one to fix their leading toilets, and perhaps even students who 
email their professor at 2:00 a.m. with urgent questions about assignments 
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that were due two weeks ago get banned from registering for classes (OK, 
that last one is a fantasy of mine that I just threw in there). We are just 
beginning to feel the rumblings of this wall coming down, but it could be 
a big one.

The ability of sharing economy hosts to rate their guests threatens to 
upend our bedrock assumption that “the customer is always right.”
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Will the shoe be on the other foot? We may only be scratching the tip 
of the iceberg here. Imagine when new services arise that aggregate 
customers’ ratings across platforms and sell that data to companies. 
Ironically, consumers may have to woo providers, just as businesses 
court customers today. As customer rating services start to take off, 
both parties to a transaction will feel more pressure to behave or 
deliver good service. This kind of social scoring is still in early days, 
and the focus thus far has been exclusively on identifying “prob-
lem children.”

That’s fine, but what about a more positive take? Reward con-
sumers who bring home a good report card! Depending on your 
business, there are various metrics you can use – complaining behav-
ior, credit scores, frequency of product returns, etc. You’ll build a 
bond and also help to maximize the proportion of your customer 
base that acts responsibly.

The Hive Still Needs Queen Bees: 
We Call Them Curators

According to one estimate, the average human brain receives about 34 
Gb of information per day. That’s enough to overwhelm a laptop within a 
week.51 We saw earlier that hyperchoice is not a good thing, because the 
quality of our decisions diminishes when there are just too many options.

The futurist Stewart Brand famously observed, “information wants to 
be free,” in defense of an unfettered Internet. However, what’s not as well-
known is that he went on to say, “information [also] wants to be expensive,” 
because it’s so valuable.52 The paradox he was noting is that the value of all 
this amazing content is lost if we can’t use it.
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As the amount of information available to all of us cascades, the need 
for editors, curators, gatekeepers, whatever you’d like to call them, to sift 
the wheat from the chaff grows as well. The hive mind can be overwhelmed 
by a surplus of choices. Sure, information wants to be free – but anarchy 
just doesn’t work when you’re trying to find that perfect outfit.

What does this mean for marketers? Very simply, content curation is as, 
or more important, than content creation.

Still, it’s the creation aspect that fixates most professionals right now. 
The two-way interactivity of Web 2.0 transformed an entire generation of 
passive Internet consumers into proactive Internet producers. These ama-
teur content creators upload vast amounts of “stuff ” 24/7. Today almost 
anyone can film their own commercial for a favorite product, or even 
worse upload a diatribe or parody of a brand they don’t like.

This opening of the dikes worries a lot of people in the advertising 
business. They see the tidal wave of consumer-generated content that’s 
about to engulf them, and fret that they’ll be out of a job very soon. Who 
needs copywriters and art directors, when amateurs can shoot their own 
crowd-pleasing commercial that logs thousands of views on You Tube?

Doritos’ success with this new amateur model shows why the pros are 
worried. The brand’s crowdsourced “Crash the Super Bowl” initiative was 
a huge win during its ten year run. This campaign allowed individuals to 
submit their own Doritos commercials. The winning spots aired during 
precious ad time at the Super Bowl, the Mecca of broadcast advertising.

Why worry about juvenile spots filmed by novices on shoestring bud-
gets? Very simple – the winning spots earned top-five rankings on the USA 
Today Ad Meter every year in which they aired, and they claimed the #1 
ranking four times.

But take a deep breath: Even a campaign like “Crash the Super Bowl” 
required the input of many professionals, who helped to find the few pearls 
in the thousands of oysters that everyday people submitted to the contest. 
As the CMO of the National Football League noted about the Doritos spots:
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One reason that crowdsourcing is no longer as threatening to 
agencies is because shops still play a role…. You still need people 
to organize it. Crash didn’t happen because consumers decided 
to do it. This program happened because somebody had the idea, 
organized it, made it happen, provided the vehicles…. The agency 
world is as relevant as ever, if not arguably more relevant, as more 
crowdsourced individual ideas have come to pass.53

The upshot: Marketing professionals don’t make all the rules any longer, 
but you still get to decide who plays the game. The tsunami of information 
every consumer faces creates the need for individuals and organizations 
to filter out 99% of the noise (on a good day). Like it or not, there’s a lot of 
mind-numbing stuff out there, and even the most brain-dead among us 
can look at only so many cute kitty videos.

This curation function is golden to consumers who are desperate 
to simplify their lives. Lifestyle gurus preach the virtues of decluttering. 
Countless articles and YouTube videos demonstrate “hacks” or shortcuts 
to minimize the time we spend on our to-do lists. Magazines and blogs 
publish “Top 10 lists” of the best restaurants, employers, roller coasters, 
and just about anything else you can imagine. Ironically, as our access to 
better and better data about our lives increases, so too does our need for 
editors to make sense of all of it.

It Takes a Village to Cut a Record

Sociologists refer to the set of individuals and organizations that cre-
ate and market a cultural product such as a record album, a movie, a shoe 
style, or a football game as a culture production system (CPS). The struc-
ture of a CPS determines the types of products it creates. Factors such as 
the number and diversity of competing systems influence the selection of 
products from which we choose at any point in time. For example, an anal-
ysis of the country/western music industry showed that the hit records it 
produces are similar to one another when a few large companies dominate 
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the industry, but when a greater number of labels compete we see more 
diversity in musical styles.54

A culture production system has three major subsystems:

1. A creative subsystem to generate new symbols and products

2. A managerial subsystem to select, make tangible, produce, and 
manage the distribution of new symbols and products

3. A communications subsystem to give meaning to the new product 
and provide it with a symbolic set of attributes

An example of the three components of a culture production system 
for a music release is (1) a singer (e.g., Beyoncé, a creative subsystem); (2) a 
company (e.g., Columbia Records distributes Beyoncé’s CDs so it’s a man-
agerial subsystem); and (3) the advertising agencies and corporations that 
promote the product as a communications subsystem (e.g., PepsiCo works 
with Beyoncé’s company Parkwood Entertainment to promote her music 
and arrange for her appearances in venues including the Super Bowl and 
even on a limited edition set of Pepsi soda cans).55

As we know all too well, not all cultural products succeed. In fact, the 
large majority never makes it past the cutting room floor. Indeed it’s lit-
erally impossible for every clothing label, new album, potato chip flavor, 
or lamp design to thrive. Consumers simply don’t have the time, band-
width or money to buy everything that gets thrown at them (much as some 
may valiantly try). They need agents in the system to winnow down the 
options for them, lest the hyperchoice tsunami sweeps over them. Think of 
this vast ocean of options pouring into a giant funnel – only a (relatively) 
small proportion of these choices trickle out at the other end for shoppers 
to consider.

The need for these gatekeepers illustrates why, for example, amateur 
bloggers have become such a force to be reckoned with in industries as 
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diverse as apparel, tech products and wine. Contrary to what some observ-
ers proclaim, we still need “experts” to sift through the ocean of options for 
us. What has changed is that the potential pool of expertise no longer is 
confined to the people and institutions, such as “intellectual elites” (unfor-
tunately perhaps including college professors) and legacy publications like 
Vogue that traditionally held the reins of power.

Cultural products such as music, clothing, literature, movies, and 
yes, even science represent a very small subset of the possibilities 
that are vetted by agents of culture production systems.

Ding ding ding! That’s where marketing agents enter to provide value. 
Many cultural gatekeepers or tastemakers have a big say in the products 
we consider. They filter the overflow of information as it travels down the 
“funnel.” Gatekeepers include movie, restaurant, and car reviewers; inte-
rior designers; disc jockeys; retail buyers; magazine editors; and increas-
ingly a fan base that obsessively follows and shares the latest gossip, styles, 
TV and film plots, and other pieces of popular culture. Sociologists call this 
set of agents the throughput sector.56
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Cultural gatekeepers decide which products get to compete for consumers’ attention.

But here’s a twist: Today many of the new gatekeepers are algorithms, 
as AI (artificial intelligence) applications take center stage to sift through 
reams of data and recommend choices to us. For example, startups like 
Mezi and Hello Hipmunk learn clients’ preferences over time, so they can 
customize travel recommendations for picky vacationers.57

This sea change presents both a challenge to traditional centers of 
expertise and a golden opportunity to newcomers. Today there is huge 
market value in credentialing, i.e. demonstrating that according to some 
standard one is in fact eligible to opine on the “correct” clothing styles, the 
best wines, the most cutting-edge tech, etc.

One illustration of this battle for credibility is the trend toward the 
awarding of microdegrees (or nanodegrees) in the tech space. These creden-
tials, offered by online education disruptors such as Coursera and Udacity, 
do an end run around legacy higher ed agents in the CPS. Microdegrees 
certify expertise in a specific skill set that employers desire without the 
price tag of an entire degree program.58

Similar “guild issues” regarding the consensus about who is an expert – 
and thus qualified to curate consumers’ choices -- are roiling fields as diverse 
as physical conditioning (e.g. the National Strength and Conditioning 
Association versus “upstart” regimens like CrossFit), psychiatrists versus 
social workers, and even the right of Orthodox rabbis versus those in other 
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branches of Judaism to certify who is a Jew. There will be winners and los-
ers for sure, but we can count on a growing demand for agents to provide 
these services – and many opportunities wait for companies that recognize 
this need and move to fill the gaps in this growing market.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

The democratization of the Internet ironically amplifies the need 
for professionals to select and curate worthy content. That’s why 
it’s important to appreciate the role YOU play in the vast market-
place ecosystem. While no single designer, company, or advertising 
agency creates popular culture, each has a role to play and adds value 
to what end consumers wind up wearing, listening to, reading, eat-
ing, and driving. Opportunities abound in virtually every vertical 
for intermediaries who assume the role of curator. Consumers crave 
simplification, and they’re willing to pay a premium for services that 
separate the wheat from the chaff.

End users also want to demonstrate that they are able to dis-
tinguish between a silk purse and a sow’s ear, so there’s also a huge 
market for credentialing services that provide nanodegrees focused 
on very specific skill sets. We are slowly moving away from the one-
size-fits-all degree model. The new one gives students of all stripes a 
la carte options to customize a resumé with a collection of “badges” 
that signal proficiency in very specific competencies, whether com-
puter coding, SEO or film editing.

Social Shopping

The massive need for curation in marketplaces brings us back full cir-
cle to the obituary for traditional, linear decision making. The early years 
of e-commerce cast doubt on the viability of the online channel, because 
clicking at home on a computer can’t replicate the experience of trying on 
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an item, receiving feedback from shopping partners, or even the thrill of 
wearing the new garment home.

Will the always-on consumer kill the process of linear decision making?

That criticism is almost moot today, and it likely will be ancient history 
within a few years. New technologies are coming to the fore that marry the 
convenience of online shopping with the “warm and fuzzy” experience of 
shopping with your BFF in a fancy store. These applications bridge the gap 
between digital and IRL (in real life) in several ways:59

• Scrapbooking sites like vi.sualize.us, Polyvore and Pinterest 
allow shoppers to collect a bunch of options as they surf the 
web, just as an in-store shopper might accumulate a pile of 
pants to lug into the dressing room. Members of the commu-
nity submit their outfit ideas for others to use.

• Virtual try-on sites like StyleWhile, My Virtual Model and 
Joy of Clothes allow shoppers to superimpose outfits over a 
photo or avatar of themselves. In some cases the user can cus-
tomize the model’s body dimensions to yield a more accurate 
representation.

• Pre-purchase feedback sites like Motilo and Instagram solicit reac-
tions from a user’s social network and other fashionistas.

• Recommendation sites like ClosetSpace and Cladwell consider 
variables such as weather and occasion to generate suggestions for 
outfits the user can purchase on sponsoring websites.
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• Augmented reality applications create an immersive, interac-
tive experience either at home or in-store. Companies including 
Converse, Uniqlo, and IKEA have successfully deployed AR plat-
forms that enhance the bricks-and-mortar customer experience.

Recommendation engines drive e-commerce upselling.

Madison’s prom shopping experience incorporated some of this new 
tech. Recall that she created her own personal virtual model to try on 
dresses. Now compare this process to the “old days” of picking 
items out of an online catalog without having any idea of what 
they would actually look like when they arrived. Madison also 
shared photos of dresses with her friends online, and she didn’t make 
a move until they weighed in on each. Just as her mom Mary was able to 
audition her choices in front of her three friends in a store dressing room, 
Madison now accesses others’ feedback before rather than after the sale. 
Same task, different ZMOT.

Let’s refer to these emerging platforms collectively as social shopping. 
They allow an online customer to simulate the experience of shopping in 
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a bricks-and-mortar store. Even though she may be sitting on a bus or 
lounging at home in her PJs, she can access feedback from other people 
either prior to or after she decides on a purchase. Social shopping is a 
hybrid of social networking and online retailing. As technology continues 
to mature, social shopping may even offer a more compelling purchase 
experience than the in-store interactions it replaces. In the process, it may 
transform the shopping experience as we currently understand it.

Maybe it’s time for marketers to go shopping as well – for new mod-
els that explain the wild, wild world of today’s nonlinear, always on deci-
sion maker.
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WA L L  # 3 :
Offline vs. Online  

The grandparent’s lament: My three lovely little 

granddaughters live in L.A., while we live in Philadelphia. That makes 
regular visits to spoil them a bit difficult. However, my wife and I often 
“Face Time,” so they are quite used to seeing us onscreen. That’s certainly 
a different experience from the disembodied voice I heard over the phone 
every now and then, when I was growing up far away from my own 
grandparents. I’m guessing that especially when they were very young, my 
little darlings didn’t make such a sharp distinction between the smiling 
faces they saw onscreen versus the ones that occasionally dropped into 
their living room.

We used to “go online” and then return to the physical world, perhaps 
several times a day. Today’s Digital Natives seamlessly cross the bound-
aries between offline and online, pretty much all day and all night. Often 
they inhabit both spaces at once; they multitask while they watch TV, post 
on Facebook, listen to streaming music, and occasionally even do their 
homework. They don’t regard their physical and digital personas as sepa-
rate identities. There no longer is a wall that stands between our offline and 
online selves.
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Kids no longer “go online” – they live online.

As e-commerce began to take off, many retailers fretted that physical 
stores would soon be consigned to museums. The discussion evolved from 
determining whether a store should branch into e-commerce, to how much 
time and money to devote to e-commerce versus bricks-and-mortar, to 
whether e-commerce activity would cannibalize bricks-and-mortar sales.

