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Preface 

Why This Book, and Why Now 

There is a moment that every marketing practitioner eventually 
encounters. You have conducted the research, moderated the focus 
groups, developed the strategy deck, and crafted the campaign brief. 
The creative work is strong—perhaps even exceptional. The media 
plan is efficient. And then the campaign goes live, and nothing 
happens. Awareness rises marginally. Sales remain stagnant. The 
brand tracker barely moves. The post-campaign analysis concludes, 
with the measured ambiguity that such analyses so often employ, that 
“the campaign has established a foundation for future engagement.” 

I have been in that room. I have sat across from clients who have 
invested hundreds of millions of rupees in campaigns that failed to 
move consumers, and I have watched them reach for familiar 
explanations: the medium was inappropriate, the timing was 
misjudged, the celebrity lacked relevance, or the offer failed to 
resonate. Rarely does the analysis arrive at the conclusion that may be 
closest to the truth: the campaign was built upon an incomplete 
understanding of how human beings actually make decisions. 

At its foundation, the gap between marketing theory and marketing 
reality is, in many respects, a neuroscience gap. For much of the 
modern marketing era, our models of consumer behaviour have been 
constructed predominantly around what consumers tell us they do, 
what they claim to value, and what they believe influences their 
decisions. Consumer psychology has significantly expanded our 
understanding of human behaviour, yet its explanatory power has 
historically been constrained by its dependence on self-reported 
data—the deliberate, conscious, and socially constructed narratives 
that individuals produce when asked to explain their own behaviour. 

The fundamental difficulty is that much of human behaviour operates 
outside conscious awareness. Consumer choices are frequently 
intuitive, rapid, emotionally charged, and remarkably difficult to 



articulate. They emerge from intricate neural systems that evolved 
long before language, formal reasoning, or the sophisticated social 
structures within which modern consumption takes place. What 
consumers say about why they made a choice is therefore not always 
the same as what actually drove that choice. 

This book seeks to narrow that gap for practitioners. I do not intend 
it to serve as a conventional textbook for neuroscientists. I have 
written it for brand managers, marketing directors, product leaders, 
and MBA students who want to understand not merely what 
consumers do, but how and why they do it. My objective is to 
translate the science of consumer neuroscience into a language that 
practitioners can use—to develop products, experiences, and 
marketing communications capable of creating genuine emotional 
impact and enduring resonance. 

I have sought to write this book with the intellectual rigour that the 
science demands while preserving the accessibility that practitioners 
require. In doing so, I draw upon the tradition of thinkers such as 
Daniel Kahneman, whose Thinking, Fast and Slow brought the 
architecture of human decision-making within reach of a general 
audience, and Roger Dooley, whose Brainfluence demonstrated how 
insights from neuromarketing could be translated into practical 
marketing applications. 

The book takes its title from the amygdala, a small, almond-shaped 
cluster of nuclei located deep within the temporal lobe that plays a 
central role in emotional processing, particularly in the detection of 
threat and the formation of emotional memories. The amygdala is 
neither synonymous with the emotional brain nor solely responsible 
for emotional behaviour, and this book is careful to make that 
distinction throughout. The ventromedial prefrontal cortex, insula, 
anterior cingulate cortex, nucleus accumbens, and numerous other 
neural structures contribute to the emotional texture of consumer 
experience. 

Yet the amygdala serves as this book’s central metaphor because it 
captures something fundamental about the relationship between 
emotion and marketing: the most powerful brand interactions are 
often those that register as emotionally significant before they become 



fully accessible to conscious deliberation. In a meaningful sense, the 
amygdala functions as an alarm system, signalling to the broader 
brain: This matters. Pay attention. Remember this. 

The book draws extensively upon Indian examples because India is 
where I have spent much of my professional life, and because Indian 
consumer psychology remains both a remarkably rich and 
comparatively underexplored domain within global marketing 
literature. 

The Indian consumer is not simply a Western consumer operating in 
a different currency. The emotional architectures that shape brand 
relationships in India—the centrality of family obligations, the 
gravitational pull of festivals, the intricate interplay between 
aspiration and value consciousness, and the trust hierarchies 
cultivated through generations of community relationships—are 
distinctive, complex, and deeply consequential. Yet these dimensions 
can remain largely invisible within marketing frameworks developed 
in contexts such as Chicago or London. I have therefore sought to 
give them the attention and analytical depth they deserve. 

This book is for you if you have ever wondered why a campaign that 
was strategically impeccable and creatively polished still failed to 
move your brand. It is for you if you have sensed that the metrics you 
routinely report—reach, frequency, recall, purchase intent—are 
measuring something meaningful, yet overlooking something more 
fundamental. And it is for you if you believe that marketing can 
transcend the boundaries of commercial exchange: that it can become 
an act of genuine emotional connection between a brand and a human 
being, and that understanding the neuroscience underlying that 
connection can make marketing more meaningful, more effective, and 
ultimately more human. 

The amygdala has been influencing human behaviour and decision-
making for hundreds of thousands of years. 

It is time we understood it. 

Akshat Jain  
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Introduction: The Hidden CEO 

There is a small structure, roughly the size and shape of an almond, 
located deep within the temporal lobe of the human brain—one on 
either side—that has been influencing human decisions for as long as 
people have traded, persuaded, desired, and chosen. It does not appear 
on an organisational chart. It does not attend strategy meetings. It 
does not read brand guidelines. And yet, when a consumer decides 
within a fraction of a second whether a product feels right or wrong, 
trustworthy or suspect, exciting or mundane, this structure—the 
**amygdala**—may exert a profound influence on that judgment. 

The central proposition of this book is simple: **meaningful 
communication begins with the emotional brain, and emotional 
engagement is among the most powerful determinants of effective 
marketing.** Logical arguments, product specifications, pricing, 
comparisons, and rational benefits all have their place. But they do not 
operate in isolation. Often, emotional responses shape the initial 
direction of a decision, after which the rational mind searches for 
information that supports, explains, or justifies the choice. 

Consider a consumer reaching for a Dairy Milk bar in a supermarket. 
They are unlikely to conduct a formal assessment of its price relative 
to competing products, calculate its nutritional profile, or undertake a 
systematic comparison of its ingredients. Instead, the brand may 
activate a network of associations built through memory, familiarity, 
sensory experience, cultural meaning, and positive emotion. The 
product can evoke pleasure, comfort, celebration, or childhood 
memories. The choice may be made almost instantaneously, with 
conscious reasoning arriving afterwards to construct a coherent 
explanation. 

This is not an indictment of the consumer's capacity for rational 
thought. It is, rather, a reflection of how human decision-making 
actually operates. Decades of research in neuroscience, psychology, 
and behavioural science have demonstrated that emotion and 



cognition are not neatly separable systems competing for control. 
They are deeply interconnected components of the decision-making 
process. 

Among the most influential contributions to this understanding came 
from the neurologist Antonio Damasio. His work with patients who 
had suffered damage to the prefrontal cortex challenged the 
conventional assumption that rational decision-making could function 
independently of emotion. His **somatic marker hypothesis** 
proposed that emotional and bodily responses associated with 
previous experiences become powerful signals that influence 
attention, evaluation, and choice. These signals can help the brain 
rapidly assess alternatives before conscious deliberation has fully 
unfolded. 

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, through their pioneering work 
on judgment and decision-making, similarly demonstrated that 
human reasoning is shaped by intuitive processes that operate rapidly 
and often outside conscious awareness. Together, these bodies of 
research fundamentally altered our understanding of the relationship 
between emotion and reason. 

The implication is profound: **emotions are not noise in the decision-
making process. They are part of the process itself.** 

For marketing practitioners, this integration carries significant 
consequences. A campaign built exclusively around rational 
persuasion can be as ineffective as a conversation that appeals entirely 
to a person's logic while leaving their feelings untouched. Consumers 
do not encounter brands solely through claims, specifications, or 
advertisements. They experience them through every touchpoint: 
every exposure to a communication, every interaction during 
purchase, every conversation with a service representative, every 
digital interface, every delivery experience, and every interaction that 
follows the transaction. 

At each of these moments, something else is taking place: the 
consumer is experiencing an emotion. 

