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The faithful old toaster blew up and it was time 
for a replacement. But my response, even for 

my reputation as the world’s stingiest consumer, 
surprised even me, because I spent 90 minutes on 
the internet looking a for a new one – just to save 
the grand sum of less than R75. Imagine trying 
to do that face-to-face in a supermarket in the 
real world or even over the telephone. It would 
be embarrassing, not to mention that it would be 
completely impossible!

This type of shopping behaviour allows people 
to carry out purchases without any social friction, 
without having to worry about what other people 
will think of me. And to increase your sales, you 
need to remember two things: you can either add 
motivation, or remove friction.

It all sounds awfully scholarly, but it’s also a great 
illustration of the theme of this series of articles – 
which is about how wrong we are if we expect our 
customers to be rational and logical. 

What can make or break  
your customer experience?

“Customers perceive service  
in their own unique, idiosyncratic,  

emotional, irrational, end-of-the-day,  
and totally human terms.  
Perception is all there is!”

Tom Peters

This has a massive effect on our 
behaviour, and you can either be 
overwhelmed by it … or you can take 
advantage of it using what has come to 
be known as a ‘psych hack’. 
In this article I’d like to briefly share 

five powerful options that you can think 
about and apply in your business. These 
are reciprocity, social proof, loss aversion, 
perceived effort, and uncertainty.

The first, and easiest to understand, 
is the principle of reciprocity: Most people 

love getting something for nothing, and it 
doesn’t have to even be something that has 
financial value. But the moment someone does 
something nice for us, we hate to be seen as 
takers, cheapskates or freeloaders. We have an 
obligation to repay the favour. It works in all 
societies, all over the world. It could be as simple 
as paying a compliment, or giving a tiny sample 
of something, or helping someone out who is 
struggling with something, be it physical (“It’s 
raining outside. Let me to walk you to your 
car with my umbrella”), or intellectual (“I also 
struggled to understand this remote when I first 
saw it. Here, let me show you how it works”).

Number two is social proof. As much as we like 
to think we are unique and independent of what 
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other people do, the reality is that by far most of 
the decisions we make go with the flow of what 
we see other people doing. When we see other 
people doing something, especially in conditions 
when there is uncertainty or doubt in our mind, we 
imitate them. It’s a powerful way to get customers 
to do things that are desirable but is just as 
powerful as preventing undesirable acts. 

In one powerful experiment,  
a university put up posters that  

showed that more than 90% of students  
indulged in binge drinking to the point  

where they passed out and couldn’t  
remember what happened. Instead of  

reducing drinking, it made it more acceptable, 
and the campaign had no effect. 

But in another example, let’s say you want 
customers to buy a more expensive baby seat for 
their car. You could quote scary statistics and use 
parent’s fears to try to convince them to pay more. 

Or you could state  
”93% of new parents  
bought this baby seat.”  
Problem solved, no more confusion in my mind.

The third influencer of human behaviour is loss 
aversion. It refers to “a phenomenon where a real 
or potential loss is perceived by individuals as 
psychologically or emotionally more severe than 
an equivalent gain.” (Investopedia.) So for most of 
us, the pain of losing R100 is often far greater than 
the joy gained in finding the same amount. That’s 
why statements like, “only while stocks last,” are 
so powerful. “If I lose this now, who knows when 
I’ll find it again?” 

It’s all about FOMO, or the fear of missing out. 
There are many ways you can use loss aversion, but 
if we can continue with the example of the baby 

car seat, imagine parents who already have 
children, and are seemingly happy to use the 

hand-me-down seat that they have used before. 
So they will feel reluctant to lose what they 
already have – even though there is a superior 
option. Your strategy here must be to point out 
the disadvantages of what they currently use, 

and make sure that they see the far 
greater advantages of changing, 

and part of that will be to get 
a commitment from them to  
the idea that their child’s safety 
is their greatest priority in life. 

Paint a picture in their mind of 
them already owning the seat.

In previous columns I’ve discussed the issue 
of perceived effort, and one of your biggest 

priorities in creating loyal customers must be to 
make their lives easy and effortless. Customers 
don’t want to jump through hoops to give you 
their money, and there are massive opportunities 
in most industries to reduce effort. 