For a variety of reasons, we can use 20/20 hindsight to state that bricks-
and-mortar is safe – at least for the time being. For one thing, physical 
stores still attract more traffic and are more profitable. For another, younger 
shoppers actually prefer them by a wide margin to digital options (even 
though they may eventually order the merchandise online).60

But my point here makes that beside the point. The new hybrid con-
sumer renders the bricks-and-mortar versus e-commerce debate obsolete. 
It no longer makes sense to draw a line between offline and online shop-
ping (or dating, learning and many other activities). Simply put, most of us 
no longer “go” online. We are online all day and sometimes all night, just as 
we are offline for much of the same time.

The ability to seamlessly transition back and forth, back and forth, 
between the physical and digital worlds is a hallmark of today’s techno-
logical environment. Just ask any professor who tries to deliver in-class 
lectures as his students listen with one ear while they check their social 
media posts. Intel refers to these digital expansions of our literal, physical 
existence as connected visual computing. I simply view it as a challenge to 
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see what I can possibly do to get my students to look up from their devices. 
Tap dancing and serving free beer have been considered.

Those who were around way back in the 20th century (many of my 
undergrads weren’t!) have bittersweet memories of laboriously dialing into 
the Internet and waiting patiently for a page to load. Back in those days, we 
viewed a company that printed a URL in ads to show it actually had a web-
site as cutting-edge. Broadband of course changed that. Today for most of 
us (the huge social class and income gap in access notwithstanding), being 
online has morphed from a luxury to a necessity. Teens now spend over 
nine hours a day on social media platforms – and during 60% of that time 
they are connecting on mobile devices.

The rest of us still log a respectable amount of time – the average adult 
devotes almost two hours to social media everyday, which translates to a 
total of 5 years and 4 months spent over a lifetime. For what it’s worth, you 
can fly to the moon and back 32 times in the same time, or if you prefer 
walk your dog about 93,000 times (probably while you listen to XM Radio 
on your smartphone).

We still put in more time in front of the Boob Tube (an average of 7 
years and 8 months watching TV in a lifetime), but given current trajecto-
ries it won’t be long before social media overtakes television (especially as 
more cord cutters actually consume their TV content on mobile devices).61 
And, these figures don’t include the time we spend on e-commerce sites, 
Wikipedia, or other informational or transactional websites.

Instead of thinking about offline/online as an either/or dichotomy, let’s 
get with the program and paint a more realistic picture: Visualize a con-
sumer who spends a typical day moving in and out of these environments 
– and often existing simultaneously within them. Then our job is to better 
understand what these consumer experiences look like, and to think care-
fully about how to deploy our resources to be sure our brand is adequately 
represented wherever our customer happens to be at any given time.
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If we can adjust our thinking a bit, we’ll be following the lead of some 
of the most successful digital companies on the planet. Three recent strate-
gic acquisitions make it look pretty obvious how these organizations think 
about the future:

• Minecraft is a hugely popular Swedish online gaming site. 
Microsoft paid $2.5 billion for the site.

• Twitch is a live video-game-streaming site with more than 55 mil-
lion users that’s like a YouTube for video games. Amazon paid 
$970 million for it (in cash, thank you).

• Oculus VR is a startup that makes virtual reality headsets. Facebook 
shelled out $2 billion for the company.

In addition to rocking the worlds of some very happy entrepreneurs 
with these huge paydays, these purchases provide a strong hint of how our 
worlds as consumers are going to change as well. Each deal indicates how 
these companies plan to expand and transform our connections to digital 
environments as they add rich new visual interfaces.

From Offline to Online
In 2009, director James Cameron’s hit movie Avatar popularized the 

idea of humans who could take on the appearance of another life form 
and exist in a different world (in this case, a 10 foot tall blue humanoid 
who lives on the planet Pandora). Avatar is a Hindu word that means a 
manifestation of a deity or released soul in bodily form on earth, but in the 
computing world it refers to a digital representation of a person.

Well before the movie’s release, it turns out that millions of people 
around the world were already creating avatars and spending countless 
hours in alternative worlds right here on Earth. Indeed, way back in 2006 
Business Week ran a cover story about so-called virtual worlds like Second 
Life. The article highlighted the amount of real money players were making 
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as they bought and sold virtual items to dress their avatars and furnish 
their digital residences.

Second Life generated $500 million in that year alone, and many major 
marketing organizations including Apple, H&R Block and Reebok set up 
advertising or retailing operations in this virtual world.62 We even saw 
some limited success when firms used these worlds for marketing research 
to test store layouts and develop new products. For example, Starwood’s 
Aloft hotel brand prototyped the design of its public spaces in Second Life 
and used feedback from avatar guests to modify its blueprints in the real 
world.63

A screenshot from a virtual Saint Joseph’s University campus my col-
league Natalie Wood and I created in Second Life. Immersive digital 
interfaces are profoundly transforming the educational space, as stu-
dents from around the world can participate in virtual classrooms 
together in real time.

The allure of virtual worlds such as Second Life, Kaneva, Whyville, 
Habbo and others has faded; especially as new virtual reality technologies 
begin to surface (more on this shortly). However, even today many pop-
ular virtual worlds especially targeted to kids and tweens abound, such 
as Poptropica, Toontown and Binweevils. The Japanese never gave up on 
this format, and there are several popular erotic virtual worlds based on 
manga characters -- virtual porn is here to stay. More prosaically here at 
home, Linden Labs, the creator of Second Life, launched its new Sansar 
platform in 2017 to enable developers to create and monetize their own 
virtual worlds.64
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Virtual worlds still hold promise as platforms to facilitate marketing 
activities as diverse as enterprise training, new product development, trade 
shows, advertising, and shopping. They are a scalable way to encourage 
employees and consumers to interact in a non-threatening environment 
on a global level.

Examples abound, but I’ll just share one here. The screenshot below is 
taken from a virtual world my colleagues and I created for Avon’s younger 
Mark brand. The company has thousands of distributors who have very 
limited opportunities to interact with one another (unless they pay to 
attend the raucous annual convention). Sales leaders typically connect with 
these women online or on a monthly conference call that can include hun-
dreds of participants.

As an alternative that would allow individual distributors to interact 
one-on-one with others in their region, we built a virtual meeting venue 
-- complete with Mark’s color palette. Each woman entered the room as an 
avatar. She could talk to other individuals and also watch an audiovisual 
presentation by Mark’s people. Results were very encouraging, to say the 
least. Many participants told us they really appreciated the opportunity to 
make a more personal connection with their peers. The typical distributor 
is relatively young, and usually a novice when it comes to selling or manag-
ing a business. It’s a huge advantage to network with others who are in the 
same boat – kind of like a digital version of the Mastermind groups that 
are all the rage today.65
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Our virtual distributor meeting venue for Avon’s Mark brand.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Immersive digital environments present huge opportunities for 
organizations to create inexpensive, scalable venues that can bring 
together employees, suppliers, and customers. These platforms have 
the potential to transform education, enterprise training, trade 
shows, new product development and customer insights.66

Online Gaming

We may not all be aware of virtual worlds, but many of us certainly 
know a lot about online videogames. By one estimate there are more than 
two billion (yes, billion) video game players worldwide. While Asia is the 
epicenter of gaming, here in the U.S. we are pretty well represented. In fact, 
in about six in 10 American households at least one person plays these 
games at least three hours per week. And, throw out that tired stereo-
type of the gamer as a complexion-challenged teenage boy huddled in the 
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basement surrounded by a pile of old pizza boxes. The average game player 
is 35 years old, and about one quarter are over 50.

It also may come as a surprise that about 40% of these players are 
female.67 That explains why mainstream brands including Dunkin Donuts, 
Mercedes-Benz, Pillsbury, and Huggies  actively advertise on these plat-
forms. Marketers like to reach people in these environments, because they 
feel consumers are more relaxed, happier, and less stressed out when they 
play mobile games than while they do any other activity on mobile devic-
es.68 Next to social networking, game play is the most popular reason that 
consumers use their phones – they average 537 minutes per month in play.

Some traditionalists may view video gaming as anti-social. Perhaps 
this is because players seem to “get lost” in their own worlds, or because 
some of the games challenge participants to brutally kill as many “bad 
guys” as they can. However, the reality is that online gaming is very much 
a social activity. Games are interactive and typically involve multiple play-
ers (sometimes hundreds or even thousands!). There are defined rules of 
engagement and a community of enthusiasts that encourage one another 
to keep playing (which helps to explain why revenues from social games 
are expected to top $2 billion by 2020).69

Role-playing games (RPGs) are the epitome of digital social interaction. 
Whether Dungeons and Dragons, World of Warcraft, League of Legends or 
many others, these games propel players into a fantasy world where each 
takes on a specific role. And many of these games boast literally millions of 
players worldwide, earning them the label MMORGP – Massive Multiplayer 
Online Role-Playing Games.

That doesn’t count the burgeoning e-Sports industry, where rapt spec-
tators watch other people play competitive videogames, often in large sta-
diums. The fascination with viewing a bunch of gamers manipulate digital 
warriors on huge screens escapes me personally, but clearly it’s seducing a 
lot of aficionados: Revenue this year is projected at $465 million, and the 
global audience for e-Sports is about 385 million and climbing.70 Almost 
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overnight, “geeks” with sharp minds and nimble fingers are turning into 
sports idols, complete with groupies and lucrative endorsement deals.

Especially for “hard-core gamers,” these games are anything but – they 
are an immersive activity that may demand as much time per week as some 
of us devote to our jobs. Indeed videogame addiction is a growing prob-
lem. Experts estimate that between 2-10% of children exhibit signs of this 
syndrome, where symptoms include:71

• Significant interference with school, work, or relationships

• Avoiding other commitments in order to keep playing

• Frequently turning down social invitations in favor of gaming

• Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities

• Regular gaming “binges” of 8 hours or more nonstop

You Are What You Post

“How do I look?” For many of us, daily life is punctuated by a preoc-
cupation with how we come off to others. Multibillion-dollar industries 
(obviously) owe their very existence to our need to experiment with and 
modify appearance. In the immortal words of Charles Revson, the founder 
of Revlon: “We don’t sell lipsticks. We sell dreams.”

You don’t need to be a supermodel to “manage” the way you appear to 
others. In fact we all do it every day. If we didn’t, we would have no need 
for mirrors. Sixty years ago, the sociologist Erving Goffman, among others, 
wrote extensively about the elaborate process of impression management. 
Since that time, volumes of social psychological studies have empirically 
documented the preening process and the huge impact physical appear-
ance exerts on our judgments of those around us. Mea culpa: I published 
my share of those.
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Valuing good-looking people is one of the most pervasive biases 
around – psychologists refer to it as “the what is beautiful is good” phe-
nomenon. In one recent manifestation, the BeautifulPeople.com online dat-
ing site literally allows only attractive people to join (you have to have your 
photo approved by members). Now it’s expanding its service to employers 
who want to hire “good-looking staff.” One of the site’s managers explains, 
“Attractive people tend to make a better first impression on clients, win 
more business and earn more.”72

For better or worse, he’s actually right: One study reported that on 
average a U.S. worker who was among the bottom one-seventh in looks, 
as assessed by randomly chosen observers, earned 10 to 15 percent less 
per year than a similar worker whose looks were assessed in the top one-
third—a lifetime difference, in a typical case, of about $230,000.73 Who 
says, “Beauty is only skin deep?”

Furthermore, our perceptions of our own attractiveness profoundly 
influence feelings of self-worth as well. Way back in 1902, the sociologist 
Charles Horton Cooley wrote about the looking-glass self that operates as a 
sort of psychological sonar: We take readings of our own identity when we 
“bounce” signals off others and try to predict their impression of us.

Like the distorted mirrors in a funhouse, our appraisal of who we are 
depends upon whose (imagined) perspectives we take. We also calibrate 
these sonar readings to the external standards we adopt: Studies show 
that young women alter their perceptions of their own body shapes and 
sizes after they watch as little as 30 minutes of TV programming or leaf 
through the pages of a typical fashion magazine brimming with thin, air-
brushed models.
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The looking glass self operates as psychological sonar.

It’s practically a truism to state that many consumers run on an endless 
treadmill to live up to standards of appearance the beauty industry pro-
motes. Like the hapless Yossarian in the novel Catch 22, it seems that we 
can never attain quite attain the goal we seek. We get close, but then the 
ideal changes, and it’s back to the trainer and stylist again.

While some claim this is an unfortunate symptom of our modern 
consumer culture, in reality there always have been idealized standards of 
beauty for the masses to idolize. Throughout history, cultural elites and rul-
ers meticulously edited the impressions they communicated to their peers 
and followers. It’s hard to imagine that Julius Caesar, George Washington, 
or the British royal family (past and present) didn’t have strong opinions 
about which of their images would adorn currency or portraiture.

Every society anoints certain men and women as aesthetic ideals, and 
motivates emulation of these exemplars as it rewards attractive people 
(however a culture defines this quality). We characterize periods of history 
by a specific “look,” or ideal of beauty. Often these relate to broader cultural 
trends, such as today’s emphasis on fitness and toned bodies.

A look at U.S. history reveals a succession of dominant ideals. For 
example, in sharp contrast to today’s emphasis on health and vigor, in the 
early 1800s it was fashionable for women to appear delicate to the point 
of looking ill. The poet John Keats described the ideal female of that time 
as “…a milk white lamb that bleats for man’s protection.” Other past looks 
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include the voluptuous, lusty woman that Lillian Russell made popular; 
the athletic Gibson Girl of the 1890s; and the small, boyish flapper of the 
1920s exemplified by the silent movie actress Clara Bow.74 More recently, 
Kim Kardashian’s ample behind “broke the internet” and inspired legions 
of young women to sign up for buttocks enhancements due to what one 
plastic surgeon dubbed “the Kardashian Effect.”75

Who Sets Beauty Standards? The Elite vs. the Masses

Cultural icons, whether members of the Kardashian clan, Jennifer 
Aniston, Jennifer Lopez, or Brad Pitt, Ryan Gosling, or Blake Shelton, 
continue to serve as benchmarks for millions of men and women who 
dream that they too will someday adorn the cover of People magazine. But 
here’s what’s different now: It’s no longer the cream of society that gets to 
decide who is hot and who is not. The increasing racial diversity and the 
exposure of that Internet thing again help to democratize the selection of 
standard-bearers. For example, in the last twenty years or so the men and 
women selected by People as the “World’s Most Beautiful” have become 
markedly darker in skin tone, and older as well.76

Throughout history it’s typically been the elites who defined standards 
of appearance, and the wealthy who had the resources to emulate them. 
Indeed, the notion that a working class woman could walk into a store 
and buy a dress rather than making it at home is a fairly recent innovation. 
Wealthy women traditionally commissioned designers to create one-off 
styles, which were then copied by other upward-striving consumers (often 
on their own sewing machines). That’s why so-called “designer labels” that 
are snapped up by the mass market represent a logical contradiction – or at 
least a bastardization of the original meaning.