That emotional response is not a peripheral consideration or a soft 
measure of brand performance. It is central to how consumers 



interpret experiences, form associations, develop trust, remember 
brands, and ultimately make choices. Over time, these accumulated 
experiences can become a significant source of brand equity—either 
strengthening the relationship between consumer and brand or 
quietly eroding it. 

This is why the ability to understand and engineer emotional 
experiences matters. Neuroscience, psychology, behavioural science, 
and the rapidly evolving discipline of neuromarketing are no longer 
subjects reserved for the world's largest marketing organisations with 
extensive research budgets. They are increasingly relevant to 
organisations of every size seeking to understand why a campaign 
works, why another fails, and what happens in the consumer's mind 
between exposure and action. 

The Structure of the Book 

The Amygdala Effect is organised into ten chapters that trace the 
relationship between the emotional brain and consumer behaviour—
from its foundational neurological architecture to its practical 
application in campaign design and its emerging role in an AI-
augmented marketing landscape. 

The first eight chapters establish the neurological and theoretical 
foundations of this relationship. They explore how different regions 
and networks of the brain—from the amygdala and hippocampus to 
the prefrontal cortex and reward-related systems—contribute to 
fundamental dimensions of consumer behaviour, including trust, 
desire, attention, memory, preference, and choice. 

Each chapter connects neuroscience with the realities of marketing 
practice. Alongside scientific concepts, the book draws upon practical 
examples and brand experiences from India and around the world, 
demonstrating how neurological principles can illuminate phenomena 
that conventional marketing frameworks sometimes struggle to 
explain. 

Pragmatism becomes the central focus in the final two chapters. 

Chapter 9 turns from understanding to application. It examines the 
tools available to campaign designers seeking to incorporate insights 



from emotional and consumer neuroscience, including biometric 
research, emotional journey mapping, and advertising pre-testing. 
The objective is not to replace established marketing practice, but to 
strengthen it with a deeper understanding of what consumers 
experience beneath the level of conscious articulation. 

Chapter 10 looks beyond the present and considers the emerging 
emotional economy of the next decade. Artificial intelligence is 
rapidly expanding the ability of machines to interpret behavioural and 
emotional signals. Biometric marketing, affective computing, spatial 
computing, and increasingly sophisticated forms of personalised 
communication are likely to transform the relationship between 
brands and consumers. 

But technological capability inevitably raises questions of governance. 

If technology can infer what a person feels, should it be permitted to 
influence what that person chooses? If an algorithm can detect 
emotional vulnerability, should marketers be allowed to respond to it? 
And who protects the boundaries between understanding emotion and 
exploiting it? 

These questions are no longer purely theoretical. In 2021, Chile 
became the first country to amend its constitution to address 
neurorights, establishing an important early precedent in the debate 
over protecting mental privacy and cognitive liberty in an era of 
increasingly powerful neurotechnologies. 

The future of marketing will therefore not be determined solely by 
what technology makes possible. It will also be shaped by what 
society considers acceptable. 

Understanding the emotional brain is only the beginning. The greater 
challenge—and the greater opportunity—is learning how to use that 
understanding responsibly. 

Why India Matters 

There are both personal and intellectual reasons why this book places 
such a strong emphasis on Indian brands, Indian consumers, and the 
dynamics of the Indian market. 



The first is personal. I have spent much of my professional life 
working within the Indian marketing ecosystem, and I have come to 
regard it as one of the most fascinating and intellectually stimulating 
marketing environments in the world. It is a market in which 
tradition and modernity coexist, where local identities interact with 
global aspirations, and where consumer choices are often shaped by 
relationships and cultural context as much as by individual preference. 

The second reason is more fundamental. Indian consumer psychology 
offers a particularly compelling illustration of the intersection 
between the universal architecture of the human brain and the 
culturally specific expression of emotion. The neural mechanisms 
underlying attention, memory, reward, trust, and emotional response 
may be broadly shared across humanity; yet the stimuli that activate 
those mechanisms, the meanings attached to them, and the behaviours 
that follow can be profoundly shaped by culture. 

Consider campaigns such as Surf Excel's redefinition of the 
meaning of a stain or Vicks India's powerful proposition of 
“Unconditional Care.” These campaigns demonstrate how brands 
can move beyond functional communication and enter the emotional 
and relational worlds of consumers. Their lessons extend well beyond 
India. They offer the global marketing profession valuable insights 
into how cultural meaning, human relationships, and emotional 
storytelling can transform the way consumers perceive a brand. 

Indian consumers should not be viewed simply as the “emerging-
market” version of Western consumers. They belong to a social and 
cultural environment in which family, community, relationships, 
tradition, aspiration, and modernity intersect in distinctive ways. 
These forces can shape responses to brand communication in ways 
that are not always adequately captured by consumer research 
developed primarily within individualistic Western societies. 

In many Indian contexts, the consumer's decision is not exclusively an 
individual act. It may be influenced by parents, children, spouses, 
extended family, friends, communities, social expectations, and shared 
cultural values. Consumption can therefore become relational rather 
than purely individual—a means of expressing care, belonging, 
responsibility, identity, aspiration, or social connection. 



India's extraordinary festival culture adds another layer to this 
emotional landscape. Diwali, Eid, Christmas, Onam, Navratri, Pongal, 
and numerous other festivals are not merely commercial seasons on a 
marketing calendar. They are periods in which cultural identity, 
family relationships, generosity, nostalgia, celebration, and belonging 
become particularly salient. Consumers may therefore encounter 
brand communications during moments of heightened emotional 
significance. 

For marketers, this creates both an extraordinary opportunity and a 
considerable responsibility. 

A Word on Ethics 

This book explores how advances in neuroscience can be combined 
with sophisticated marketing tools, technologies, and analytical 
frameworks. That combination creates an ethical responsibility that 
runs throughout the book. 

The ability to identify, understand, and potentially influence 
emotional responses can be used to benefit consumers—or to exploit 
their vulnerabilities. The distinction between the two is not 
determined once, during a compliance review or a regulatory 
assessment. It is made repeatedly: with every creative brief, every 
research design, every audience-selection decision, every 
communication, and every post-purchase interaction. 

Chapter 10, “The Ethical Marketer's Pledge,” addresses this 
responsibility directly. 

My argument is both ethical and economic: brands that choose to 
serve consumers rather than exploit them are more likely to 
build deeper emotional equity, stronger trust, greater loyalty, 
and more enduring commercial value. The authentic emotional 
economy rewards meaningful connections and relationships. 
Manipulation may generate a short-term response, but it can 
ultimately exact a much higher price through declining trust, 
negative sentiment, reputational damage, and consumer resistance. 



The most sustainable advantage is therefore not the ability to 
manipulate emotion, but the ability to understand emotion and 
respond to it responsibly. 

The amygdala is a hidden CEO only in the sense that it never 
announces itself. Its influence can nevertheless be seen in countless 
moments of consumer life: in a purchase made almost instinctively, a 
brand chosen without conscious deliberation, a preference formed 
through memory, a relationship strengthened through repeated 
positive experiences, or a customer who quietly defects after a series 
of emotionally disappointing encounters. 

To understand the amygdala is not to learn how to manipulate 
consumers. It is to recognise, with greater scientific humility, a 
fundamental truth about human behaviour: 

Every consumer is a feeling human being before becoming a 
buying human being. 

That is where this journey begins. 
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Chapter 1 
The Amygdala — The Hidden Driver of 

Consumer Behaviour 

Opening Hook: A Saturday Afternoon in Select Citywalk 

It is a Saturday afternoon in Select Citywalk, one of South Delhi’s 
most visited shopping destinations. Priya, a thirty-two-year-old 
product manager, has come to pick up a birthday gift for her sister. 
She has a list, a budget of ₹2,000, and a firm intention to be home by 
four o’clock. 

Two hours later, she stands at the billing counter with ₹6,400 worth 
of merchandise: a scented candle she does not need, a cashmere-blend 
stole discounted by forty percent, a skincare serum that a floor 
demonstrator pressed into her hand, and, yes, the original birthday 
gift. She is mildly bewildered by her own behaviour. On the auto ride 
home she begins constructing a perfectly sensible explanation: the 
candle was practically a steal, the stole works for winter, the serum 
was a sound investment in her skin. By the time she reaches her 
apartment the logic feels airtight. 