Why do great new products get ignored and 
ultimately fail? Often it’s something like the 
loss aversion we looked at above, but inevitably 
customers’ their perception is that it’s just too hard 
and too risky to start learning and using this again. 
That may not be true, and it is your job to point 
it out to them. 

Keeping it simple can have a big impact on 
your business. Want proof? Ask Apple. But a great 
example that you are probably familiar with is that 
of ‘too many choices’. 

“
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of years of survival. We looked at five, but there 
are many more.

Businesses that understand these and use these 
insights will always win.
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There’s enough research  
to prove that when customers are given  

too many choices, it confuses them  
– and they walk away.  

And you can help by limiting these or  
even making suggestions, as waiters  

do at restaurants.

And finally, uncertainty. I had the opportunity  
to use self-checkout at a grocery store situated 
near my hotel in London. I shied away from it. 
Why? I didn’t want to make a fool of myself, 
and delay other customers with my uncertainty, 
and even though waiting for a cashier took 
far longer, I preferred that option. If you offer 
a shopping app, it had better be as easy as ‘one 
click buying’ from Amazon, ordering an UBER, or 
signing up with Netflix. It needs to be transparent 
and reassuring. I do own a few apps on my phone 
from the major retailers. I have yet to use them 
because nobody took five minutes to explain them 
to me. What a wasted opportunity.

To summarise: people are never as logical and 
rational as we’d like them to be, and there are 
literally hundreds of examples of how human being 
default to seemingly irrational choices – choices 
that are imbedded in our DNA over thousand 

Advertising opportunities  
are available to you in  
Supermarket & Retailer’s  
digital publications.  
Can you afford to miss out?
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and friends, playing with a pet, physical touch, 
(like holding hands and hugging) and giving 
compliments to others. It produces feelings of love 
and connection, and it’s what binds human beings 
to each other.

While you need to think very carefully before you 
go out there and start hugging your customers, 
simple gestures like a handshake, or allowing 
a customer to feel a soft toy or similar can make 
a difference. 

A short personal chat  
can also work wonders, especially  

if it acknowledges that your customer  
is someone you know, recognise  

and appreciate. 

But it should also be obvious to you that simple 
acts of generosity and kindness achieve the same, 
especially if they hit some problem – like dropping 
some of their shopping, or being unable to find 
something, or reach something. But there is one 
very important factor that plays a role in this. 
Obviously, the person on the receiving end feels 
good, and the person who does something nice 
also gets a hit of oxytocin (which makes it more 
likely that we pay it forward again). But even an 
observer who witnesses someone being kind and 
generous gets a good feeling! 

It’s natures way of making sure that we take care 
of each other and protect other members of our 
tribe. But it must be authentic, and you can’t have 
any expectations in return.

And finally, endorphin, the pain killer chemical. 

Endorphins trigger positive emotions  
when you do something you enjoy  

such as laughing, exercising or having sex.  
Nostalgia about happy events sparks it off –  
and eating chocolate or pleasurable foods  

has a similar painmasking effect. 

To a lesser degree some fragrances or a massage also help. 
Once again, what you can do is obvious, and you can manage 
these things in your business without spending a fortune. 

“
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Now, one final  
word of advice …  
unless you are like 
my dad whose 
need to understand 
the science was so 
important … don’t 
get caught up in the 
terminology and try 
to identify which 
chemical plays what 
role. We’ve looked at 
a bunch of things that 
you can do to create 
positive feelings that 
result in loyalty. SR
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My dear old dad was an engineer and scientist, and 
he always insisted that all human issues revolved 

around chemicals and energy. So you can imagine how 
he felt when his oldest son informed him that he’d 
chosen a weird career in psychology and marketing. 

We disagreed – always with love – about what made 
human beings happy, what motivated and inspired them, 
why they were so irrational, illogical, and sometimes evil, 
and about all things spiritual. As a cocky young graduate 
I wasn’t prepared to concede. But in one area, my 
scientist dad was proven absolutely right … 

A lot of how we buy goes back  
to chemicals produced in the brain,  

and in particular the hormones dopamine,  
endorphin, serotonin and oxytocin. 