Today, all that has changed. The wall between The Elite vs. The Masses 
has come down in terms of the ability to procure apparel, cosmetics, and 
other status markers. The rise of the so-called mass class blurs the distinc-
tion between lower and upper classes (at least for everyday purchases). 
This new stratum of millions of people around the world who are rapidly 
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acquiring impressive buying power brings with it almost unfettered access 
to the same kinds of products and service providers that only the elite could 
access in the past.I For example, it’s not at all uncommon for consumers 
who bring home fairly low incomes to “splurge” on at least a few expensive 
trinkets. Of U.S. women with household incomes under $75,000, ¾ own a 
bauble from Tiffany and 1/3 purchased something from Bulgari.77

Professional “identity managers” come in many forms, from hair-
stylists and cosmetologists to wardrobe consultants and resumé writers. 
Doctors perform nearly 860,000 cosmetic-surgery procedures in the U.S. 
each year alone. In some circles nose jobs or breast implants are part of the 
rite-of-passage for teenage girls, and an increasing number of men spring 
for pectoral enlargements.

The Digital Self

But back to the crumbling of the offline/online wall: Our wired world 
takes the process of strategic self-presentation to a new level.78 We may still 
need a trained surgeon to reshape a troublesome nose, but we can under-
take other makeovers on our own. This is especially true when it comes to 
the identity we express on digital platforms.

In the old days, a woman might get a “makeover” at a department 
store, or perhaps sit for a Glamour Shots photo session that temporarily 
transformed her into a beauty queen (or hooker, depending upon your 
point-of-view). The late Hugh Hefner owed a big chunk of his fortune to 
the abilities of his staff who photographed Playboy’s centerfolds beginning 
with Marilyn Monroe in the 1950s. These airbrushed women literally do 
not exist, at least as they appear in the magazine.

Indeed, in the course of conducting several research studies at major 
fashion modeling agencies in Manhattan (it’s a dirty job, but someone’s got 

I  Ironically, as I will discuss at the end of this book, the leveling of status markers occurs even as 
income inequality between higher- and lower-income consumers grows dramatically. The com-
parisons here apply primarily to relatively low-profile acquisitions, and not to big-ticket items like 
education or housing.
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to do it), I was often struck by the appearance of the various “supermod-
els” I would encounter in the hallways. Attractive women, to be sure – but 
nothing close to what they looked like after a photo shoot had gone into 
“post-production.”

Today, techie teenagers can effortlessly produce the same before/after 
results with Photoshop or even Snapchat filters. Such transformations are 
possible because we have access to online “post-production” tools that give 
us the ability to create our own makeovers. These free or inexpensive appli-
cations allow virtually anyone to dramatically modify his or her digital self 
at will. We carefully “modify” the profile photos we post on Facebook, or 
the descriptions we share on online dating sites. Retailers can help us along 
on the path of self-delusion as well – sometimes it’s as simple as adding 
a slight curvature to a dressing room mirror to make the reflected image 
look thinner.79

Reality vs. Fantasy

With all of the “enhancements” that are available, what happens to 
the wall that separates Reality vs. Fantasy? In Israel, an advertiser must 
state if it has used any kind of digital editing to create a slimmer model. 
France just passed a similar measure. For now, let’s put aside the rebuttal by 
industry insiders that this practice is so pervasive that such a law is highly 
impractical – almost every ad would have to carry a disclaimer! Let’s also 
side-step the more abstract philosophical arguments about how we know 
that anything is real.

The debate more generally highlights our fundamental tendency to 
believe that what we see in the media is “real” unless we are otherwise 
advised – and likewise our tendency to put more stock in what we see than 
in what we know. The truth is that most of us are quite gullible. And we’re 
quite content to be. We willingly agree to a suspension of disbelief any time 
we attend a live theatre production or watch a television sitcom. During 
these performances we enter into an unwritten contract with the show’s 
creators to assume that what we see is really happening. Even the current 
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craze for “reality shows” belies the irony that there’s very little that’s real 
about them. Contestants are carefully screened, often coached, and some-
times willing to say or do whatever it takes to stand in the media spotlight. 
Down comes the wall between reality and fantasy.

Welcome to the Metaverse

Way back in 1999, The Matrix captivated our imaginations. The movie 
depicted a future where most humans live in a simulated reality that intelli-
gent machines created. Today as artificial intelligence (AI) applications like 
IBM’s Watson become more sophisticated, the notion that machines will 
soon run our lives isn’t so far-fetched.

Of course this pioneering movie (trilogy, actually) didn’t invent the 
scenario of people who inhabit a digital environment apart from their cor-
poreal bodies. That honor goes to the sci-fi author Neal Stephenson, who 
developed the metaverse concept in his seminal 1992 novel Snow Crash. 
He conceived this as a collective virtual space inhabited by our digital 
Doppelgängers. Essentially, it’s a vision of the future Internet on steroids, 
where we interact with our “friends” as avatars and live parallel lives in 
cyberspace. Thus in Stephenson’s initial vision, a humble pizza delivery boy 
in the “meat world” transforms into a sword-wielding hero when he enters 
the metaverse.

For awhile, it looked as if the growth of virtual worlds like Second Life 
was going to be the fuel that we needed to propel millions of people into the 
metaverse. However, today a better bet is the new virtual reality (VR) tech-
nology that is about to bust loose on the consuming public. VR provides a 
totally immersive experience that transports the user into an entirely sep-
arate 3D environment. The commercially available Oculus headset (that 
little startup Facebook bought) was just the first step in what promises to 
be an avalanche of consumer-oriented VR technology from major com-
panies including Samsung, Sony and Google.80 The apparatus is still a bit 
clunky, but it’s a good bet that before we know it Silicon Valley companies 
that smell the money will find ways to shrink the tech into our eyeglasses.
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VR for now is a solitary experience, where each user steps into an 
immersive world and interacts with software designed to take him on a per-
ceptual ride. I experienced this literally when I had the opportunity to try a 
developer’s version of the Oculus headset a few years ago: I suddenly found 
myself sitting in a pretty realistic roller coaster. The scary ride I took, all 
while sitting at a disk, clearly showed me the future of media experiences.

VR platforms hold a lot of promise for marketers as well as gamers. 
For example, one VR company created a virtual supermarket for Hershey 
to measure the impact of various in-store marketing tactics designed to 
encourage shoppers to throw bags of Kisses and other delights into their 
carts. Shoppers wore a VR headset and navigated the aisles of a virtual 
Walmart store. They reacted to different variations of Hershey’s product 
displays that allowed the company to identify specific configurations that 
increased sales.81

Other companies are aggressively entering the VR space: In Australia, 
eBay launched a virtual Myer department store that allows shoppers to 
view thousands of products without leaving home. Amazon is exploring 
the idea of creating virtual stores to sell furniture and home appliances 
like refrigerators that shoppers are reluctant to buy over the Internet sight 
unseen. This platform will allow customers to see how the item will look in 
their homes without the bother of having it delivered.82

The band Queen created a  360-degree virtual reality music video 
remake of its 1975 hit Bohemian Rhapsody. Innovators in the music 
industry see a VR future where bands could essentially jam in a 
sophisticated chat room with musicians from around the world. 
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They could stream the performance so they wouldn’t have to hire an 
expensive venue for concerts.83

This type of shared experience will move us into a new generation of 
VR – and closer to Stephenson’s original vision of the metaverse. Already, 
MC Entertainment, the world’s largest theater chain, has invested $20 mil-
lion in a company called Dreamscape Immersive that plans to launch what 
it calls a “virtual-reality multiplex.” Instead of showing movies, these ven-
ues will offer a variety of virtual reality experiences. Most importantly, its 
technology will allow up to six people to explore the same environment 
at once as they interact with avatars of one another.84 A baby step toward 
the metaverse!

From Online to Offline
As we spend more and more of our time in digital reality, it’s inevitable 

that some of the things we do online will return with us when we transition 
back to offline mode. My colleague Jeremy Bailenson at Stanford refers to 
this as the Proteus Effect; our experiences in virtual environments change 
the way we think and act after we return to our physical state.II 85

When people in a study observed an avatar that looked like them engag-
ing in exercise, for example, they were more likely to boost their level of 
physical activity in the real world at a later point.86 In another study, college 
males who entered the virtual world of Second Life as handsome avatars 
were more likely to act confidently and assertively when they encountered 
an attractive female student (a confederate of the experimenter) upon 
returning to their offline environment.87

II  Proteus was a shape-changing Greek god.
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About 135,000 people attend the annual ComicCon gathering in San Diego. Many fans come in 
costumes that they spend months preparing for the event.88 They dress up to look like (or to “be”) 

favorite characters from movies, comic books, videogames and virtual worlds. This convention 
is Ground Zero for the worldwide movement known as cosplay. The practice started in earnest 
in Japan, where dressing as anime characters has been part of popular culture for many years.

The early evidence that our virtual encounters shape our “real world” 
self-concepts present some promising therapeutic and marketing impli-
cations. Consider for example the potential to elevate the self-esteem and 
quality of life of the thousands of disabled people who currently patronize 
virtual worlds like Second Life at designated gathering spots. When they 
take the form of an avatar that is able to walk, suddenly individuals who 
suffer from cerebral palsy and other debilitating conditions in their offline 
lives can easily talk, flirt, run, and even dance. Or, think about the virtual 
branding experiences we accumulate during the course of our cyberjour-
neys; their lasting impact provides yet another reason to take emerging 
practices like advergaming very seriously.
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Many businesses simply leave money on the table because they 
ignore disabled consumers.

Consider this: Disabled people are the largest minority market 
in the United States. One in five U.S. adults lives with a disability 
that interferes with daily life.89 The Census Bureau reports that there 
are 54 million adults with disabilities who spend almost $200 bil-
lion annually, yet companies pay remarkably little attention to the 
unique needs of this vast group. Fully 11 million U.S. adults have a 
condition that makes it difficult for them to leave home to shop, so 
they rely almost exclusively on catalogs and the Internet to purchase 
products. Many people have limited mobility and are unable to gain 
easy access to stores, entertainment venues, educational institutions, 
and other locations. Bodily limitations or disfigurements result in 
real or imagined stigmatization, so self-concept and interpersonal 
relationships may be problematic.90 People who rely on wheelchairs 
for mobility often encounter barriers when they try to enter stores, 
move around the aisles, or enter dressing rooms that are too narrow 
to accommodate a chair. Others have mental illnesses, such as exces-
sive anxiety in public places.

A virtual environment can be a life-changer for a disabled per-
son, a veteran who suffers from PTSD, or anyone whose mobility is 
impaired in their offline world. Take advantage of virtual technol-
ogies that remove the walls keeping these people from interacting 
with other consumers and with companies. You’ll improve a lot of 
lives, but also your bottom line.
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The Merger of Offline and Online: 
Another Wall Down

Imagine a flight attendant who knows what you want even before you 
hit that call light. Air New Zealand is issuing its crew headsets that allow 
them to see holograms alongside the physical world. When a flight atten-
dant looks at a passenger, the headset displays personal details including 
their preferred meal and why they’re travelling. The device can display a 
range of personal details, including how long it’s been since the person had 
their last drink. The airline hopes that staff may even be able to detect a 
passenger’s emotional state from cues including facial expressions or heart 
rate.91 This is a novel application of augmented reality (AR).

As sexy as VR sounds, I’m putting my money on AR to make a more 
meaningful -- and immediate -- impact on the way marketers connect 
with customers.

The term augmented reality refers to media that superimpose one or 
more digital layers of data, images, or video over a physical object. Although 
I’ve been touting the benefits of AR to marketers for years (mostly to puz-
zled gazes), it’s been a lot easier to make this point since the explosion of 
the Pokémon Go fad last summer. Suddenly everyone seems to “get” how 
AR works when it relates to finding furry creatures that lurk in familiar 
places. But you don’t even have to know how to use your smartphone to 
launch a Poké Ball in order to grasp the power of AR: If you’ve seen that 
yellow line in an NFL game that shows the first down marker, you’ve also 
encountered AR in a simple form (hint: that line doesn’t actually exist on 
the field).
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Augmented reality (AR) is poised to transform the way we interact 
with customers. IKEA has been an early mover.

Over the next few years you’ll experience AR through your smart-
phone or tablet. New apps like Google Goggles (for Android phones) and 
Layar (for Android and Apple devices) impose a layer of words and pic-
tures on whatever you see in your phone’s viewer. The Microsoft HoloLens 
technology that Air New Zealand uses blends holograms with what you see 
in your physical space so that you can actually manipulate digital images. 
Thus a user who wants to assemble a piece of furniture or fix a broken sink 
can actually “see” where each part connects to the next through his or her 
goggles.92

Augmented reality apps open new worlds of information -- and have 
the potential to revolutionize marketing communications. Would you like 
to know more about the singer you saw on a CD cover? Or maybe who 
painted that cool mural in your local bar? How much did that house you 
were looking at last month actually sell for? Just point your smartphone 
at each and the information will be superimposed on your screen.93 AR is 
about to be big business: Analysts project that revenue from augmented 
reality apps will hit $5.2 billion.94
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It’s hard to oversell the promise of AR for a range of marketing 
applications. For one, think about your package as a true sales 
tool. A mascara box can morph into a tutorial about how to apply 
the makeup. A pill bottle can bring up a physician who walks you 
through potentially harmful interactions with your other prescrip-
tions. A box of linguini shows you how to use the contents to prepare 
the best scampi your family has ever tasted. The cover of a romance 
novel sitting on the shelf at Barnes & Noble gives you a 20 second 
video teaser about the torrid love affair you’ll read about on the 
pages inside. And so on.

No matter what business you’re in (profit or non-profit), put on 
your AR lenses – and never look at a static, boring surface the same 
way again.

Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg said that he thinks AR could replace 
anything in your life with a screen, including your TV. Even sooner than 
that, many tech experts think AR could one day replace your smartphone. 
After all, why carry a separate phone if your e-mails, texts, calls, and 
spreadsheets are projected straight into your field of view?95

The offline and online worlds have never been closer neighbors.
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WA L L  # 4 :
Producer vs. Consumer  

When the founder of the beauty website Into the Gloss 

decided to create a new cosmetics line, she didn’t contact vendors or post 
ads to entice new buyers. Instead she created an Instagram account — 
@glossier— and waited for suggestions to flood in. She mined the posts her 
followers submitted as she developed the line.96 Thousands of cosmetics 
aficionados helped her to build the new company.