What happened between the moment Priya walked through the mall 
entrance and the moment she handed over her debit card is not 
primarily a story about discounts or clever floor displays. It is a story 
about a small, almond-shaped cluster of neurons nestled deep in her 
temporal lobes, firing in response to novelty, scarcity cues, pleasant 
fragrance and the social warmth of an attentive demonstrator. That 
cluster is the amygdala. It evaluated each encounter in milliseconds, 
coloured it with emotional valence, and quietly prepared the rest of 
Priya’s brain to act. Her prefrontal cortex — the seat of deliberate 
planning — arrived late to the party and accepted the outcome it 
found. 

This chapter is about that sequence: why the amygdala fires first, 
what it does when it fires, and why the consumer economy is, in a 
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very real neurological sense, built around its rhythms. We will trace 
the anatomy of the structure, understand why evolution built it to 
behave the way it does, examine what neuroscience says about the 
relationship between emotion and rational choice, and map the specific 
brain systems that light up when money changes hands. By the end, 
you will never look at a product launch, a store layout, or a push 
notification quite the same way again. 

Chapter Introduction 

Traditional economic theory explains the consumer as a utility-
maximizing individual, who, as the name suggests, reflects and 
weighs the costs and benefits of the alternatives before making a 
selection. This theory served as an underlying structure for a 
generation of marketing textbooks and a range of mathematical 
formulations that frankly, have not provided any meaningful 
predictions on consumer behavior, regardless of whether this behavior 
takes place in physical stores, on e-commerce websites, or during 
promotional sales. 

The last three decades and the advancement of cognitive neuroscience 
have revealed purchasing decisions are primarily informed by the 
emotion of the consumer. The reverse is more accurate; rather than 
leading and forming decisions based on logic, emotion acts primarily. 
The brain’s emotional architecture has evolved for hundreds of 
millions of years to ensure organismal survival. This architecture 
assesses and evaluates every stimulus before the higher order rational 
and deliberate parts of the brain, including the ones that use and are 
guided by language, are informed of it. Central to this structure is the 
amygdala. 

This chapter examines the amygdala in detail, considering its 
structure, evolution, and implications in consumer neuroscience. In 
the first section, I describe the amygdala's location and organization, 
as well as its connections with other brain regions. The second 
section puts the amygdala in an evolutionary perspective and 
addresses why the emotional brain tends to precede and often 
override rational thinking. The third section talks about the 
pioneering work of Antonio Damasio on emotional reasoning. 
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Damasio contended that the absence of emotional brain circuits in a 
person leads to very poor decisions. The fourth section discusses the 
neural pathways involved in purchasing, based on Brian Knutson's 
influential 2007 SHOP study. Finally, the fifth section examines the 
dual-process theory and the associated conflict between emotional and 
rational thinking. It explains the conditions that lead a consumer to 
act impulsively as opposed to deliberatively. The sections move from 
neuroscience to application and include Indian and global case studies. 

What Is the Amygdala? 

 

Figure 1.1 — The amygdala: an almond-shaped cluster  
of nuclei in the temporal lobe. 
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The Architecture of the Amygdala 

Open almost any introductory text on neuroanatomy and you will 
find the amygdala described as an almond-shaped mass of grey 
matter—the name itself derived from the Greek word for almond—
situated deep within the medial temporal lobe, anterior to the 
hippocampus and inferior to the basal ganglia. 

There are two amygdalae, one in each hemisphere. Each is roughly 
the size of a large grape and weighs little more than a gram. Their 
modest physical dimensions, however, belie their extraordinary 
influence on human behaviour. 

The amygdala is not a single, uniform structure. Neuroanatomists 
identify approximately thirteen distinct nuclei, but for the purposes of 
consumer neuroscience, two components are particularly important: 
the basolateral complex (BLA) and the central nucleus (CeA). 

The basolateral complex—which comprises the lateral, basal, and 
accessory basal nuclei—serves as a principal gateway for sensory 
information. It receives signals from virtually every major sensory 
modality: the visual cortex, auditory cortex, olfactory bulb, gustatory 
cortex, and somatosensory cortex all send projections to this region. 

More importantly, the BLA also receives direct input from the 
thalamus, allowing certain sensory information to reach the amygdala 
without first passing through the full complexity of cortical 
processing. Neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux's work on these pathways 
helped establish an important principle in emotional neuroscience: the 
brain can begin responding to a stimulus before conscious awareness 
has fully interpreted it. 

A flash of red at the edge of your visual field. The sudden roar of a 
crowd in a stadium. The smell of freshly baked bread as you walk past 
a bakery. 

The brain does not necessarily wait for a complete intellectual 
explanation before deciding that something matters. 

The BLA can participate in the rapid assessment of such stimuli, 
assigning emotional significance before the prefrontal cortex has 
completed its more elaborate interpretation. 
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The central nucleus, meanwhile, functions as a major output hub. 
Once the amygdala's circuits have evaluated a stimulus as emotionally 
significant, the central nucleus communicates with regions including 
the hypothalamus and brainstem, helping coordinate autonomic and 
behavioural responses. It also interacts with reward-related systems, 
including the nucleus accumbens. 

This is where the abstract architecture of neuroscience begins to 
acquire practical relevance for marketers. 

A countdown timer on an e-commerce website can create urgency. A 
beautifully packaged product can generate anticipation. A familiar 
brand can evoke comfort before the consumer has consciously 
articulated why. The physiological and motivational responses 
associated with these experiences are not generated by the amygdala 
in isolation, but the amygdala forms an important part of the neural 
network through which emotionally significant stimuli influence 
behaviour. 

The Power of Connectivity 

The significance of the amygdala lies not merely in its size or internal 
organisation, but in its extraordinary connectivity with other regions 
of the brain. 

One particularly important relationship is with the hippocampus, 
which plays a central role in the formation and retrieval of long-term 
memories. Emotionally significant experiences are often remembered 
more vividly because emotional processing interacts with memory 
formation. This is why a particular song, fragrance, photograph, or 
place can suddenly transport us to an earlier moment in our lives with 
remarkable clarity. 

For brands, this relationship between emotion and memory is 
fundamental. A consumer who experiences a strong emotional 
response to a product or advertisement may be more likely to 
remember the associated brand because the experience becomes 
embedded within a broader network of emotional and contextual 
associations. 
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The amygdala also maintains extensive connections with the 
prefrontal cortex, particularly the ventromedial prefrontal cortex 
(vmPFC) and orbitofrontal cortex (OFC). These regions contribute to 
valuation, emotional regulation, decision-making, and the integration 
of affective information with conscious reasoning. 

The relationship is therefore not one in which the amygdala simply 
commands and the prefrontal cortex merely obeys. It is a dynamic 
dialogue between neural systems. 

Under conditions such as chronic stress, severe time pressure, 
cognitive overload, or decision fatigue, however, the capacity for 
extensive deliberation may be reduced. Retail environments can 
exploit precisely these conditions through urgency cues, sensory 
stimulation, limited-time offers, and simplified choices. The result can 
be a greater likelihood of impulsive or unplanned purchasing. 

From a practitioner's perspective, this anatomy provides a useful lens 
through which to understand familiar retail tactics. 

Warm lighting and the ambient aroma of freshly baked food engage 
sensory systems before a consumer has consciously analysed the 
environment. A rapidly advancing countdown clock on a flash-sale 
website introduces urgency and potential loss. The familiar purple 
packaging of Cadbury Dairy Milk can evoke memories accumulated 
over years of exposure, particularly among consumers who 
encountered the brand during childhood. 

There is no magic involved. 

There is neural architecture, learned association, context, and 
memory. 

And increasingly, marketers are learning how to design environments 
that work with those mechanisms rather than against them. 

The Evolution of Emotional Decision-Making 

The amygdala did not evolve to help consumers choose between 
competing brands of chocolate, smartphones, or skincare products. 

It evolved in a far harsher environment. 
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To understand why the amygdala can exert such a powerful influence 
in a modern shopping environment, we first need to understand the 
evolutionary pressures that shaped it. 