Before we take a look at these and how you can use 
them to your benefit, it’s also good to remind ourselves 
that, as sales trainer Zig Ziglar said, “People buy on 
emotion and justify on logic.” 

This was confirmed by Harvard Business School 
professor Gerald Zaltman who concluded (in his book 
How Customers Think: Essential Insights Into the Mind of 
the Market) that 95% of our purchase decision making 
takes place in the subconscious mind.

Let’s start with dopamine, produced by the 
hypothalamus in your brain, and often called ‘the reward 
chemical’. It’s an important part in your reward system, 
meaning the brain releases dopamine when you do things 
that feel good or pleasurable or when you complete 
a task. It helps you feel pleasure in a very powerful way.

When we develop addictions – to gambling, eating, 
smoking, drugs, online gaming, ‘likes’ on social media, 
and so on, it’s the dopamine that makes it so hard to 
stop. It’s the pleasure you get when you finish a particular 
task that’s important to you and includes all self-care 
activities. Even the anticipation of something pleasurable 
makes dopamine spike. And the best news is that you 
don’t have to do it every time. The principle of occasional 
reinforcement – a little surprise out of the blue – can 
also be potent. 
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What you need to know 
about nutritional profiling 

ADVERTORIAL

To consumers, a label on a food product is nothing 
but a guide to help them make purchasing choices. 

But to manufacturers of foodstuffs, the labels are much 
more than that. 
Labels on food products contain the nutritional profiling 
of the item. And, acquiring the correct information 
for these labels is a large responsibility. This is because 
it is legally required, and because it is there to protect 
consumers. 

What is nutritional profiling?
The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines 
nutritional profiling as the science of grouping or grading 
foodstuffs in relation to the nutrients that they hold. 
The purpose of this is to encourage healthier eating 
habits, and to mitigate foodborne disease. 

Organisations like the WHO have also placed an 
emphasis on nutritional labelling as a part of global 
efforts to reduce non-communicable diseases like 
hypertension. 

To describe it differently, nutritional profiling is the 
process of analysing the food items that you produce 
to determine its nutritional contents. After this process 
is complete, manufacturers can use the information to 
create labels for their products. 

The South African government, in their regulations 
relating to the labelling and advertising of food stuffs 
(like the Foodstuffs, Cosmetics, and Disinfectants Act 
(Act 54 of 1972), extensively lays out what information 
you need to present on these labels. 

How is it done? 
In short, nutritional profiling is done in a chemistry 
laboratory, by an accredited and reputable food testing 
facility. But what happens in the lab? 

After you provide the scientists with samples of your 
product, they analyse it using specialised equipment, 
like chromatographic and mass spectrometric 
instruments. Through their analysis, they can give 
you an overview of both the physical and chemical 
characteristics of your products. 

At the end of the process you’ll have a full nutritional 
profile of your product. 

Why should you do nutritional profiling?
If you’re in the business of producing food or feed, you 
are likely required by the law to have food labels. And if 
you need food labels, then you need nutritional profiling. 

When your samples are sent to the lab, you can select 
to have your products analysed for the regular factors 
like nutritional composition of the item. But you can also 
select to test for harmful components, example: heavy 
metals and trans fats.

With chemistry lab testing and nutritional profiling, 
you can avoid unnecessary expenses, legal claims, 
and damage to reputation. 

On top of this, we must remember that part of the 
reason for nutritional profiling is promoting good health. 
By doing nutritional profiling, you can help people make 
better food choices and contribute to overall public 
health.

In conclusion
To retain consumer trust and a good brand reputation, 
you must ensure that your products have undergone 
thorough testing and nutritional profiling. You 
can get this done easily, by sending your products 
to a chemistry lab. 

What makes this even better is that this can be  
a two-in-one activity. You can ensure your food is 
free of harmful components, and meets food quality 
compliance standards. SR
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This article is one of a short series on how 
behavioural economics and ‘being human’ 
affects your business.