We used to purchase goods and services from professional artisans and 
manufacturers. Today it’s also everyday consumers who produce media 
content, design products, and invest in startups -- not to mention those 
who also act as retailers, food critics, tour guides, and even taxi drivers. 
Consumer-generated content (CGC) wipes out the traditional wall between 
producer and consumer. Everyday people collaborate with, or even replace, 
professionals in virtually every traditional marketing function. Let’s take a 
look at the most important ones.

Product Development
DeWALT has an insight community of over 10,000 tool users who sub-

mit ideas for new products. LEGO fans can join LEGO Ideas, an online 
community where members submit their own designs for new sets. They 
vote on submissions – if a project gets 10,000 votes, LEGO considers it for 
an official LEGO Ideas set it will sell around the world. Similarly, the British 
furniture company Made.com hosts an annual online contest, where bud-
ding new designers submit their work for other designers and customers 



MICHAEL SOLOMON

82

to vote on. The company produces winning designs within a year, and pays 
royalties to the winning applicants.97

Co-Creation is Here!

Call it co-creation, call it collaborative innovation, call it crowdsourc-
ing: The recruitment of consumers to act as product designers is a growing 
trend. While this teamwork can be threatening to highly trained designers 
who fear they will be replaced by hordes of naïfs, the less insecure ones 
recognize that user feedback can only improve upon what they think peo-
ple want.

The practice of handing the inmates the keys to the asylum is booming. 
If you’re doing this already, be sure to ‘fess up about where these innova-
tions come from. That’s not just ethical practice; it turns out that buyers 
actually prefer products users actually suggested. One study that looked 
at items the Japanese consumer products company Muji sells found that 
crowdsourced products sold up to 20% more when they were specifically 
labeled as originating with customers.98 This helps to explain why some 
brands are going out of their way to trumpet this co-creation process. The 
German company Red Chili that sells gear for rock climbers proclaims, 
“Only climbers know what climbers need.”99

The co-creation model really made its mark in fashion following the 
success of the Threadless platform, where aspiring designers submit ideas 
that the community votes on.100 The company only produces the winning 
designs that people say they intend to buy, which virtually assures that 
inventory will always sell out. Now other co-creation platforms are jump-
ing on the bandwagon, including Polyvore, Krush and of course the thou-
sands of fashion accounts on Instagram.

None of Us is as Smart as All of Us

The crowdsourcing movement picked up steam with the 2004 publi-
cation of James Surowiecki’s book, The Wisdom of Crowds.101 The author 
notes that certain conditions must be met for large crowds to make wiser 
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decisions than the individuals within the group (e.g. a diversity of opin-
ions is super helpful). With this caveat in mind, the crowdsourcing model 
has been applied in contexts ranging from political forecasting, to predict-
ing the success of Hollywood movies (the Hollywood Stock Exchange), 
to new product development by large firms such as major pharmaceuti-
cal companies.

These forums, known as prediction markets, typically ask participants 
to “put skin in the game” by rewarding them for correct choices (much 
like a stock market) rather than for making politically correct or “safe” 
choices.102 This approach is best-known as a reliable predictor of politi-
cal contests, including presidential elections. Oops, the renowned Iowa 
Electronic Markets predicted a Hillary Clinton win just like everyone else, 
but otherwise this prediction market has performed remarkably well for 
many years.103

In a prediction market framework, companies from Microsoft to Eli 
Lilly and Hewlett-Packard empower their employees as “traders.” Like a 
stock market, traders place bets on what they think will happen regarding 
future sales, the success of new products, or how other firms in a distribu-
tion channel will behave. Players often receive a cash reward if their “stock 
picks” pan out. For example, the pharmaceutical giant Eli Lilly routinely 
places multimillion-dollar bets on drug candidates that face overwhelming 
odds of failure. The relatively few new compounds that do succeed have to 
make enough money to cover the losses the others incur. Obviously, the 
company will benefit if it can separate the winners from the losers earlier 
in the process. Lilly ran an experiment in which about 50 of its employees 
involved in drug development, including chemists, biologists, and project 
managers, traded six mock drug candidates through an internal market. 
The group correctly predicted the three most successful drugs.104
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Sad, but true: Many organizations ignore one of the best resources 
out there for customer insights and forecasting the success of new 
products: Their own employees.

However, if you do decide to take advantage of this fount of 
knowledge, it’s often counter-productive to simply ask members of 
different teams to predict whether their own initiatives will succeed. 
For obvious reasons, these folks often have a vested interest in plug-
ging what they happen to work on.

A prediction market dilutes that bias because it is anonymous, 
and because it allows employees to put their money where their 
mouths are. When the participant is rewarded (ideally, financially) if 
predictions turn out to be accurate, it’s much easier to set aside biases 
and vote for what you really believe will happen rather than what is 
politically correct or self-serving.

The Maker Movement

The rapidly growing DIY (do it yourself) trend represents 
another way that the wall between producers and consumers is 
crumbling. Analysts project that this market will grow by about 6% 
per year over the next several years. When an end user undertakes 
a DIY project, as the name suggests he or she forsakes help from (or 
payment to) a third party to make it happen.105

The DIY craze is part of a larger trend some call the Maker’s Movement. 
A makerspace is a collaborative workspace inside a school, library or sep-
arate public/private facility for creating, learning, exploring, and sharing. 
As part of this movement amateurs learn about electronics, 3D modeling 
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and printing, 3D modeling, coding, and robotics, in addition to low-tech 
skills like woodworking.

Typically a healthy dose of entrepreneurship gets thrown in as well, 
as makerspaces double as incubators for business startups. Some spaces 
such as TechShop are themselves turning into businesses as they expand 
the number of locations where DIYers can access their sophisticated tools 
for a modest membership fee. Makerspaces already are pouring out success 
stories, such as the DODOcase company that uses a space in San Francisco 
to build its popular line of covers for phones and laptops.106

Makerspaces turn consumers into product designers and manufacturers.

“Artisanal fries with that?”

Artisanal cheese. Artisanal soap. Artisanal beer. The term is every-
where. It implies that an item isn’t mass-produced, and often the maker is 
a skilled artist who otherwise is “one of us” (i.e., s/he hasn’t sold out to a 
big corporation). The e-commerce site Etsy calls itself “the most beautiful 
marketplace in the world,” and features thousands of unique creations that 
everyday people sell.

What’s feeding the artisanal frenzy? Simply, the quest for authenticity. 
Consumers today often want to know a product’s provenance; just where 
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the things they buy came from. The J. Peterman Company clothing cata-
logs tell stories about the apparel they sell, and upscale grocery stores like 
Whole Foods provide great detail about the specific farms where produce 
and meat were raised. I recently ate at a restaurant where the menu actually 
listed the name of the specific fisherman who caught the catch of the day! 
Product genealogy, or the thirst to trace the backstory of a product from 
raw materials to final form, is a popular activity for many.

Authenticity is now a key driver of purchase decisions in many catego-
ries, whether food, art or fashion. Researchers claim that although authen-
ticity can be a hard concept to pin down, it’s generally composed of three 
attributes: heritage, sincerity, and commitment to quality.107

Many companies like to tout their “authentic” story. New Balance 
describes its Maine factory like this: “Built in 1945, the Depot Street 
building is the workplace of almost 400 associates. Each pair of shoes 
they produce is a proud work of craftsmanship that carries a little bit 
of the long history that is the town and its people.”108

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Consumers crave authenticity. They love companies that can boast 
of a long heritage and a history of giving back to the communities 
where they operate.

If your company has a backstory, tell it. Often.
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Advertising and PR
As we saw earlier, Doritos’ hugely successful “Crash the Super Bowl” 

ad campaign that ran for 10 Super Bowls probably contributed to sleepless 
nights for many advertising executives who feared for their jobs. The airing 
of commercials rank amateurs produced – often on a shoestring -- put the 
crowdsourcing of advertising on the map.

A 2013 Harvard Business Review article carried the ominous title, “The 
End of Traditional Ad Agencies,”109 as it trumpeted the ascendance of the 
crowdsourcing model. This obituary is a bit premature, but the inclusion 
of consumers into a secretive creative process does show how the business 
is changing now that the wall between advertising creatives and creative 
amateurs is being dismantled.

Perhaps the bigger story is the content that people create on their own 
and share directly with others, as opposed to submitting concepts or actual 
executions to agencies. While a lot of this stuff just provides new takes on 
dancing cats and other mindless fodder for procrastination, a good chunk 
advocates or disses specific products and services. Fifty-four percent of 
adult Internet users regularly create and share photos and videos.110 The 
rest of us watch this content, and we use it to help us to decide what to buy 
and what to shun. The simple reason is that CGC has a lot more “street 
cred” than paid advertising.

New survey data from 4500 active social media users in the U.S. and 
Europe found that only 6% of people trust traditional advertising, while 
over three-quarters prefer to look at user-generated images than the ones 
they see in professional executions. What’s more, photos that feature “real 
people” are trusted seven times more than the pictures people see in tra-
ditional advertising. Furthermore, over half of the respondents said they 
are more likely to click on an ad that features a user-generated photo, and 
the same amount are more inclined to buy the product after they see this 
kind of ad.
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Top brands are taking note of the many consumers who enthusi-
astically recommend their favorite products on social media. Many 
now use branded hash tags to increase visibility and engagement. 
Following NYX’s #NYXCosmetics campaign, for instance, the com-
pany found that customers who interact with UGC have a 93 percent 
higher average order value and convert to customers at a rate 320 
percent higher than those who do not.111

15 Minutes of Fame? Try 15 Seconds

To further blur the line between producers and consumers, consider 
the legions of everyday folks who turn themselves into online celebrities 
when their commentary and advice about products goes viral. There’s little 
doubt that these consumers’ verdicts about what is hot and what is not 
rule the day, even when compared to expensive endorsements from estab-
lished stars companies pay (handsomely) to tout their goods and services. 
According to one study, nearly nine in 10 consumers (84%) make  pur-
chases after they read about a product or service on a blog. Among con-
sumers  between the ages of 18-34, blogs  ranked as the most important 
source of information to make buying decisions.112

While the messages are impactful, the messengers are expendable. In 
the vast majority of cases fame is fleeting, to put it mildly. The spotlight may 
shine on a self-made celeb for days, weeks or months when s/he achieves 
the microfame that bloggers like Perez Hilton and the buxom singer Tila 
Tequila found. They are the lucky ones: Some analysts propose that micro-
fame has morphed into nanofame as the glare of the Internet spotlight 
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shines brighter and increasingly faster and we cycle through these celeb 
wannabees at dizzying speed. Here today, gone today.

What is Reality? Fake Vs. Authentic

Fake news. It seems like it’s everywhere. Maybe the blizzard of charges 
and countercharges about what is real information contributes to our long-
ing for authenticity. For some, the fake news label applies to anything about 
which they disagree. For others, it’s about deliberate manipulations by for-
eign agents that seek to influence elections or other events.

A similar problem lies with the use of misleading data by compa-
nies: Greenwashing describes the practice of making false or exaggerated 
claims about the environmental friendliness of supposedly “green” prod-
ucts. According to one report, more than 95 percent of consumer compa-
nies that market as “green” make misleading or inaccurate claims.113 Fake 
advertising poisons the well for everyone.

Whatever drives this phenomenon, the wall between fake and authen-
tic content is crumbling quickly. So is consumers’ willingness to believe 
what companies tell them. According to one survey, only 4% of Americans 
think the marketing industry behaves with integrity, and nearly half of 
consumers surveyed say they don’t trust any news source.114 Houston, we 
have a problem.

News platforms are taking steps to rejuvenate their reputations, though 
with questionable results. Facebook, Twitter and Google each introduced a 
trust indicator on their sites to rebuild readers’ faith in the veracity of sto-
ries.115 On Facebook, a tiny “i” icon next to articles on the News Feed will 
now include more information about the media outlet behind that story.116

Reality vs. Mythology

In a more innocent way, marketing communications have blurred the 
line between reality and fantasy for many years – “Yes, Virginia There is a 
Santa Claus.” Modern day “reality shows” are only the latest media inven-
tions of scripted, fake depictions that purport to be “real.” Today’s consumer 
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is hard-pressed to point to the reality that underlies celebrities’ backstories. 
Many famous actors change their names as they rewrite their histories: The 
all-American icon Ralph Lauren used to be Ralph Lifshitz, the son of a 
Jewish house painter who grew up in Brooklyn. Martha Stewart, another 
WASP idol, used to be Grace Kostyra - she is 100% Polish.

We almost expect celebs to “embellish” and thus blur the line between 
reality and the mythology they create. More broadly, much of the informa-
tion we consume that originates from companies purports to have been 
born as naturally as Ralph Lauren walks his sheepdogs in The Hamptons. 
The content marketing craze essentially is about creating compelling arti-
cles, videos, infographics, podcasts and websites that are so gripping the 
consumer will forget that the source typically has an axe to grind.117 The 
advertorial has become an art form that makes a sponsored message look 
like unbiased and valuable information. In the process, the traditional wall 
between Editorial vs. Commercial content disintegrates.

Perhaps you’ve heard of the town of Mount Airy in North Carolina 
near the Virginia border? It was the inspiration for the mythical town of 
Mayberry in “The Andy Griffith Show.” To attract tourists, Mount Airy 
the real place has slowly transformed itself into the TV town. If you visit 
the Mayberry Motor Inn, an Aunt Bee look-alike will show you around. 
You can tour around in a vintage police car like the one that Sheriff Andy 
Taylor drove (Andy Griffith was born in Mount Airy). If you’re lucky you’ll 
stumble upon the actress who played Thelma Lou in the original show; she 
still signs autographs.118

One of the hallmarks of modern advertising is that it creates a condi-
tion of hyperreality. This refers to the process of making real what is ini-
tially simulation or “hype.” Advertisers create new relationships between 
objects and meanings, such as when an ad equates Marlboro cigarettes 
with the American frontier spirit. In a hyperreal environment, over time 
it’s no longer possible to discern the true relationship between symbol and 
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reality. The “artificial” associations between product symbols and the real 
world take on lives of their own.