The amygdala is an ancient structure in the evolutionary history of 
the vertebrate brain. Related structures and functions can be 
identified across a wide range of vertebrate species, and in humans the 
amygdala forms part of the broader network traditionally associated 
with the limbic system. This network includes structures such as the 
amygdala, hippocampus, hypothalamus, and cingulate cortex, which 
collectively participate in processes related to emotion, memory, 
motivation, and survival. 

The evolutionary logic behind rapid emotional assessment is 
relatively straightforward. 

Imagine an early human moving through a forest when a sudden 
rustling comes from the grass. 

One response would be to stop, deliberate, and calculate the 
probability that the sound was caused by a predator. Another would 
be to react first and investigate later. 

Evolution strongly favoured the second strategy. 

The individual who occasionally fled from harmless sounds paid a 
relatively small price: a little wasted energy and perhaps a missed 
meal. The individual who ignored a genuine predator paid a far 
greater price. 

The asymmetry mattered. 

The neural systems involved in rapid threat detection therefore 
evolved to favour speed over exhaustive analysis. When uncertainty 
exists, the system is biased toward caution because the consequences 
of failing to detect a genuine threat can be vastly greater than those of 
responding unnecessarily to a harmless stimulus. 

Evolutionary psychology has described this tendency through 
concepts such as the “better safe than sorry” heuristic. The underlying 
principle is simple: a false alarm may cost energy, but a missed threat 
can cost survival itself. 
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That ancient bias remains relevant in modern consumption. 

When an e-commerce platform displays “Only 3 left”, or tells a 
shopper that “1,247 people are viewing this product,” the message 
introduces a form of scarcity and social urgency. The modern 
consumer is not facing a predator in the grass, yet the underlying 
sensitivity to potential loss, scarcity, and competition remains part of 
the human psychological architecture. 

When Scarcity Becomes Emotion 

Loss aversion provides another important illustration. 

People often experience the prospect of losing something more 
intensely than the pleasure associated with gaining an equivalent 
amount. This asymmetry is deeply relevant to marketing because 
scarcity, urgency, and the fear of missing out can transform an 
otherwise ordinary purchase into an emotionally charged decision. 

Indian consumer culture provides a particularly rich environment in 
which these mechanisms intersect with cultural meaning. 

Consider the festival season. Diwali, Durga Puja, Eid, Christmas, and 
other major celebrations compress an extraordinary number of 
emotional and social cues into a relatively short period: family 
gatherings, gifts, rituals, status, nostalgia, generosity, belonging, and 
social comparison. 

Brands operating during these periods are therefore not merely 
competing on price. 

They are competing for a place within an emotionally significant 
cultural moment. 

Tanishq's Diwali campaigns, for example, have frequently positioned 
jewellery within narratives of family, relationships, celebration, and 
tradition rather than treating the festival merely as a discount-driven 
sales opportunity. The product becomes part of the emotional 
meaning of the occasion. 

The same principle helps explain why purely rational advertising can 
struggle to create lasting impact. 
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Imagine a full-page advertisement for a refrigerator containing 
nothing more than technical specifications: storage capacity, energy 
consumption, compressor technology, warranty period, and price. 

The information may be useful. 

But compare it with an advertisement depicting a family gathered 
together on a warm Sunday morning, sharing food and conversation 
in a home where the refrigerator quietly occupies the centre of 
domestic life. 

The first advertisement communicates information. 

The second communicates meaning. 

The distinction is critical. 

Consumers do not merely buy specifications. They buy what those 
specifications allow them to experience, express, protect, become, or 
share. 

The rational brain evaluates. 

The emotional system gives the evaluation significance. 

The Cost of Negative Emotion 

There is another implication that brands sometimes underestimate: 
negative experiences can be disproportionately powerful. 

The amygdala's sensitivity to threat means that unpleasant 
experiences can leave a stronger emotional imprint than routine 
positive ones. A difficult checkout process, an out-of-stock message, a 
poor review, a delayed delivery, or confusing website navigation may 
therefore influence the consumer's future relationship with a brand far 
more than marketers expect. 

Consider a simple example. 

A customer receives her Blinkit order in twelve minutes rather than 
the promised ten. She may be mildly pleased. 

Now imagine the same customer waiting forty minutes beyond the 
expected delivery time. 

The emotional response is likely to be considerably stronger. 
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The lesson for marketers is important: building an attractive brand is 
not always about adding more positive experiences. Sometimes it 
begins with systematically removing the sources of frustration that 
damage the relationship. 

Reliability is therefore more than an operational metric. 

It can become part of the consumer's emotional memory of the brand. 

Getting the fundamentals consistently right is not merely good 
service management. It is part of building durable positive brand 
associations. 

Why Consumers Buy Emotionally and Justify Rationally 

One of the most elegant demonstrations of the relationship between 
emotion and decision-making comes not from marketing research, but 
from the neurology clinic. 

In the early 1990s, Antonio Damasio and his colleagues studied 
patients with damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex, a region 
deeply involved in integrating emotional signals with decision-
making. These patients were, by many conventional measures, 
cognitively intact. Their intelligence was preserved. Their working 
memory functioned. They could construct logical arguments and 
articulate their reasoning. 

Yet their everyday decision-making could be profoundly impaired. 

They struggled to make choices, organise their lives, maintain 
relationships, and plan effectively for the future. Faced with relatively 
ordinary decisions, they could generate elaborate arguments for 
competing alternatives without arriving efficiently at a conclusion. 

Damasio proposed an influential explanation through his somatic 
marker hypothesis. 

The theory suggests that previous experiences leave emotional and 
bodily associations that can subsequently influence how we evaluate 
similar choices. These “somatic markers” function as rapid evaluative 
signals, helping the brain distinguish between options that feel 
promising and those that feel undesirable before conscious analysis 
has fully unfolded. 
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Without such signals, decision-making can become extraordinarily 
cumbersome. Pure reason must then navigate an enormous landscape 
of possibilities without the emotional shortcuts that ordinarily help 
narrow the field. 

Damasio and Antoine Bechara later developed the Iowa Gambling 
Task, an influential experimental paradigm designed to examine this 
relationship between emotion and decision-making. 

Participants selected cards from four decks. Two decks offered larger 
immediate rewards but carried substantially greater long-term losses. 
The other two offered smaller immediate rewards but produced more 
favourable outcomes over time. 

Healthy participants gradually shifted towards the advantageous 
decks. Importantly, physiological responses associated with emotional 
arousal could emerge before participants were able to consciously 
articulate why certain decks were preferable. 

The implication was striking. 

The body could begin signalling what was advantageous before the 
conscious mind could explain it. 

This does not mean that human beings simply “feel first and reason 
later” in every decision. The reality is considerably more nuanced. But 
it does demonstrate that emotional and physiological signals can 
make a meaningful contribution to decisions involving uncertainty, 
risk, and reward. 

For consumer researchers and marketers, the implications are 
considerable. 

Consider a shopper choosing a familiar brand that costs more than an 
unfamiliar alternative. From a purely functional perspective, the 
cheaper product may appear to offer greater value. Yet the consumer 
may still choose the familiar brand because years of positive 
experiences have created strong emotional and associative signals. 

When consumers say, “Something just felt right,” they may be 
describing a genuine component of their decision-making process 
rather than an absence of reasoning. 
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Emotion is not necessarily noise contaminating an otherwise rational 
decision. 

It can be one of the signals that makes efficient decision-making 
possible. 

The Rationalisation That Comes After the Purchase 

The reverse phenomenon is equally important. 

A consumer may make a decision primarily under the influence of 
emotion, intuition, familiarity, or desire—and only afterwards 
construct a rational explanation for it. 

This is known as post-purchase rationalisation. 

The sequence can be deceptively simple: 

Emotion creates the inclination. 
The consumer acts. 
Reason arrives to explain the action. 

The justification might take the form of price, quality, timing, 
functionality, durability, or value. 

Leon Festinger's theory of cognitive dissonance offers one useful 
framework for understanding why this happens. When people 
experience tension between their behaviour and their beliefs, they are 
motivated to reduce that discomfort by creating a more coherent 
narrative. 