In the world of 
customers, emotion 

creates motion
Fighting emotion with logic  
is like bringing a calculator  

to a knife fight
Josh Sundquist
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People buy on 
emotion and justify 

on logic
Zig Ziglar “
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When we develop 
addictions – to gambling, 
eating, smoking, drugs, 

online gaming, ‘likes’ on social media, 
and so on, it’s the dopamine that 
makes it so hard to stop. 

“
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But you can also use dopamine effectively by 

celebrating things with your customers. Anything that 
you do to make them feel even a small win can trigger 
a positive reaction. You can use a reminder of something 
good that happened in the past in their lives. You can also 
give them positive feedback: pay them a compliment, tell 
them what a good choice they made, even emphasise at 
the end of the experience that the worst is over and they 
achieved something by completing their shopping task. 
Unlike serotonin, see below, it is the selfish hormone.

The second chemical is serotonin – another neuro-
trans mitter produced when you feel satisfaction, calm ness 
and in touch with your surroundings. It helps regulate 
your sleep, appetite and mood, and is triggered by 
being outdoors, meditation, relaxing activities, exercise 
and even just the sun. It’s a mood stabiliser that gives 
you a sense of calmness. As a result …

 Serotonin increases feelings  
of empathy, it connects people and  

increases trust. It is the selfless chemical  
because it strengthens our social bonds  

with others. 

Image courtesy of Singkham, Pexels
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Some things you can do include looking out for things 
that do the opposite of creating calm in your business. 
Could it be too much noise, or hectic activity? Is the 
environment so artificial and cold that it creates stress? 
Is there enough light? But you can also build empathy 
and trust by being an example of empathy and trust and 
offering things like guarantees and reassurances. 

Don’t worry, I’ve got your back”  
is the message you want to transmit  

to customers. 

In some businesses you can also do this by showing 
that you are skilled and have expertise in what you do, 
and even offering social proof such as recommendations 
from other customers “just like me” to build that trust 
and confidence. 

But at a deeper level, serotonin is released whenever 
we feel respected and admired. That boosts our 
confidence and makes us feel great. You can see what 
actions you can take to get this going.

Oxytocin is sometimes called the ‘love hormone’, 
or ‘the cuddle hormone’, and we get it in our lives by 
spending time with family and friends, playing with a pet, 
physical touch, (like holding hands and hugging) and 
giving compliments to others. It produces feelings of love 
and connection, and it’s what binds human beings to 
each other.

While you need to think very carefully before you 
go out there and start hugging your customers, simple 
gestures like a handshake, or allowing a customer to feel 
a soft toy or similar can make a difference. 

A short personal chat  
can also work wonders, especially  

if it acknowledges that your customer  
is someone you know, recognise  

and appreciate. 

But it should also be obvious to you that simple acts 
of generosity and kindness achieve the same, especially 
if they hit some problem – like dropping some of their 
shopping, or being unable to find something, or reach 
something. But there is one very important factor that 
plays a role in this. Obviously, the person on the receiving 
end feels good, and the person who does something 
nice also gets a hit of oxytocin (which makes it more 
likely that we pay it forward again). But even an observer 
who witnesses someone being kind and generous gets 
a good feeling! 

It’s natures way of making 
sure that we take care of 
each other and protect other 
members of our tribe. But it 
must be authentic, and you 
can’t have any expectations 
in return.

Image courtesy of Lisa Fotios, Pexels
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And finally, endorphin, the pain killer chemical. 

Endorphins trigger positive emotions  
when you do something you enjoy  

such as laughing, exercising or having sex.  
Nostalgia about happy events sparks it off –  
and eating chocolate or pleasurable foods  

has a similar pain-masking effect. 

To a lesser degree some fragrances or a massage also 
help. Once again, what you can do is obvious, and you 
can manage these things in your business without 
spending a fortune. 

Now, one final word of advice … unless you are like 
my dad whose need to understand the science was so 
important … don’t get caught up in the terminology and 
try to identify which chemical plays what role. We’ve 
looked at a bunch of things that you can do to create 
positive feelings that result in loyalty.
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