We run into hyperreality a lot lately, because fandom has become such 
a huge force in popular culture. This term refers to communities that form 
around a media phenomenon like a TV show or movie (e.g. Lost or Star 
Wars). Avid (perhaps even obsessed) fans often create products that cele-
brate made-up “realities.” Some recent ones include:

• Pinterest Boards for food mentioned in the steamy novel Fifty 
Shades of Gray

• Cookbooks with “recipes” from the Mad Men TV series, the Harry 
Potter movies, Game of Thrones, and Downton Abbey

• T-shirts for fictitious companies like Dunder Mifflin (The Office) 
and the Tyrell Corporation (Blade Runner).119

• The fictional GEICO gecko “published” a book entitled You’re 
Only Human: A Guide to Life, that advises on a range of topics 
from tattooing to flossing.120

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

The wall between truth and lies is crumbling. Consumers don’t know 
whom to trust, other than those in their own social networks (and they 
could be lying, too). They will value sources that their “friends” sanc-
tion – but not necessarily those that link to big companies.

Establish your bona fides within these networks, and the world 
is your oyster.
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Sacred vs. Profane Consumption

Nike recently had to pull a new line of Pro Tattoo Tech Gear clothing 
line for women after the news came out that the graphics it used came from 
a sacred Samoan tattoo that only men wear. Consumers started a Change.
org petition online and bombarded the brand’s Facebook page with nega-
tive comments.121

Traditional marketing communications erected a big wall between 
what anthropologists term Sacred vs. Profane. Sacred consumption occurs 
when we “set apart” objects and events from normal activities and treat 
them with respect or awe. Note that in this context the term sacred does 
not necessarily carry a religious meaning, although we do tend to think of 
religious artifacts and ceremonies as “sacred.”

Profane consumption in contrast, describes objects and events that are 
ordinary or everyday; they don’t share the “specialness” of sacred ones. 
Again, note that in this context we don’t equate the word profane with 
obscenity, although the two meanings do share some similarities. In the 
old days at least, the two domains didn’t mix. References to organized reli-
gion in the service of selling material goods were traditionally taboo (not 
counting Xmas sales, perhaps).

Today, this wall has come down. Our pervasive consumer culture 
imbues many objects, events, and even people with sacred meaning. Many 
of us regard events such as the Super Bowl and people such as Elvis Presley 
as sacred. Even the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, maintains 
a display that features such “sacred items” as the ruby slippers from The 
Wizard of Oz, a phaser from Star Trek, and Archie Bunker’s chair from the 
television show All in the Family.122

As the Smithsonian’s collection illustrates, the traditional wall of High 
Art vs. Low Art also seems to be on the verge of coming down. High Art 
refers to “elite” painting, sculpture, and other works we usually see exhib-
ited only in galleries – conveniently separated from human contact by a 
wall of glass. In contrast, Low Art somewhat condescendingly describes 
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popular culture such as comic books, TV shows and of course advertising 
that is the province of the masses.123 When Captain Kirk’s weapon is dis-
played with the same reverence as the Mona Lisa in the Louvre (which in 
turn is virtually inaccessible these days because of the hordes of tourists 
who are eager to take a selfie with the tiny masterpiece), we know that 
things are changing.

We make a similar distinction regarding the wall that separates Arts 
vs. Crafts: An art product is an object we admire strictly for its beauty 
or because it inspires an emotional reaction in us (perhaps bliss, or per-
haps disgust). In contrast, we admire a craft product because of the beauty 
with which it performs some function (e.g., a ceramic ashtray or hand-
carved fishing lures).124 A craft tends to follow a formula that permits rapid 
production.125

But clearly the distinction between high and low culture is not as clear 
as it used to be. In addition to the possible class bias that drives such a 
distinction (i.e., we assume that the rich have culture but the poor do not), 
today high and low culture blend together in interesting ways. In addi-
tion to the appliances, tires, and cereals it sells by the case, the warehouse 
club Costco stocks fine art, including limited-edition lithographs by Pablo 
Picasso, Marc Chagall, and Joan Miró. Paintings by the late artist Thomas 
Kinkade command large sums, even though they are at least partially cre-
ated in assembly-line fashion by “Master Highlighters” who embellish 
each work.

In fact, marketers often invoke high-art imagery to promote products. 
They may feature works of art on shopping bags or sponsor artistic events 
to build public goodwill.126 When observers from Toyota watched custom-
ers in luxury car showrooms, the company found that these consumers 
view a car as an art object. The company then used this theme in an ad 
for the Lexus with the caption, “Until now, the only fine arts we supported 
were sculpture, painting, and music.”127
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In addition to sacred objects (whether painted by Rembrandt or Peter 
Max), we idolize sacred people as we set them apart from the masses. 
Souvenirs, memorabilia, and even mundane items these celebrities have 
(supposedly) touched acquire special meanings and lofty price tags. 
Newspapers pay paparazzi hundreds of thousands of dollars for candid 
shots of stars or royalty. Indeed, many businesses thrive on our desire for 
products we associate with the famous. There is a flourishing market for 
celebrity autographs, and objects that celebrities owned, such as Princess 
Diana’s gowns or John Lennon’s guitars, sell on eBay for astronomical prices.

The world of sports is sacred to many of us (recent doping and gam-
bling scandals aside). We find the roots of modern sports events in ancient 
religious rites, such as fertility festivals (e.g., the original Olympics).128 
Teams often join in prayer prior to a game. The sports pages are like the 
scriptures (and we all know ardent fans who read them “religiously”), the 
stadium is a house of worship, and the fans are members of the congrega-
tion. Devotees engage in observant activities, such as tailgate parties and 
the synchronized “Wave” in stadiums. The athletes and coaches that fans 
come to see are godlike; devotees believe they have almost superhuman 
powers. One study documented more than 600 children whose parents 
named them after the legendary University of Alabama coach Paul “Bear” 
Bryant!129

Tourism is another category of sacred experience. People occupy 
sacred time and space when they travel on vacation (though you may not 
think so if you get stuck sleeping on an airport floor because of a plane 
delay). The tourist searches for “authentic” experiences that differ from his 
normal world (think of Club Med’s motto, “The antidote to civilization”).130 
Often, we relax everyday (profane) norms regarding appropriate behavior 
as tourists, and participate in illicit or adventurous experiences we would 
never engage in at home (“What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas”).

The other side of the Sacred vs. Profane wall is deteriorating as well. 
Desacralization occurs when we remove a sacred item or symbol from its 
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special place or duplicate it in mass quantities so that it loses its “special-
ness” and becomes profane. Souvenir reproductions of sacred monuments 
such as the Washington Monument or the Eiffel Tower, artworks such as 
the Mona Lisa or Michelangelo’s David, or reproductions of sacred sym-
bols such as the U.S. flag on T-shirts eliminate their special aspects. They 
become inauthentic commodities with relatively little value.

Religion itself has to some extent become desacralized. Spiritual sym-
bols like stylized crosses or New Age crystals often pop up on fashion 
jewelry.131 Critics often charge that Christmas has turned into a secular, 
materialistic occasion devoid of its original sacred significance. In the 
U.S.A. alone, the religious publishing and products (RPP) market brings 
in $6 billion per year.132

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Your business may involve tourism, sports, design, music, or any 
one of many verticals that elevate certain people, objects, and places 
to sacred status. In our global consumer culture, “religious” obser-
vances definitely are not confined to church. Cult products like 
Apple, Nike, HGTV, Oprah, or for some even Kraft Mac and Cheese 
inspire slavish devotion.

One way to add an extra layer of value to what you sell is to 
enshrine it as part of a collection that is set apart from “ordinary” 
items. An item is sacralized as soon as it enters a collection, and it 
takes on special significance to the collector that outsiders may find 
hard to comprehend. For example, you may know someone who col-
lects matchbooks that mark visits to out-of-town restaurants: Just 
try to use one of these books if you actually need to light a match. 
Consumers take their collections seriously, and you should, too.
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Distribution and Retailing
Say goodbye to the wall between retailers and shoppers as well. 

Everyday folks are create their own online stores by the thousands, as P2P 
(peer-to-peer) commerce grows by leaps and bounds. Consumers manage 
their own inventories and trade with one another in staggering numbers. 
One reason for this boom is the emerging P2P payments industry, where 
platforms including PayPal, Venmo, Square and Zelle turn each of us 
into bankers.

eBay alone boasts over one billion live listings and 171 million active 
buyers.133 Although eBay seems to have grown out of its homegrown 
“artisanal” character in its early days as many sellers adopt sophis-
ticated marketing techniques, it’s still a platform that allows anyone 
with used clothing (or memorabilia or just about anything else…), a 
shipping box, and a dream to become a retailer.

Direct Selling: Retailers vs. Customers

What do wine, sex toys, and plastic containers have in common? 
Hordes of housewives around the world sell all of them at home parties. In 
each case, women (primarily) are recruited to act as distributors on behalf 
of companies that represent a huge range of products and services. In some 
cases, they find the path to entrepreneurship when they go on to open 
their own businesses in partnership with a direct selling company. Make 
no mistake: The industry is a money machine. In 2016, these producers/
consumers purchased about $35.54 billion in the U.S. alone, including over 
$12 billion just for wellness products.134

About 20.5 million people were involved in direct selling in the United 
States in 2016. The very large majority of distributors engage in direct 
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selling part time – many are simply avid customers who decided to prac-
tice what they preach by becoming their own in-house (literally, in their 
own house) wholesalers, advertisers and sales force.

Roughly ¼ of those who start down this path go on to build inde-
pendent businesses as direct sellers. This means they actively manage a 
customer base, and sponsor still other distributors they recruit for their 
network who share a portion of their commissions with them. In addition, 
a very high proportion of direct selling distributors purchase the prod-
ucts they sell to others for their own use as well (at a nice discount). The 
industry euphemistically refers to this practice as internal consumption.135 
It’s yet another way that the wall between retailers and consumers is com-
ing down.

The humble Tupperware party concept has morphed into a mul-
tibillion-dollar industry that turns housewives into sophisti-
cated distributors.

Owning vs. Leasing

The sharing economy is one of the most disruptive forces we have ever 
witnessed in marketing. Whether they borrow a neighbor’s bike, a power 
saw or a kitchen appliance, stay in a stranger’s home, watch people’s pets, 
give neighborhood tours, or bypass a taxi to grab a ride home with an Uber 
driver, everyday people relentlessly break down the wall between amateurs 
and professional service providers. According to one estimate, about ¼ of 
the U.S. population used a sharing economy service at least once in the 
past year.136
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The trend toward pooling resources brings up a big question: Why buy 
when you can rent? Yet another wall that’s tumbling down: We used to 
value objects we could own; whether nice clothes, power tools or record 
albums. The drive to acquire possessions underlies some of the basic tenets 
of capitalism. Taking title to a house or a car traditionally is a major mile-
stone for many and a marker that a person has come of age.

Throw that ego trip out the window of your rented home. Today many 
consumers want to avoid ownership and the financial costs and responsi-
bilities that come with it. For example, Americans lease rather than buy 
more new vehicles than ever; today this is the case in about 1/3 of trans-
actions.137 Cadillac recognized this trend, and the carmaker’s answer is 
its “Book Cadillac” program that gives participants the ability to sample 
a range of cars because they can exchange their Cadillacs up to eighteen 
times per year.138

The sharing economy makes it easy to barter, trade and rent rather 
than own. We pay for cars by the hour, rent our neighbors’ power tools, 
lease a “makerspace” to access 3D printers and other sophisticated equip-
ment, and stream music rather than download it. This year about six mil-
lion women “borrowed” gowns and other items from the apparel rental 
company Rent the Runway to the tune of over $100 million in revenue.139 
Even the number of teenagers who bother to obtain a driver’s license is in 
decline: In a 2014 study, just 24.5 percent of 16-year-olds had a license, a 47 
percent decrease from 1983. The top three reasons kids gave for foregoing 
this ritual were: “too busy or not enough time to get a driver’s license” (37 
percent), “owning and maintaining a vehicle is too expensive” (32 percent), 
and “able to get transportation from others” (31 percent).140
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In the last year, about 796,000 people rented a Zipcar in the U.S.141

Pride of ownership recedes as our relationships with objects become 
more ephemeral. We would rather “rent” an experience than own a thing. 
The choice to rent a Zipcar for an hour or two rather than to invest in 
wheels to call your own is typical of this thinking. Given that it costs about 
$9,000 to own and maintain a car each year, paying in small increments 
on an on-demand basis makes a lot of sense for many of us, especially 
city dwellers.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Ironically, new tech platforms enable a return to old school bar-
tering models, where people trade everything from power tools 
gathering dust in their garages to personal services like cleaning or 
minor repairs.

Can you create a new business model that facilitates this pro-
cess? If you operate physical locations, do you have excess capacity 
you can rent to host “swap meets” that will create bonds with the 
local community?

Walls get in the way of sharing. They’re coming down fast.
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WA L L  # 5 :
Male vs. Female  

A bestselling book once proclaimed, “men are from Mars, 

women are from Venus.”142 A tidy dichotomy, but unfortunately one that 
doesn’t apply so well today (if it ever did).

The raging cultural war over who has the right to use a men’s or wom-
en’s bathroom testifies to the volatility of this category. Just what does it 
mean to be male, female, agender, cis, feminine-of-center, FtM, gender-
queer, third gender, or any one of numerous terms that vie today to replace 
the man/woman dichotomy of old?143

There’s no doubt that gender identity is a crucial component of a con-
sumer’s self-concept. People often conform to their culture’s expectations 
about how those of their gender should act, dress, or speak; we refer to 
these sets of expectations as sex roles.

And there’s little doubt that at least some of the stereotypes about 
gender differences in consumption are valid overall. Consider the gender 
differences market researchers observe when they compare the food pref-
erences of men to those of women. Women eat more fruit; men are more 
likely to eat meat. As one food writer put it, “Boy food doesn’t grow. It 
is hunted or killed.”144 Indeed, consumers tend to view meat as a mascu-
line product. In one case a company that sells soy patties found that men 
viewed the food as feminine, so its solution was to add artificial grill marks 
on the patties to make them look like cuts of meat.145
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Of course, advertisers themselves encourage these stereotypes. A study 
that tracked advertising in eight male magazines with primarily male 
readerships (ranging from Maxim to Golf Digest) reported that most con-
tain many ads that can contribute to hyper-masculinity because of heavy 
emphasis on violence, dangerousness, and callous attitudes toward women 
and sex.146

To promote its Dr. Pepper Ten drink, the company sent a mobile 
“Man Cave” to U.S. cities. The trailer parked in “testosterone zones” 
such as ball fields or car shows, where it gave men a place to watch 
TV and play video games. The accompanying advertising campaign 
featured a muscled commando type who totes a space-age weapon. 
“Hey ladies, enjoying the film?” he asks. “‘Course not. Because this is 
our movie, and Dr. Pepper Ten is our soda.”147

On the other hand, it should not be news that sex roles (in a modern 
society at least) are always a work in progress. A behavior or product that’s 
considered taboo for one gender or another today may come into vogue 
tomorrow. How about those skirt-wearing men we see in progressive cities 
like Seattle?