Post-purchase rationalisation can therefore transform an emotionally 
driven decision into a story that feels entirely rational. 

Luxury brands understand this dynamic particularly well. 

Consider an Apple customer purchasing an expensive MacBook. The 
customer may subsequently explain the purchase through build 
quality, operating-system integration, performance, design, durability, 
or the broader Apple ecosystem. 

Those reasons may be entirely legitimate. 

The point is not that the rational explanation is false. 

It is that the rational explanation may not capture the whole story. 
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The emotional experience surrounding the brand—the design, 
familiarity, identity, anticipation, status, ecosystem, and accumulated 
positive associations—may have already influenced the decision before 
the conscious mind assembled its supporting argument. 

The rational justification does not necessarily create the purchase. 

Sometimes, it legitimises it. 

Patanjali: When Identity Becomes a Product Attribute 

Patanjali's rapid growth during the 2010s offers an illuminating 
Indian example of this phenomenon. 

Its early success cannot be explained solely through conventional 
product attributes. The brand positioned itself within a broader 
cultural narrative involving Indian identity, Swadeshi sentiment, 
traditional values, natural living, and national pride. 

For some consumers, purchasing Patanjali products was therefore 
more than a functional transaction. The purchase could become an 
expression of identity and values. 

The emotional proposition came first. 

The rational scaffolding could then follow: natural ingredients, 
affordability, traditional formulations, or the absence of certain 
chemicals. 

Whether every one of those claims was objectively superior is a 
separate question. What matters from a consumer-neuroscience 
perspective is that the meaning attached to the brand could precede 
the functional evaluation of the product. 

The consumer was not merely buying toothpaste, shampoo, or food. 

The consumer could also be buying a story about who they were, 
what they valued, and what they wished to support. 

And once the emotional decision had been made, rational arguments 
provided a framework through which that decision could be 
understood and defended. 

This is one of the central lessons of consumer neuroscience: 
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People do not experience brands as collections of attributes. They 
experience them as networks of meaning. 

And meaning, more often than marketers realise, begins with 
emotion. 

Research Box: The Iowa Gambling Task and the 
Emotional Basis of Decision-Making 

In 1994, Bechara, Damasio, Damasio, and Anderson analyzed 
the Iowa Gambling Task in Brain. In the card task, participants 
with ventromedial prefrontal cortex damage could not learn 
advantageous strategies. They could even explain the outcome 
rules. Patients with other brain lesions and healthy controls did 
learn the strategies. In the task, healthy participants showed 
anticipatory skin responses, a reflection of autonomic and 
emotional arousal, before making a disadvantageous decision, 
and even before they expressed the preference verbally. 
Patients with ventromedial prefrontal cortex damage did not 
show skin responses. Their study was the first step in proving 
that the emotional system is an important part of decision 
making. Without the emotional system, the body, and the skin 
response system, good decisions are not possible. 

Brain Systems Involved in Purchasing 

 

Figure 1.2 — The limbic system: the amygdala in context  
with hippocampus, hypothalamus, and adjacent structures. 
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The study of consumer neuroscience accelerated dramatically after the 
development of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) in the 
1990s, which allowed researchers to observe blood-flow changes in 
specific brain regions while participants made real decisions. Among 
the most consequential applications of this technology to consumer 
behaviour is a 2007 study published in Neuron by Brian Knutson and 
colleagues at Stanford University, known as the SHOP (Saving and 
Happiness, Optimal Purchasing) study. 

Knutson’s team showed participants images of products alongside 
their prices while they lay inside an fMRI scanner, then asked them to 
decide whether to purchase each item. The results mapped, with a 
precision unavailable to any survey or focus group, the specific neural 
choreography of a purchase decision. 

Three brain regions told the story. The nucleus accumbens (NAcc), 
a subcortical structure embedded in the ventral striatum and a central 
node in the brain’s reward system, showed elevated activation when 
participants viewed products they found desirable. This activation 
predicted which products they would ultimately choose to buy, 
independently of stated preference. The NAcc is the locus of 
dopaminergic anticipation — not the experience of reward itself but 
the anticipation of reward. It is what fires when you see the 
notification that your order has shipped, when you unwrap a product 
you have been waiting for, when a door at a luxury boutique is opened 
for you by a uniformed attendant. In evolutionary terms, the NAcc 
evolved to motivate approach behaviour toward resources: food, 
mates, social connection. In a modern consumer context, it responds 
to any sufficiently appealing stimulus with characteristic enthusiasm. 

The insula has an interesting cortical folding pattern in the lateral 
sulcus. When participants perceived prices as “too high,” there was 
increased insula activation. The insula is linked to negative feelings of 
pain, disgust, social exclusion, and loss. This is a key finding of the 
study led by Knutson. The pain of paying has a real neurological basis 
and is closely linked to physical pain. Insula activation is crucial, as 
this region of the brain is most activated at the moment a consumer is 
shown the price of an item. Even if a consumer shows a high degree of 
desire to own a product, higher insula activity at the price 
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presentation moment is a good predictor of them not buying the 
product. This is also the reason that Amazon’s seamless checkout 
system has changed the online shopping industry. Insula activity 
disrupts a purchase. Amazon’s 1-click system combines price 
presentation and the act of payment into a single system, thereby 
reducing the opportunity for insula activity to disrupt a purchase 
system. 

The ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC) integrates information 
and explains the study’s key finding. The activity of the vmPFC at the 
moment of a decision is an even better predictor of the likelihood of an 
actual purchase than the activity of the NAcc or insula. The vmPFC, 
identified by Damasio as a center for somatic marker integration, 
performs a computation to quantify real-time value that integrates 
both emotional and cognitive assessments of the purchase decision. 

The application of this tripartite system on marketing strategy is 
straight-forward. To increase the likelihood of a purchase, it is 
essential to increase NAcc activation (desire, anticipation, aspiration) 
while decreasing insula activation (price pain, effort, uncertainty). 
Various retail strategies that aim to minimize friction (e.g., 
straightforward payment processes, hassle-free returns, flexible EMI 
systems) function as insula management. NAcc stimulation is 
addressed through aspirational marketing, social proof, and high-
quality product imagery. The last component, the vmPFC, is 
especially responsive to framing. For example, a purchase that will be 
framed as “value for money” among a group of high social and cultural 
purchase items contrasted with many lower valance purchases may 
integrate the same item differently. 

The way DMart uses pricing psychology shows how insula-
management works. With their store model, DMart eliminates price-
surprise moments that trigger insula activity, disrupting shopping 
confidence. They utilize everyday-low-pricing (meaning they do not 
utilize promotional high-low pricing), a stripped-back store design 
that eschews aspirational lifestyle pricing, and a more limited product 
range that maximizes perceived value in a price context. The shopper 
that walks into a DMart store does so with the understanding that 
the store is affordable. The insula activity for each price is lower than 
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it would be for a store selling aspirational products. Big Bazaar is a 
good example of what DMart's pricing model avoids. Big Bazaar's 
promotional pricing results in higher NAcc activity (the excitement of 
the deal) but also high insula vigilance because shoppers have learned 
that regular pricing does not equal good value. The predictability of 
pricing in DMart results in a sacrifice of the excitement of the deal. 

Indian e-commerce showcases a prime example of these mechanisms 
at work. Flipkart’s Big Billion Days sale, for instance, generates 
significant NACC activity by creating aspirational displays of 
consumer products, adding a countdown, and introducing an 
exclusivity trigger with a “Deal of the Day,” while aiming to offset the 
insula by offering EMI, easy returns, and a price-matching guarantee. 
The NACC, for example, is stimulated by Zomato and Swiggy’s push 
notifications, “It’s been a while. Treat yourself tonight” and “Bhai, 
baarish ho rahi hai. Ghar pe khaana order karo” by bringing the 
anticipation of food along with some warmth in social and situation 
relevance. They work precisely because they bypass deliberation and 
speak directly to the limbic system. 

Amygdala vs Rational Thinking: Dual-Process Theory 

The tension between the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex is not 
simply a contest between “emotion” and “reason.” It is better 
understood through the framework of dual-process theory, most 
comprehensively articulated by Daniel Kahneman in his 2011 book 
Thinking, Fast and Slow and grounded in decades of cognitive 
psychology research by Kahneman, Amos Tversky, and others. 

Kahneman describes two modes of cognitive processing, which he 
labels System 1 and System 2. System 1 is fast, automatic, associative, 
and largely unconscious. It operates continuously, requires minimal 
effort, and generates rapid judgements based on pattern recognition, 
emotional associations, and heuristics. It is the system that instantly 
tells you that the smiling face in an advertisement is trustworthy, that 
the product in glossy packaging is higher quality, that the restaurant 
with a queue outside must be worth waiting for. System 1 is heavily 
influenced by the amygdala and the broader limbic system: its 
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evaluations are emotionally coloured, and they are delivered to 
consciousness as intuitions rather than arguments. 

System 2 is slow, deliberate, effortful, and explicit. It is the system 
engaged when you calculate the total cost of a loan, compare two 
competing product specifications, or weigh the pros and cons of a 
major purchase. System 2 is metabolically expensive: the brain 
consumes roughly twenty percent of the body’s energy budget despite 
representing only two percent of its mass, and sustained System 2 
activity is resource-intensive enough to produce genuine cognitive 
fatigue. Critically, System 2 does not run in the background; it must 
be deliberately engaged, and it is frequently disengaged in favour of 
System 1 defaults. 

The implications for consumer behaviour are layered. Most 
purchasing decisions, even consequential ones, are dominated by 
System 1. Studies of eye-tracking in supermarket aisles show that 
consumers spend a median of three to five seconds in front of a 
product category before making a selection. The choice is not a 
systematic comparison of options; it is a pattern-recognition act in 
which familiar branding, colour, shelf position, and previous 
emotional associations do the work. The same mechanism operates 
online: e-commerce browsing generates hundreds of rapid System 1 
assessments, with System 2 engaged only occasionally, when a price 
seems unexpectedly high or a product description raises a specific 
concern. 

The concept of hot and cold cognition adds a further dimension. 
Cold cognition refers to deliberate, affect-neutral information 
processing — what System 2 aspires to. Hot cognition refers to 
decision-making that occurs under conditions of emotional arousal, 
time pressure, or social influence, where System 1 dominates and the 
prefrontal cortex’s moderating influence is reduced. In a state of hot 
cognition, the amygdala’s outputs are less well-regulated by top-down 
prefrontal control, and behaviour becomes more impulsive, more risk-
tolerant (or, in loss-aversion contexts, more risk-averse), and more 
responsive to immediate emotional cues. 

Retail environments are engineered, sometimes with great 
sophistication, to maintain consumers in states of mild hot cognition. 
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Ambient music at a tempo slightly above resting heart rate increases 
arousal. Elevated sensory stimulation — bright colours, appealing 
scents, the sounds of a busy crowd — loads working memory and 
reduces available System 2 resources. Time-limited offers impose 
artificial urgency that activates the amygdala’s threat-detection 
function. The architecture of a mall like Select Citywalk, with its 
winding paths, its absence of natural light and clocks, and its carefully 
curated sensory environment, is a physical structure designed to 
sustain the neurological conditions under which System 1 dominates. 

The dual-process framework also explains why rational advertising 
messages, while necessary in some categories, are rarely sufficient. A 
pharmaceutical company must engage System 2 with clinical 
evidence; a FMCG brand rarely needs to. The Cadbury Dairy Milk 
“Kuch Khaas Hai” campaign of the 1990s — with its iconic image of a 
young woman dancing uninhibitedly on a cricket field in celebration 
of her partner’s century — worked not by making a rational 
argument about chocolate but by associating the brand with a 
moment of pure, unselfconscious joy. The campaign shifted Dairy 
Milk from a children’s confection to a universal expression of 
celebration. It spoke to System 1, in System 1’s language, and it 
created a brand association durable enough to remain a marketing 
reference point thirty years later. 

When emotion overrides prefrontal control most dramatically, the 
result is the impulse purchase: the acquisition made without conscious 
deliberation and frequently regretted. Research suggests that between 
forty and sixty percent of purchases in certain retail categories are 
unplanned, driven by in-store stimuli that activate limbic responses 
before System 2 can be engaged. The checkout zone, stocked with 
small, affordable items, is designed precisely for this purpose. Priya, 
standing at the Select Citywalk billing counter with a cashmere stole 
she had not planned to buy, was operating under the rules of hot 
cognition in a system engineered to make those rules prevail. 
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Research Box: Read Montague and the Pepsi 
Paradox 

In 2004, P. Read Montague and colleagues at Baylor College of 
Medicine published a landmark study in Neuron that 
illuminated the power of brand knowledge over sensory 
experience. In anonymous taste tests (replicating the classic 
“Pepsi Challenge”), participants who preferred the taste of Pepsi 
showed stronger activation in the ventral putamen, a reward-
related region. But when participants were shown the Coca-
Cola brand before tasting, a majority reported preferring Coca-
Cola, and the neuroimaging data showed corresponding 
activation in the medial prefrontal cortex and hippocampus, 
regions associated with brand knowledge retrieval and 
memory. The brand label, in other words, literally changed 
what participants reported tasting, and the neural signature of 
that change was visible in brain data. The study demonstrated 
that consumer preference is not a simple function of sensory 
quality but is substantially constructed by the emotional and 
associative meanings attached to brands — meanings stored in 
memory structures closely linked to the amygdala’s valuation 
system. Brand equity, this study suggested, is partly a property 
of the brain’s emotional architecture. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Chapter 1: Applying Amygdala Science to Marketing 
Practice 

• Design for the Limbic System first. Before developing the 
rational arguments that support your product, map the 
emotional territory your brand can claim. Ask what your 
product helps the consumer feel and not just what the 
consumer will know. The amygdala will assess emotional 
valence before the consumer does. Should your brand 
communication fail that initial rapid appraisal, your rational 
content will never be processed. 
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• Be intentional with sensory marketing. The amygdala will 
receive inputs from every sense. Also, the olfactory sense has 
a direct pathway to your limbic system and avoids the 
thalamic relay that other senses must utilize. Consistent 
brand tones, scents, and colors in a retail space are not there 
for aesthetic purposes. They are stimuli for the emotional and 
evaluative systems of the brain. 

• Reduce the pain of paying. Based on Knutson’s SHOP study, 
Insula activation is a reliable indicator of non-purchase. 
Payment systems that avoid the pain of purchase, such as 
electronic payment methods that convert money to points, 
one click purchase systems, bundled purchase offers, and 
meeting a threshold for free delivery, reduce Insula activation 
and increase purchase completion. Assess your buying 
process for the pain of purchase. 

• Use Cultural Triggers. The amygdala reacts strongly to 
socially and culturally relevant stimuli. Indian festivals 
provide brands with the opportunity to align with family and 
social cues that encode celebration and ritual. This type of 
limbic engagement from brands is ideal. Authentic alignment 
of brands with festivals is key. Consumers are quick to detect 
and respond to branded alignments that contradict the 
positioning and underlying meaning of festival celebrations. 

• Keep in mind that memories are emotionally encoded. The 
amygdala's rich connections with the hippocampus mean that 
even the most mundane branded service encounters are more 
memorable to consumers when they are emotionally charged 
and engaged. For example, an emotionally charged product 
launch, a delight-filled unboxing, the resolution of a 
frustrating customer service interaction that is provided with 
empathy and warmth — these are flourishing engagements 
that more effectively capture and hold the attention of 
consumers than any amount of rational messaging. Engage 
consumers along the emotional peaks of your customer 
journey. 
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• Recognize Hot and Cold Cognition in Your Category. 
Certain purchases will engage System 2. These are cold, 
high-involvement, and high-cost purchases like cars, houses, 
and insurance. In these categories, rational information, logic, 
and tools to aid deliberation will serve well. System 1 will 
create the first emotional, preliminary consideration set. 
Ensure that your brand is aligned with this emotional 
filtering system before addressing the more logical and 
rational considerations. 