And, traditional depictions of sex roles that we accepted without a 
shrug a few years ago we may deem offensive today. A European ad for 
designer Dolce & Gabbana portrayed a group of sweaty men in tight 
jeans surrounding a woman wearing spike heels whom they’ve pinned 
to the ground. This aggressiveness did not go over so well among many 
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contemporary consumers as it once might have -- when for example a hus-
band in a 1960s coffee ad threatened to spank his wife if she didn’t wise up 
and buy the right brand.

Advertising that emphasizes gratuitous sexual imagery is no longer 
“politically correct,” but still common.

Androgyny: The Best of Both Worlds?
Androgyny refers to the possession of both masculine and feminine 

traits.148 The growing prevalence (or at least visibility) of androgynous peo-
ple obliterates the traditional gender dichotomy that has guided so many 
marketing strategies.
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Adolescent males known as wakashu (like the one to the left of the 
geisha here), who were sexually available to both men and women, 
were regarded as the epitome of beauty in early modern Japan before 
the country adopted Western sexual mores in the late 1800s.149

As we might expect, this blurring of boundaries is more widely 
accepted in some cultures than in others. For example, although accep-
tance of homosexuality varies in Asian cultures, it doesn’t occur to most 
Asians to assume that a man with feminine qualities is gay. A survey of 
Korean consumers found that more than 66 percent of men and 57 per-
cent of women younger than age 40 were living self-described “androgy-
nous” lifestyles. But the respondents didn’t link those choices with sexual 
orientation. Although Koreans nickname males with feminine interests 
“flower men,” they don’t consider this to be a derogatory term.150 In Japan, 
men called gyaru-o (“male gals”) are common on city streets. Tanned and 
meticulously dressed (and usually heterosexual), these fops cruise Tokyo’s 
stylish boutiques.151

Androgyny is all the rage in the fashion industry as well. One trend 
in menswear shows is to use both waifish male models and boyish female 
models to exhibit clothes that traditionally appear in womenswear collec-
tions. Gucci, Burberry, and Balenciaga dispensed with gender distinctions 
when these fashion houses combined their womenswear and menswear 
fashion shows. Balenciaga’s creative director commented, “Gender doesn’t 
exist anymore. Man or woman, we can choose what we want to be.”152 Some 
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department stores devote floor space to unisex clothing. Selfridges in the 
U.K. recently launched the Agender Project—a section of the store show-
cases gender-spanning lines, such as Nicopanda, Comme des Garçons, and 
Gareth Pugh.153

Many pop culture icons are poster children for androgyny, such 
as Dr. Frank-N-Furter (originally portrayed by Tim Curry) in the 
Rocky Horror Picture Show, the celebrity drag queen Ru Paul, the 
comedian Eddie Izzard, Lady Gaga, the New York Dolls, the late 
Prince, and Annie Lennox.
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GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

Androgyny can open new markets if marketers have the courage to peek 
over the wall that separates genders. Some companies that sell exclusively 
to one gender, for example, may decide to test the waters with the other 
sex when they promote gender-bending products. This term refers to tra-
ditionally sex-typed items that a brand adapts to the opposite gender, 
such as the recent profusion of pink guns for women. Here are some 
other gender benders:154

• American Girl introduced its first boy doll. Logan Everett sports 
perfect hair, a hipster T-shirt and dark-wash jeans, and he plays 
the drums in a band.155

• Old Spice has long been known as the brand Dad keeps in his 
medicine cabinet, but young women who like the scent and the 
relatively low price are tuning into the deodorant as well. This 
resurgence is a bit ironic, because the first product the company 
introduced in 1937 was a women’s fragrance.

• Febreze is an odor-neutralizing line of products that Procter & 
Gamble (P&G) markets to women for housecleaning. However, 
P&G finds that a lot of men spray it on their clothes to delay doing 
laundry. And in Vietnam, where the product is called Ambi Pur, 
men who ride motor scooters use it as a deodorizing spray for 
their helmets.156

• Startup companies like Older Brother sell unisex clothing, and 
MeUndies makes underwear for men and women including 
bright pink men’s boxers and camo-print women’s bikinis. Its 
founder explains, “Our women’s boy short is essentially the men’s 
boxer brief without the pouch, while our men’s brief is essentially 
the women’s bikini cut with a pouch.”157

• More than three million British men say they wear makeup such 
as “manscara” and “guyliner.” A third of these users borrow cos-
metics from their wives or girlfriends, but the online retailer 
MMUK Man exclusively sells products for men.158
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The End of Gender Binarism?
To put things in perspective, the GLBTQ (gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans-

gender, and questioning) market is about as large as the Asian-American 
population (currently at about 12 million people). These consumers spend 
in the range of $250 billion to $350 billion a year. A Simmons study of 
readers of gay publications found that these readers are almost 12 times 
more likely to hold professional jobs, twice as likely to own a vacation 
home, and eight times more likely to own a notebook computer compared 
to heterosexuals.159

Of late the cultural spotlight has turned on the “T” in this 
acronym. Transgender people suddenly are much more visible. No 
doubt this new prominence has been helped along by the media 
attention paid to a character in the popular TV show Orange is the 
New Black, and certainly by the debut of former athlete and reality 
TV star Bruce Jenner in her new identity as Caitlin Jenner on the 
cover of Vogue.

Our definitions of gender continue to evolve as a global third-gender 
movement picks up steam:

• Australia’s High Court recently ruled that a person there was 
allowed to register gender as “nonspecific” on official documents.

• Nepal issues citizenship papers with a “third gender” category.

• Germany allows parents of intersex children — those born with 
both genitals, or ambiguous sex characteristics — to mark their 
birth certificates with an X.160

• California allows residents to declare a “third gender” on their 
drivers’ licenses.161

• In 2014, Facebook began to allow users to choose among  58 
defined genders—along with a write-in option — that ranged from 
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“gender fluid” to “intersex” and simply “neither.”162 Other social 
networks followed suit, as did some dating apps.

• In 2015, the University of California joined colleges around the 
country when it added “gender nonconforming” and “gender-
queer” to its applications alongside transgender, male, and female.

United Colors of Benetton caused a stir when a recent ad campaign 
featured Lea T, a transgender Brazilian model.163

Thus it seems that gender binarism  -- the classification of  gen-
der  into  two distinct, opposite and disconnected forms of  mascu-
line and feminine is giving way to gender benders, or people who “bend” 
traditional sex roles.164

Most social scientists have always viewed sexuality as a continuum 
rather than a dichotomy. Masculinity and femininity are social construc-
tions that vary across cultures and historical periods. However, in Western 
culture we seem to have reached a watershed moment when people ques-
tion even the anchor points of this continuum. The wall that separates men 
and women has never been more fragile.
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We can expect to see gender-neutral icons like this one 
popping up on public restrooms and other locations as the 
third-gender movement picks up steam.
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WA L L  # 6 :
Work vs. Play  

At the turn of the millennium, the U.S. military was having a 

hard time convincing young men to enlist for “adventures” in Iraq and 
elsewhere. One solution: Turn war into an exciting videogame. America’s 
Army allowed potential recruits to experience the heat of battle from the 
comfort of a gaming console. Although most details are quite accurate, the 
game conveniently omits any sound effects or gory stuff when a solider gets 
killed. Players learn that war is fun.165

We used to draw a line between work and play. No longer. Today 
employees expect to respond to company emails on weekends. In turn they 
devote big chunks of the workday to shopping or playing online games -- 
over 1/3 of American workers admit to browsing for goodies online while 
on company time.166 For an increasing number of workers, telecommut-
ing dissolves the wall that separates home vs. office. In 2016, a Gallup Poll 
reported that 43% of U.S. employees say they spend at least some time 
working from home.167
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We see the work versus play wall crumbling when we look at what 
people wear to work or play: Today “work clothes” in some industries 
consist of jeans and t-shirts (maybe even flip flops on Casual Fridays), 
while menswear designers offer modified suits to wear during off-
hours (some with cut-off sleeves or other modifications).168

Work Becomes Play
A few years ago a Gallup survey revealed a sobering statistic: Over 70% 

of U.S. workers reported they were “not engaged” or “actively disengaged” 
with their jobs.169 By one estimate, employee disengagement costs the U.S 
economy 350 billion dollars per year in lost productivity, accidents, theft 
and turnover.170

At least some forward-thinking organizations are fighting back. 
Although job prospects may not be bright for everyone in today’s economy, 
knowledge workers with attractive skills often can pick and choose among 
corporate suitors. In many cases, these choices revolve less around salary 
and benefits, and more around which workplace offers the most amenities 
to make going to the office almost seem like a trip to a country club.

Perks like free food, game rooms, and sometimes even beer kegs in the 
break room beckon. Yelp offers an on-site minibar. Abercrombie & Fitch 
gives employees perky little scooters to travel around the office in style. 
Charles Schwab offers chair massages. During a visit to Zappos’ HQ in Las 
Vegas, I witnessed call center workers participating in fun activities that 
“spontaneously” happened at various points during the work day, such as a 
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contest to see who could drop an egg without breaking it from a third story 
atrium.171 New Age employee retention strategies turn work into play.

Clearly, many more companies need to take steps to wake up their 
workforces. The same goes for disengaged students (welcome to my world), 
and disengaged customers. While traditional ROI (Return on Investment) 
is a key metric today, another kind of ROI (Return on Involvement) may be 
equally as important – but often overlooked.

Gamification: This is NOT a Game!

Gamification strategies turn work into play, as we compete to win 
points and badges when we complete mundane tasks.

The pressure to build engagement explains why gamification strategies 
have become attractive to so many managers, marketers, and even to some 
crusty old professors. No, this doesn’t mean playing Candy Crush at your 
desk. These approaches involve the application of gaming elements to non-
game contexts. Turning work into play is huge these days: A Boston Retail 
Partners 2017 survey reported that almost nine out of 10 retailers expect to 
adopt gamification methods in the next five years.172

In fact, games do offer many elements that can increase engagement. 
That’s why games of Monopoly, poker, Halo or even Chutes & Ladders for 
the younger set (and their patient grandparents) can go on seemingly for-
ever. The ultimate goal is that players enter a flow state where they become 
totally immersed in the experience. Ideally they lose track of time as they 
focus exclusively on the game (casinos encourage this mindlessness when 
they conveniently make sure there are no clocks on the walls).

Most gamification applications don’t go quite so far, but even some 
attempt to make mundane or boring tasks “fun” is better than accept-
ing the status quo. For example, Microsoft in India devised an ingenious 
solution to motivate employees who had to spend tedious hours combing 
through computer code to spot errors: The company turned the chore into 
a competition.173
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Gaming elements that organizations can import include:

• Learning or problem solving

• A balance of structure and exploration

• Multiple short and long term goals

• Rapid and frequent feedback

• A reward for most or all efforts in the form of a badge or a virtual 
product

• Friendly competition in a low-risk environment

Play Becomes Work
From the Silk Road online market for illegal drugs, to the sexual 

harassment of female gamers, to illicit sites that share child pornography, 
to cyberbullying, the Internet surely has a very dark side. Add exploited 
workers to the list: The videogame industry has long been troubled by the 
widespread practice of gold farming. This term refers to the practice of pay-
ing minimal wages to primarily Chinese workers who play games for 12 
monotonous hours per day in order to rack up virtual currency that their 
employers trade for cash.174 Surely, that’s play become work.

Regimented Kids and Helicopter Parents

Chinese videogamers-for-hire aren’t the only ones who seem to have 
erased the boundary between work and play. The concept of “free play” 
that most of us grew up with seems to be in short supply these days. It’s 
hard work to be a kid!

Helicopter parents engage in the practice of over-parenting. They’re 
obsessed with their children’s activities and love to micro-manage almost 
every second of the day. If it won’t look good on the ‘ol college resume, then 
bag it. As one critic of this overscheduled lifestyle lamented:
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Kids no longer go outside and hit the baseball. They have a 
game. They no longer sit and color, they go to art class. There is no 
doubt that they are spending their time in constructive activities 
that provide them with fun and useful skills. But they are spending 
a lot time in these activities and everything is so structured that 
everybody is stressed.175

Note: I even see this at the college level. It’s only in the past few years 
that I’ve gotten calls from parents who are trying to work out their child’s 
schedule for them or who want to dispute a grade I’ve assigned. In most 
cases the student isn’t even involved in the discussion!

The Quantified Self

An entrepreneur named Dave Asprey is making a fortune with 
“Bulletproof Coffee,” a blend of caffeine, butter and medium-chain tri-
glyceride oil derived from coconut oil that supposedly increases energy 
and imparts cognitive clarity. Asprey’s podcast called Bulletproof Radio, 
where he describes the formula’s effects, has been downloaded well over 
10 million times.176

Bulletproof Coffee blends a hefty dose of butter with other ingredi-
ents to supposedly create a wonder drink.

Biohackers come in all shapes and sizes. Some like Asprey drink coffee 
laced with fat. Some wear a headband that electrically stimulates the brain 
to improve cognition. Others meticulously track and record everything 
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they eat, and dabble in supplements that purport to improve mental and 
physical performance. A few hardy souls even have a light-up implant 
surgically inserted into their arms to monitor biometric data that changes 
color when levels are abnormal.

Biohackers zealously harness data to self-regulate. They share a belief 
that individuals have the power to enlist biotechnology in the service of 
enhanced mental and physical well-being. Simply put, these “enthusiasts” 
aim to build an improved human being. As one transhumanist stated, “I 
can’t really rely on my brain, but I can rely on the data my body produces.” 

177

These geeks take the practice of obtaining feedback from their bodies 
to an extreme, but the rest of us also monitor ourselves like never before. 
Apps turn play into work, as we zealously track our progress at dieting, 
exercise and also compulsively share our opinions (solicited or not) about 
restaurants, hotels, and even dating partners. We obsess about food intake, 
calories burned, the impact of the light from phone screens on sleep pat-
terns, or even the money we spend on indulgences when we deviate from 
our health regimens.