• Do not confuse post-purchase rationalization with decision 
drivers. Focus groups and surveys asking consumers about 
their product choice will often result in answers that make 
sense and come after the fact. A better research question is 
what were the emotional states, associations and sensory 
stimuli that were present at the moment of decision. 
Ethnographic observation, implicit association tests and 
biometric measurements can identify the pre-rational drivers 
where verbal reports fail. 

Chapter Summary 

The amygdala is not the villain of consumer decision-making. It is the 
architecture that makes decision-making possible. A small, 
evolutionarily ancient structure at the junction of the temporal lobes, 
it receives sensory information from virtually every modality, 
appraises stimuli for emotional significance, and coordinates the 
body’s response in milliseconds — long before deliberate, prefrontal 
cognition has framed the choice. Its connections to the hippocampus 
ensure that emotionally charged experiences are remembered; its 
connections to the nucleus accumbens generate reward anticipation; 
its projections to the insula mediate the pain of paying. 

Evolution built this system to keep organisms alive, calibrating it to 
respond to threat and opportunity with a speed that deliberation 
cannot match. The modern consumer economy repurposes these 
ancient reflexes in retail environments, advertising messages, digital 
notifications, and product designs that speak, often without the 
consumer’s awareness, to the limbic system rather than the neocortex. 
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Damasio’s somatic marker hypothesis established that emotion is not 
opposed to good decision-making but is constitutive of it. Knutson’s 
SHOP study mapped the specific neural transactions of desire and 
price-pain that determine purchase. Kahneman’s dual-process 
framework describes the architecture — System 1 fast and emotional, 
System 2 slow and deliberate — within which consumer choices are 
actually made. 

For practitioners, the fundamental implication is this: design for the 
emotional system first, and the rational system will follow. The 
chapters that follow will show, in increasing granular detail, how that 
design is accomplished. 
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Chapter 2 
Why Emotions Buy Before Logic 

Opening Hook: The Pepsi Paradox in a Banaras Tea Stall 

In 1975, a soft-drink company ran a blind taste test that troubled the 
marketing world. Pepsi-Cola, challenging its dominant rival in what 
became known as the “Pepsi Challenge,” offered consumers unmarked 
cups of Pepsi and Coca-Cola and asked which they preferred. A 
majority chose Pepsi. Yet in the marketplace, Coca-Cola continued to 
outsell Pepsi by a wide margin. The gap between what people said 
they tasted and what they bought was bewildering to conventional 
marketing logic. The rational-choice model predicted that 
preferences, and therefore sales, should track taste. They did not. 

Nearly three decades later, Read Montague and his colleagues at 
Baylor College of Medicine decided to investigate this paradox inside 
a brain scanner. Their 2004 study replicated the taste-test conditions 
while participants underwent functional magnetic resonance imaging. 
In anonymous tests, roughly half the participants preferred Pepsi, and 
the brain imaging confirmed a corresponding response: Pepsi 
preference was associated with stronger activation in the ventral 
putamen, a reward-processing region. But when participants were 
told which cup was Coca-Cola before tasting, preferences shifted 
markedly toward Coke. More revealingly, the neuroimaging data 
showed that this shift was accompanied by activation in the medial 
prefrontal cortex and hippocampus — structures associated with 
brand-knowledge retrieval and memory — rather than simply in 
sensory reward regions. The brain, it appeared, was not merely 
detecting the flavour of the liquid; it was constructing an experience 
from a mixture of sensation and stored emotional association. The 
Coca-Cola brand, with its century of cultural accumulation, was 
changing the subjective taste of the drink at the level of neural 
processing. 
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This study has established itself as the cornerstone for contemporary 
neuromarketing. However, its most significant implications do not 
pertain to the case of soft drink consumption. Rather, they concern 
the essence of consumer preference. By examining the case of the soft 
drink consumption study, preference is demonstrated not as a passive 
reading of sensory quality. Instead, preference is saliently a rapid and 
temporary construction of the mind, strongly influenced by emotion, 
using existing symbols that provide layers of meaning, such as a 
bottle’s specific shape, a catchy advertising jingle, or a corporate 
brand logo’s color. These constructions of preference are formed in 
the mind more quickly than the rational cognitive system has the 
opportunity to process them. Consequently, the rational cognitive 
system may only serve to affirm or, on occasion, override the 
instantaneous emotional decision. 

What follows in this chapter is an exploration of the arrangements 
that produce the phenomenon described above. We will study the 
psychology of emotional decision-making, the shortcuts the mind 
employs to deal with the overwhelming volume of choices that the 
modern consumer may confront, the neuroscience underpinning 
impulse purchases, and finally the history and ethics of 
neuromarketing. We will juxtapose laboratory and market settings, 
from a crowded aisle in a Mumbai supermarket on a Saturday night to 
a blinking smartphone held by a consumer in Bengaluru. This will 
provide a focus on emotional decision-making in the real-world 
context of consumer behavior. 

Chapter Introduction 

Why do we choose to buy certain products? The response is nearly 
always different from how the consumer would respond, as shown by 
the decades of research of consumer psychologists and 
neuroscientists. People have a tendency to describe their choices using 
an assortment of motivations, incentives, and preferences. The science 
of decision-making has shown that this is a post-hoc reconstruction of 
the decision, and the real incentives behind these choices occur 
unconsciously. 
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This chapter attempts to analyze what these unconscious drivers are. 
The first section focuses on the emotional aspect of decision making 
by incorporating Slovic’s affect heuristic and the emotion-as-
information theory. The following section focuses on the dual-process 
theory in the context of shopping. The third section describes the 
selection of emotional heuristics, then the fourth section focuses on 
the effects of dopamine on the impulse purchase, and the recognition 
of these effects on the design of Indian retail from kirana stores to 
new age rapid delivery systems, and how they have affected retail 
practices in urban areas of India. The final section of the book focuses 
on the effects of neuroscience on the art of marketing, the origins, and 
the ethics of marketing influenced by neuroscience. 

This chapter has one argument, emotional systems do not create 
barriers to purchasing, they make purchasing possible. The goal for 
marketers is not creating barriers to emotional systems, but using 
them in a constructive way. 

The Emotional Decision-Making Process 

To say that consumers make emotional decisions is not to say that 
they make irrational ones. The distinction matters, and it has been 
obscured by decades of popular writing that treats emotion and 
reason as adversaries. The work of Paul Slovic, Melissa Finucane, 
Ellen Peters, and Donald MacGregor on the affect heuristic 
provides a more nuanced account. 

In a leading 2002 publication, Slovic, et al., identified how people tend 
to rely on emotional, or “affective," responses when making 
judgments and decisions. When asked to form an evaluation for a 
certain technology, food additive, or a financial product, people do not 
consider the benefits and the risks of the product, technology, or 
additive independently. Rather, people construct product assessments 
emotionally, and the level of positive affect correlates to an 
assessment of product benefit and risk. Higher positive affect leads to 
an assessment of a lower risk of a product and a higher benefit, and to 
the contrary, higher negative affect does the opposite. Typically, as a 
product, technology, or tool becomes more beneficial, it becomes more 
risky as well. However, people tend to think of a product they 
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perceive as positive as beneficial and safe, and a product they think is 
negative as harmful and risky. 

From a consumer's perspective, the emotional response tied to a brand 
affects every other judgement regarding that brand. The Tata brand 
is a good example. A large number of Indian consumers perceive Tata 
as a positive brand because of their long-standing presence in Indian 
industry, reliability and also their perceived contributions to Indian 
nationalism. This positive view of Tata impacts consumers’ 
preferences, perceived quality of Tata’s products, belief in the truth of 
Tata’s product claims, and consumers’ willingness to pay more for 
Tata’s products. The rational consumer model assumes that 
preference is based on perceived quality, while the affect heuristic 
assumes that preference is based on emotions, which in turn, affects 
perceived quality of products. 

Norbert Schwarz and Gerald Clore’s emotion-as-information theory 
provides a useful addition. Their main idea, which is supported by 
many experiments, is that, when people are in a certain mood they 
interpret that mood to mean evidence to the judgement they are 
making. In one of their early experiments, Schwarz and Clore asked 
people to rate their life satisfaction on days when the weather was 
either sunny or rainy. People rated their life satisfaction higher on 
sunny days, unless they were asked about the weather first. In the 
latter case, people attributed their mood to an external source, and did 
not consider it personally relevant. In the latter case, when people did 
not consider it relevant, their mood, which was also a response to the 
weather, was a type of evidence that rated the quality of life. 