And, we eagerly grab the latest devices to aid us in our quest to quan-
tify: Smartphones with pedometers, smart watches, Fitbit bands, and even 
GPS devices that monitor gait to detect early onset of Alzheimer’s. New 
devices appear almost daily: A contact lens that measures blood sugar in 
a diabetic’s tears. A football helmet that tracks the severity of blows to the 
head. A sensor that reports when a resident in a nursing home has taken 
a fall.



MARKETERS, TEAR DOWN THESE WALLS! WOrk vs. Play

117

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

A thriving industry caters to our yearning to self-quantify. Numerous 
startups are betting that consumers will outsource their self-regula-
tion in the hope of becoming better, brighter, augmented versions of 
themselves. Companies hawk apps and other devices that measure 
how much we sleep, eat, walk, and spend.

Some of these hi-tech tools are socially grounded; their success 
hinges upon consumers’ willingness to share their data with their 
networks to obtain reinforcement, feedback – and sometimes a 
modicum of shame that drives them to do better. As a consequence, 
these “wellness” platforms create pools of big data, which rightly 
or wrongly, are available for companies to track our most bio-ba-
sic behaviors.

The goal of self-improvement through knowledge has been around at 
least since the ancient Greeks, who prized physical culture as well as the 
intellect. The first recorded instance of a person who sought gain under-
standing through self-tracking is Sanctorius of Padua, who in the 16th cen-
tury recorded his own weight versus food intake and waste over a 30 year 
period, to understand energy expenditures in living systems (he needed to 
get out more!).178 The Italian Renaissance later sparked renewed interest 
in the perfection of the body. The first U.S. gymnasium opened in 1823, 
and John Harvey Kellogg’s famous sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan 
attracted thousands of affluent guests (Kellogg’s’ line of “healthy” cereals 
became a foundation of the natural food industry).179

Still, for most of human history people rarely quantified their behav-
iors to guide their personal lives (with the exception of personal finances 
and sports betting, perhaps). Most likely, the regime of recordkeeping of 
such seemingly trivial things as our pastimes and moods in the pre-digi-
tized world seemed not only burdensome, but also somewhat unnecessary 
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and vaguely narcissistic. Individuals on the whole were happy to adopt the 
naturalist belief that the human being is able to optimize his or her activi-
ties based upon intuition and memory.

The wearable tech industry is exploding, largely due to our desire to 
self-regulate our physical activity – and thus to work at play.

Today in contrast we each live in a digital fishbowl, with access to a 
huge amount of biometric information, and the technology to share it. 
Thus for many the urge to not only record but also to compare our own 
“normal” to other peoples’ “normal” is irresistible and unrelenting. Unlike 
the physical culture enthusiasts of earlier eras, now we are able to digitally 
track and fastidiously record most facets of our analogue and digital lives 
– from sleep patterns to nutrition, health, location and social interactions. 
This practice even has a name: Lifelogging.180

To See and Be Seen

Our daily lives offer a multitude of opportunities and pressures for 
individuals to share content, and thus to “be seen” by others online. When 
you are alone your behaviors may be uninhibited – you might not bother to 
shave, or inhale a bag of candy bars. However, the possibility of being seen 
(albeit digitally) encourages people to self-regulate their behavior. They 
look to technology to help them live up to social expectations. Platforms 
such as Map My Fitness and Nike + GPS allow users to post updates on 
their fitness regimens in order to receive encouraging feedback from mem-
bers of their networks.
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Others seem to doubt their own abilities to self-regulate, to the extent 
that they actually choose to submit to public shaming to keep them on 
track toward their goals. There is an increasing trend to use this tactic in 
self-regulation, whereby apps provide negative reinforcement to make 
users achieve their goals. Gym Pact pays cash rewards if users meet their 
fitness goals – but applies financial penalties if they don’t. Aherk employs 
social penalties instead: When users don’t meet their goal, the site poses 
embarrassing photos of them (previously supplied when they signed up 
for the service) to their network! These types of applications mean that 
we are delegating agency to our devices even when they deliver negative 
reinforcement to us in thanks for our acquiescence.

Folks, this “play” really is hard work.
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WA L L  # 7 :
Body vs. Belongings  

Members of every culture adorn their bodies with artifacts 

like clothing and jewelry, and change these out to suit their moods or 
social demands. But today, we don’t just put things on; we put things 
in. Permanent tattoos, breast, lip, buttock and cheek implants, artificial 
hips, knees and prostheses, pacemakers, and embedded computer chips 
obliterate the traditional boundary between what we’re born with and what 
we own. The body is morphing into a product delivery platform. In a very 
real sense, we are what we own and we own what we are. The wall between 
our physical bodies and our possessions has never been more tenuous.

We don’t just put things on; we put things in. Pectoral implants 
have joined breast enhancements and other forms of plastic surgery 
as commonplace procedures for consumers who want to modify 
their bodies.
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You Are What You Buy
Way back in 1890, the pioneering psychologist William James wrote, 

“A man’s self is the sum total of all that he can call his.”181 And that was before 
iPhones, Diesel jeans, and hoverboards!

When researchers asked children of various ages to create “who am I?” 
collages, for which they chose pictures that represented their selves, older 
kids between middle childhood and early adolescence were more likely to 
insert photos of branded merchandise. Also, as they aged, their feelings 
about these objects evolved from concrete relationships (e.g., “I own it”) to 
more sophisticated, abstract relationships (e.g., “It is like me”).182

We are attached to an object when we rely on it to maintain our 
self-concept.183 Objects act as a security blanket when they reinforce our 
identities, especially in unfamiliar situations. For example, students who 
decorate their dorm rooms with personal items are less likely to drop out 
of college. This coping process may protect the self from being diluted in a 
strange environment.184

Self-image congruence models suggest that we choose products when 
their attributes match some aspect of the self.185 And, when we choose a 
product that we think is aesthetically pleasing, this choice makes us feel 
better about ourselves. 186 Indeed recent research that included brain wave 
measures such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) showed 
that when a person has a close relationship with a brand this activates the 
insula, a brain area responsible for urging, addiction, loss aversion, and 
interpersonal love.187
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Neuromarketing techniques show how pleasure centers in our brains 
light up when we think about our favorite brands.

These emotional connections make people defensive of their favorite 
brands if they come across negative information about them. A comment 
by a respondent (a 32-year-old male) in one study nicely illustrates this 
bond: “My BMW is my wingman, my twin. I would never diss it for another 
car because that would be like dissing my twin brother or worse, dissing 
myself.”188

This guy’s fondness for his vehicle is hardly unique; more than a third 
of Americans have nicknames for their cars. That bond explains the word-
ing of a recent TV commercial for SafeAuto insurance as a Mom drives her 
kids around in a well-used minivan: “For years you and this supercharged 
piece of eye candy have done much more than make car payments, buy gas 
and change the oil. You’ve lived, really lived, and you’re most certainly not 
done . . .”189

Congruence models assume a process of cognitive matching between a 
product’s attributes and the consumer’s self-image.190 Over time we tend to 
form relationships with products that resemble the bonds we create with 
other people: These include love, unrequited love (we yearn for it but can’t 
have it), respect, and perhaps even fear or hate (“why is my computer out to 
get me?”).191 Studies even report that after a “breakup” with a brand, people 
tend to develop strong negative feelings and will go to great lengths to dis-
credit the item, including bad-mouthing and even vandalism.192
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Research largely supports the idea of congruence between product 
usage and self-image. One of the earliest studies to examine this process 
found that car owners’ ratings of themselves tended to match their per-
ceptions of their cars: Pontiac drivers saw themselves as more active and 
flashy than did Volkswagen drivers.193 Indeed, a German study found that 
observers were able to match photos of male and female drivers to pictures 
of the cars they drove almost 70 percent of the time.194 Researchers also 
report congruity between consumers and their most preferred brands of 
beer, soap, toothpaste, and cigarettes relative to their least preferred brands, 
as well as between consumers’ self-images and their favorite stores.195

The Body as Billboard

The body truly has become a blank canvas for people to alter at will. 
Technology removes much of the risk from momentous decisions we used 
to fret over: “Should I change my hair color?” “How will I look in those 
expensive glasses?” “Do those jeans make me look fat?” True, these ques-
tions are not exactly on the same scale as “How do I bring about world 
peace?,” but they certainly cause a lot of anguish for many of us.

But rest easy, because help is here. Today a plethora of websites like 
dailymakeover.com and myvirtualmodel.com offer a risk-free way to mod-
ify your hair, makeup, glasses, and even physical dimensions like bust size.
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The calculus of perceived risk -- will this product hurt me, bankrupt 
me, embarrass me? -- is one of the most important considerations 
of any purchase, Therefore, shortcuts that allow a buyer to view the 
outcome before committing to it potentially will transform the deci-
sion-making landscape for many products and services beyond hair-
styles or tight blue jeans.

Think about the potential for home furnishings, plastic sur-
gery, customized car design, and virtually any other purchase that 
requires a leap of faith today. Embrace technologies that allow your 
customers to reduce perceived risk, and you knock down a huge bar-
rier to purchase.

Identity marketing is a promotional strategy that encourages consum-
ers to alter some part of their bodies to advertise for a branded product. 
Air New Zealand created “cranial billboards” in exchange for a round-trip 
ticket to New Zealand—30 Los Angeles participants shaved their heads 
and walked around with an ad for the airline on their skulls.196

Temporary tattoos of brand logos are common these days (along with 
a fair amount of permanent ones).197 Companies hand them out like candy 
at sporting events, concerts and other public venues. This idea is hardly 
new; bubble gum companies in the 19th century distributed crudely made 
versions of today’s temporary tats, and then in 1890 Cracker Jack included 
them as one of their “prize in every box” promotions.198

But today the stakes are bigger: Reebok recently set up a pop-up tattoo 
shop at an event in Sweden and gave away thousands of dollars in prizes 
to the fan who got the biggest version of the brands’ new triangle logo (not 
a temporary one). The lucky winner’s right thigh is, shall we say, Reebok’s 
for life.199
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Brand logo tattoos (temporary or permanent) bond the self with possessions.

The Extended Self: You Are What You Buy

Our fixations with products go way beyond the occasional tattoo. 
Some of us willingly (and perhaps eagerly) label ourselves as fanatics about 
a cherished product.200 Consider shoes, for example: You don’t have to be 
Carrie of Sex and the City fame to acknowledge that many people feel a 
strong bond to their footwear. The singer Mariah Carey recently posted 
a photo of her huge shoe closet on Instagram and labeled it, “Always my 
favorite room in the house... #shoes #shoes #moreshoes.”201

One study found that people commonly view their shoes as magical 
emblems of the self; Cinderella-like vehicles for self-transformation. A 
common theme that emerged was that a pair of shoes the person obtained 
when younger—whether a first pair of leather shoes, a first pair of high 
heels, or a first pair of cowboy boots—had a big impact even later in life. 
These experiences were similar to those we see in such well-known fairy 
tales and stories as Dorothy’s red shoes in The Wizard of Oz, Karen’s magi-
cal red shoes in Hans Christian Anderson’s The Red Shoes, and Cinderella’s 
glass slippers.202
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Some consumers view their favorite shoes as a vehicle of transformation.

In addition to shoes, of course, many material objects—ranging from 
personal possessions and pets to national monuments or landmarks—help 
to form a person’s identity. Just about everyone can name a valued pos-
session that has a lot of the self “wrapped up” in it, whether it is a beloved 
photograph, a trophy, an old shirt, a car, or a cat. Indeed, usually we can 
construct a pretty accurate “biography” of someone when we simply cata-
log the items he displays in his bedroom or office.

A study illustrates that the product’s relationship to the owner doesn’t 
even have to be that strong to influence a consumer’s self-concept. In one 
experiment, researchers approached women in a shopping mall and gave 
them one of two shopping bags to walk around with for an hour. Women 
who received a bag from Victoria’s Secret later reported to the research-
ers that they felt more sensual and glamorous than those who were given 
a more mundane bag. In another experiment, MBA students were asked 
to take notes for 6 weeks using a pen embossed with the MIT logo; they 
reported feeling smarter at the end of the term.203

Those external objects that we consider a part of us constitute the 
extended self. In some cultures, people literally incorporate objects into the 
self: They lick new possessions, take the names of conquered enemies (or 
in some cases eat them), or bury the dead with their possessions.204

We continue to discover new ways to integrate man-made products 
into our physical bodies. The use of foreign materials to replace or sup-
plement human body parts is not necessarily new (remember George 
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Washington’s infamous wooden teeth), but recent advances in technology 
continue to erode the barrier between self and not-self:205

• According to the American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 
Americans get more than nine million cosmetic surgical and non-
surgical procedures in a year. The most frequently performed sur-
gical procedure is breast augmentation, which typically involves 
the integration of man-made silicon implants with the patient’s 
organic material.

• More than four million Americans have an artificial knee.

• At least prior to his arrest for murder that made global headlines, 
the South African track star Oscar Pistorious competed against 
world-class runners with two artificial legs made of carbon – his 
nickname was “Blade Runner.” Nike teamed with orthopedics 
company Össur to introduce its first sprinting prosthesis, called 
the Nike Sole, perhaps the first commercially scalable transforma-
tion of disabled athletes into “superabled” athletes.

• More than 200,000 people now have cochlear implants that deliver 
sound from a microphone directly to the auditory nerve. Other 
neural implants recognize when epileptic seizures are about to 
occur and stimulate the brain to stop them. A paraplegic woman 
who wore a motorized exoskeleton walked the route of the London 
Marathon over a period of 17 days.

Researchers describe four levels of the extended self, ranging from per-
sonal objects to places and things that allow people to feel as though they 
are rooted in their larger social environments:206

1. Individual level. Consumers include many of their personal 
possessions in self-definition. These products can include jewelry, 
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cars, clothing, and so on. The saying, “You are what you wear,” 
reflects the belief that one’s things are a part of one’s identity.

2. Family level. This part of the extended self includes a consumer’s 
residence and the furnishings in it. We can think of the house as 
a symbolic body for the family, and the place where we live often 
is a central aspect of who we are. In addition, our children often 
reflect upon our self-worth; a big driver for parents to splurge on 
fancy clothing, tutors, and even etiquette classes for their little 
darlings.

3. Community level. It is common for consumers to describe them-
selves in terms of the neighborhood or town from which they 
come. For farm families or other residents with close ties to a 
community, this sense of belonging is particularly important. 
“I’m from Brooklyn. Fuggedaboutit!”

4. Group level. We regard our attachments to key social groups as a 
part of the self. These links are responsible for big chunks of our 
identities, whether they’re based upon political affiliation, reli-
gion, athletic teams, or perhaps a love for one’s alma mater.

GRAB YOUR SLEDGEHAMMER 

There’s no doubt about it: We buy a huge range of products 
because of a drive to enhance the extended self. Athletic wear 
merchandisers get this, but companies in other verticals may 
not. Brands that link the consumer to key elements of the self, 
whether these are schools, favorite musical artists, old neigh-
borhoods, or coveted identities like “successful executive” or 
“glam girl” have a leg up over others that don’t such a good job 
connecting to the extended self-concept.
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You Buy What You Are
We’re especially likely to rely upon consumption information to define 

the self when we have yet to completely form a social identity. This typi-
cally happens when we have to play a new role in life. Think, for example, 
of the insecurity many people feel when they start college, or reenter the 
dating market after exiting a long-term relationship. Symbolic self-comple-
tion theory proposes that people who have an incomplete self-definition 
tend to complete this identity when they acquire and display symbols they 
associate with that role.207

A study of MBA students carefully chronicled the markers of “exec-
utive success” that these managers-in-training displayed, such as luxury 
watches, fancy briefcases, and the like. Sure enough, the researchers found 
that those students who scored lower on measures of actual achievement 
(GPA, number of interviews, etc.) were more likely to sport these products.

In another study that hits a bit closer to home, less-accomplished pro-
fessors (in terms of number of publications, etc.) were more likely to hang 
a large number of diplomas, certifications, and other badges of scholarly 
achievement on their office walls.208 This compensatory process is import-
ant, because it implies that it’s novices rather than experts who are more 
likely to acquire products that are stereotypically linked to a role.

Some years ago – back in the day when it was still something of a news 
story that sizeable numbers of young women were flooding into manage-
ment roles -- I conducted several studies when I was on the faculty at New 
York University to explore how role insecurity related to choices of “appro-
priate professional apparel.” I was motivated by the anxiety my female 
MBA students expressed to me about whether the clothing they wore to 
work would send the appropriate signals. At that time, most of them chose 
the safe route (there’s that notion of “perceived risk” rearing its ugly head 
again). They dressed as male clones in very severe, dark suits – but they 
weren’t happy about it because they felt they had to sacrifice their femi-
ninity in order to succeed in a man’s world. This tension perseveres today, 
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especially in the wake of the sexual harassment scandals we encounter in 
fields from politics and business to entertainment and the arts.

My research revealed an interesting anomaly: Although in most con-
texts we expect younger people to be the fashion trendsetters, in a business 
context the opposite was true. Using a sample of over 50,000 readers of 
a female executive magazine, we found instead that older, more experi-
enced women were more likely to endorse a wide range of styles they felt 
were appropriate to wear to work. Like the anxious women I saw in my 
Manhattan classroom, the newbies were much more likely to believe that 
only a very constricted set of styles (essentially female versions of the male 
banker’s suit) were OK.209

Younger, less-experienced women are more likely to rely upon exter-
nal cues such as professional clothing to guide self-definition.
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This finding and others like it leads to a somewhat paradoxical but 
important bit of strategic guidance: Whether in sports, business, 
design, other industries, it’s the beginners who often are the best 
customers for products and services that conform to rigid standards.

If you sell sports equipment, career apparel, home furnishings, 
or any other type of product that links to roles consumers have to 
learn, it’s fine to use accomplished experts as role models and endors-
ers. However, it’s likely that your best customers are not experts, but 
rather people who are doing their best to learn the ropes.

“Clothes (and Other Stuff) Make the (Wo)Man”

So it seems that my female students and their sisters rely upon the sig-
nals they glean from their clothing to define their professional role. More 
generally, to what extent do the products we buy influence how we define 
ourselves? Social scientists who study relationships between thoughts 
and behaviors increasingly turn to the theory of embodied cognition for 
answers. A simple way to explain this perspective is that “states of the body 
modify states of the mind.”210 In other words, our behaviors and observa-
tions of what we do and buy shape our thoughts, rather than vice versa.

One of the most powerful illustrations of embodied cognition is the 
notion that our body language actually changes how we see ourselves. In 
one of the most widely viewed TED talks ever, a social psychologist dis-
cusses how power posing (standing in a confident way even if you don’t 
feel confident) affects brain activity. Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg’s 
campaign to encourage women to “lean in” conveys the same idea.211 This 
research is highly controversial, but it at least hints at the idea that what we 
do influences what we feel, rather than vice versa.
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The embodied cognition approach is consistent with consumer behav-
ior research that demonstrates how changes in self-concept can arise from 
usage of brands that convey different meanings. Indeed a pair of research-
ers used the term enclothed cognition in their work that showed how the 
symbolic meaning of clothing changes how people behave. In one study 
they asked respondents to wear a lab coat, which people associate with 
attentiveness and precise work. They found that subjects who wore the lab 
coat displayed enhanced performance on tasks that required them to pay 
close attention. But they also introduced a twist: When respondents were 
told the garment was in fact a painter’s coat rather than a doctor’s lab coat, 
the effects went away. In other words, the respondents interpreted the sym-
bolic meaning of the clothing and then altered their behavior accordingly.212

It’s tempting to point out that a study your humble author conducted 
more than 30 years ago on the “dress for success” phenomenon found sim-
ilar results for students in job interview settings. In perhaps the best Ph.D. 
dissertation ever written (at least in your author’s opinion), male candidates 
who wore professional attire acted more assertively and confidently during 
the interviews, and on average even asked for higher starting salaries!213

This Wall is Down! What’s Next?
As AI (artificial intelligence) tech advances, many of us are thinking 

a lot more about a fundamental question that sci-fi writers have grappled 
with for decades: What makes us human – and what separates a person 
from a machine? Way back in 1942, Isaac Asimov used a short story to 
introduce his classic Laws of Robotics:

1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, 
allow a human being to come to harm.

2. A robot must obey the orders given to it by human beings, except 
where such orders would conflict with the First Law.
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3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection 
does not conflict with the First or Second Law.III

Today, the question of what makes us human is much less theoreti-
cal. Self-driving cars threaten to replace truck drivers. IBM’s Watson beats 
chess masters and veteran Jeopardy game show contestants. Movies and 
TV shows like Blade Runner, Westworld, and Humans that focus on the 
civil rights of synths, replicants and androids are center stage in popular 
culture. Alexa and Siri are our new guardian angels. Where does the per-
son stop and the machine start?

The fusion between the physical body and technology leads some ana-
lysts to compare the modern consumer to a cyborg.214 For sci-fi buffs, this 
term evokes the Cylons in the TV series Battlestar Galactica. More gener-
ally it refers to a person who lives a technologically enhanced existence, 
and who often possesses special abilities because s/he is linked to other 
parts of a larger system (like the Internet, perhaps).

So, where could the merger of body and tech lead us? In the short term, 
perhaps prurient interests will lead the way. Already several companies are 
working on sexbots that combine the physical realism of silicon dolls with 
the AI functionality that (ostensibly) allows the user to maintain an actual 
relationship with his or her special android.

The Harmony app (not to be confused with the eHarmony dating 
site, I assume) allows the user to customize an avatar for intimate con-
versations.215 But that’s only the beginning: The Realbotix company, which 
makes Realdoll silicon sex toys, makes this claim: “…the obvious next step 
in Realdoll evolution is integrating movement with the addition of robotic 
components…. the first animatronic Realdoll head, feature [es] neck artic-
ulation and facial expression, moving eyes, and the ability to lip sync with 

III  He later introduced a fourth or zeroth law that outranked the others: A robot may not 
harm humanity, or, by inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.
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spoken audio.”216 Presumably the human and the bot will enjoy an e-ciga-
rette afterwards.

Never fear, virtual sex is here…

For the longer term (and the more cerebral among us), we have the 
Singularity movement, which Ray Kurzweil (a prominent proponent) 
describes as “… a future period during which the pace of technological 
change will be so rapid, its impact so deep, that human life will be irrevers-
ibly transformed. Although neither utopian nor dystopian, this epoch will 
transform the concepts that we rely on to give meaning to our lives, from 
our business models to the cycle of human life, including death itself.”217

Adherents of The Singularity believe that we are headed toward a new 
era, where human intelligence will merge with computer intelligence to 
create a man/machine hybrid civilization. They predict that the wall sepa-
rating Humans vs. Computers will fall, perhaps even in our lifetimes.

We’re far from there now, but it’s hard to ignore the steady advance of 
work on the Internet of Things (IoT). The IoT looks to be a tidal wave that 
will soon wash over many industry verticals. A person with a heart monitor 
implant, a farm animal with a biochip transponder, a smart thermostat that 
adjusts the temperature in a home and even raises and lowers the blinds to 
maintain equilibrium, or an automobile that has built-in sensors to alert 
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the driver when tire pressure is low. All are plugged into the growing IoT.218 
It’s all coming, and coming soon.

And thus, we steadily merge with the Internet of Things. The wall 
between body and possessions already is low. Soon it may be history.
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A F T E R W O R D : 
Then vs. Now  

Our country is embroiled in a heated debate about walls: 

Whether and where to build one, how big it will be, who will pay for it. 
I hope I’ve made the case for tearing down walls instead – at least within 
the context of marketing strategy and consumer behavior. Walls are very 
comforting, because they assure us that we know where to put stuff and 
where to avoid treading. As they say, “good fences make good neighbors.” 
If only we didn’t live in such “interesting times,” and we could afford this 
luxury!

Well, for the most part we don’t. In this book, I’ve outlined seven basic, 
crucial, indispensable categories in consumer behavior, as well as numer-
ous others that are part and parcel of our seemingly inexorable tendency to 
put things – and consumers – behind walls. Hopefully I’ve convinced you 
that these no longer exist, or at least are on life support. Like it or not, these 
walls are history.

The disappearance of these comforting dichotomies can dismay the 
traditionalist. But at the same time these changes can excite the vision-
ary who embraces the freedom to redefine staid categories and create new 
hybrid products and services. Force yourself out of the box – move beyond 
outmoded classifications like male/female, work/play, and consumer/pro-
ducer. Without a wall in front of you, you can sure see a lot farther.
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But wait – it’s not like there are no walls left. The sad truth – and per-
haps the exception that proves the rule – is that some walls are stronger 
than ever. Here are two:

Rich Vs. Poor
Take a moment to ponder this: The 80 richest people in the world are 

worth $1.9 trillion. This is about the same amount shared by the 3.5 billion 
people who fall into the bottom half of the world’s income.219 And, the most 
affluent one percent of people worldwide control more than half the globe’s 
total wealth.220

In the last few years the label One Percenter entered our nation’s vocab-
ulary. Beginning with the Occupy Wall Street movement where protestors 
camped out in cities across the United States, the spotlight has been on 
the people who earn the top one percent of income in our country. The 
wealthiest 160,000 U.S. families have as much wealth as the poorest 145 
million families.221

The rising wall between rich and poor threatens to engulf our democracy.

Today one of the most pressing issues we hear about is income inequal-
ity; the extent to which resources are distributed unevenly within a popula-
tion. Some critics believe this is the single biggest threat to our democracy 
(unfortunately, I can think of a few others as well).
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One consequence of rising inequality is that more consumers worry 
about “falling behind” if a breadwinner loses his or her job, or if the family 
can no longer afford the cost of housing, transportation, and other neces-
sities. For example, a researcher who conducted an in-depth study of resi-
dents of a rural trailer park identified one segment of consumers she called 
the Reluctant Emigrants. These people once lived in fixed-site homes but 
various economic problems forced them to move to the more affordable 
trailer park. Because their lives are on a downward trajectory, their pri-
mary concerns focus on security and protection.222

Citigroup strategists coined the term plutonomy to describe 
an economy that’s driven by a fairly small number of rich people.223 
This term seems increasingly appropriate to describe the United 
States. The share of households in the middle-income bracket (earn-
ing $35,000 to $100,000 per year) is shrinking steadily.224

One indicator of income inequality is the CEO pay ratio, 
which benchmarks the salary of a company’s chief executive to the 
earnings of a typical employee. That ratio grew from 20 in 1965 to 
295.9 in 2013.225 This gap is larger than most other countries. Recent 
reports indicate that the United States has the largest income inequal-
ity among developed countries. The only countries with a bigger dis-
parity are Chile, Mexico, and Turkey.226

Social mobility refers to the “passage of individuals from one social class 
to another.”227 Horizontal mobility occurs when a person moves from one 
position to another that’s roughly equivalent in social status; for instance, 
a nurse becomes an elementary school teacher. Downward mobility is, of 
course, movement none of us wants: Unfortunately we observe this pattern 
fairly often, as farmers and other displaced workers go on welfare rolls or 
join the ranks of the homeless. By one estimate, between 2.3 million and 
3.5 million Americans experience homelessness in a year’s time.228

Despite the well-deserved reputation of the United States as the “land 
of opportunity,” social mobility today is a harder climb in the United States 
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than in many other developed economies such as Canada, Denmark, 
Australia, Norway, Finland, Sweden, Germany, and Spain. One widely 
cited report, for example, found that the economic advantage of having an 
affluent father is much more likely to influence the fortune of his son in the 
United States than in most other Western countries.229 Another analysis 
found that the likelihood of staying in the same social class as your parents 
is 0.47 in the United States, compared to only 0.15 in Denmark.230

The wall between rich and poor is actually getting higher rather 
than lower.

Right Vs. Left
Most of us know of families (perhaps our own) that have splintered 

due to acrimony about differences in political views today. It’s a tough slog 
for many to even stay in the same room during Thanksgiving dinner.

The respected Pew Research Center recently documented these divi-
sions in a large-scale survey. The Center reports:

The divisions between Republicans and Democrats on fun-
damental political values – on government, race, immigration, 
national security, environmental protection and other areas 
– reached  record levels  during Barack Obama’s presidency. In 
Donald Trump’s first year as president, these gaps have grown even 
larger. And the magnitude of these differences dwarfs other divi-
sions in society, along such lines as gender, race and ethnicity, reli-
gious observance or education…. In nearly every domain, across 
most of the roughly two dozen values questions tracked, views of 
Republicans and Republican-leaning independents and those of 
Democrats and Democratic leaners are now further apart than 
in the past… Currently, 44% of Democrats and Democratic lean-
ers have a very unfavorable opinion of the GOP, based on yearly 
averages of Pew Research Center surveys; 45% of Republicans and 
Republican leaners view the Democratic Party very unfavorably. 
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In 1994, fewer than 20% in both parties viewed the opposing party 
very unfavorably.231

Clearly there are more walls to demolish.
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