The direct consequences for consumers are both positive and negative 
for marketers. Brand communication that happens when consumers 
are in a positive emotional state will result in a more favourable 
evaluation than when consumers are in a neutral or negative 
emotional state. This is why advertisers care about the context in 
which consumers will see their ads. It is why Indian brands spend so 
much on advertising during the festival period: the emotional state of 
Diwali of anticipation and celebration results in ads that create a 
positive and generous consumption context. This is why Tanishq, 
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Bain Murjani, Cadbury and others have campaigns during Diwali 
with a gifting calendar. 

The effect of advertising on consumer behaviour is even more 
pronounced when you consider how advertising campaigns draw on 
consumers emotional states. From a consumers perspective, the 
context in which ads are placed is really important. From a marketers 
perspective, ads that create positive emotional states for their 
consumers encourage certain consumption behaviour that is 
emotionally negative from the perspective of the consumer. This is an 
advertising ethics concern we return to in the final section of this 
chapter. For now, the emotional state of consumers creates the 
context in which they make consumption decisions and evaluate ads. 

Fast Thinking vs Slow Thinking: System 1 in the Aisle 

 

Figure 2.1 — System 1 and System 2: the dual-process 
 architecture of decision-making. 

If you stroll through the D-Mart snack aisle, you will notice several 
hundred product options and, within that selection, lots of choices to 
make based on varying unit prices, pack sizes, and labels that convey 
the product quality. A consumer using System 2 would rationally 
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dissect each option by computing the per unit cost, conducting a mini 
caloric/nutritional analysis, and weighing the brand’s evidence based 
trustworthiness to make a confident purchasing decision before 
leaving the aisle. In practice, shoppers typically do not spend that 
long on a decision. Rather, they choose what to put in their cart by 
rapidly matching a mental template that they store to a brand or, by 
pack design, a product that stands out in a familiar way on the shelf. 
What appears to be a careless decision, like a System 1 diversion, fits 
the description of rapid pattern matching. 

Applying Daniel Kahneman’s dual-process system is a natural fit here 
because of how applicable, accurate, and useful it is to describe retail 
behaviors with his System 1. Kahneman takes pains to describe 
System 1 in his text extensively. What is actually described is a family 
of processes including memory retrieval, emotional assessment, 
pattern matching, and familiarity assessment. The unifying factor of 
these family of processes that reside within System 1 is automaticity; 
the processes run without deliberate, significant, or conscious effort of 
the consumer. System 2, in contrast, actually can be described as slow, 
serial, and limited in capacity. As described, it can only tackle one 
complex task at a time and is easily derailed. 

What does this mean for retail design? Studies involving eye-tracking 
and customer behaviors illustrate that when customers make choices 
in categories of frequent purchases like groceries and personal and 
household items, there is minuscule System 2 engagement. Brands 
that make those items compete mainly for System 1 salience. Brands 
use packaging that is very visually different from their competitors. 
They use packaging with characters (the Amul girl, the Fevicol 
elephant, the Maggi noodle steam), and they only need to have good 
shelf placement to aid people’s cognitive identification for the rest of 
the shelf. Products do not just have to compete with each other, but 
new products also have to compete with the cognitive economy of the 
brain. Because System 1 is mainly used to replicate decisions from the 
previous day, and choosing an alternative only yields minuscule 
differences, consumers usually prefer to not engage System 2. 

The way transactions are conducted on the internet has resulted in 
similar, but slightly different dynamics. Online and mobile shopping 
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centers allow consumers to quickly browse and evaluate product tile 
images and make purchasing decisions in a matter of seconds. These 
decisions are typically made in less than 3 seconds. If the consumer is 
not interested, they will simply scroll to the next product listing. The 
decisions made in these few seconds are based on System 1 processes. 
System 1 processes in these scenarios consists of: (1) product 
thumbnail pictures stimulate System 1 processes or emotions to 
determine if they are appealing or not; (2) prices are evaluated as high, 
low, or reasonable in comparison to other product prices in memory; 
and (3) ratings are evaluated as high or low and serve as a substitute 
for a recommendation. The consumer may only pause to read a 
product listing if one of the aforementioned elements is appealing or 
positively rated. E-commerce sites rely on a System 1 response to 
attract a consumer's positive emotional response before they leave the 
site. 

Platforms like Blinkit, Zepto, and Swiggy Instamart have introduced 
a further dimension to this dynamic. Quick-commerce, with its ten-to-
thirty-minute delivery promise, removes the time buffer that 
previously separated impulse and purchase. Traditional retail required 
the consumer to travel to a store; online retail required a website visit 
that could be abandoned; quick-commerce, combined with push 
notifications, collapses the interval between desire and acquisition to 
near-zero. This architecture is optimised for System 1: it removes the 
friction that would otherwise trigger System 2 deliberation about 
whether the purchase is necessary or affordable. The notification 
arrives, the app opens, the product is in a cart within seconds, and the 
order is placed. The entire sequence can occur before the prefrontal 
cortex has assembled a considered view on the matter. 

The supermarket aisle and the quick-commerce app are both, from a 
cognitive-systems perspective, System 1 environments. They are 
designed — the supermarket through decades of retail science, the 
app through iterative A/B testing — to minimise the conditions 
under which System 2 is engaged. Understanding this architecture 
should prompt both marketers (who need to design for System 1 
success) and policymakers (who are concerned about consumer 
welfare) to think carefully about what “informed choice” means when 
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the system processing information is operating largely below the level 
of conscious deliberation. 

Emotional Shortcuts in Buying: Heuristics at the Shelf 

Heuristics — the mental shortcuts through which the brain navigates 
complex environments — are not errors or cognitive defects. They 
are efficient adaptations, strategies that produce good-enough 
decisions at low cognitive cost. As Gerd Gigerenzer and colleagues 
have argued, heuristics are not inferior approximations of rational 
analysis; they are appropriate tools for environments in which perfect 
information and unbounded computational capacity are unavailable, 
which is to say, virtually all real environments. The pathologies of 
heuristic thinking are well-documented; the achievements are equally 
important. 

In consumer contexts, several heuristics are particularly 
consequential, and each has a distinct relationship with the affect 
heuristic discussed above. 

The availability heuristic, identified by Amos Tversky and Daniel 
Kahneman in their foundational 1973 paper, describes the tendency to 
judge the probability or frequency of an event by how easily an 
instance of it comes to mind. In consumer terms, a brand that is easily 
and vividly recalled — because of high advertising frequency, strong 
emotional associations, or recent positive experience — is judged to 
be more reliable, more popular, and more appropriate than one that 
requires effort to retrieve. This is the cognitive mechanism 
underlying share of mind as a brand metric: brands that occupy 
available mental space benefit from automatic positive assessment, 
independent of objective product quality. 

Television advertising in India has long been designed to exploit this 
mechanism. Jingles — “Nirma washing powder, Nirma” or the Amul 
Butter tagline — create highly available memory traces that function 
as positive availability anchors. A consumer standing in front of a 
laundry detergent display who hears the Nirma jingle in her head is 
more likely to reach for that brand not because she has evaluated it 
against alternatives but because its availability in memory generates a 
default positive signal. The same mechanism operates in digital 
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advertising: the sponsored products that appear at the top of a search 
result or the algorithm-boosted items at the head of a category page 
on Flipkart benefit from the availability their prominent placement 
creates. 

The representativeness heuristic describes the tendency to judge 
the probability that something belongs to a category by how closely it 
resembles the prototype or typical member of that category. In 
product terms, a consumer judges quality, authenticity, or value by 
comparing the product to a mental prototype: the premium skincare 
product should look like a premium skincare product, with dark glass 
packaging, minimal text, and a certain spare elegance; the budget 
option signals its positioning through bright plastic and dense feature 
listings. When a product’s appearance matches the prototype of its 
claimed positioning, the representativeness heuristic generates a rapid 
positive assessment; mismatch generates cognitive dissonance and 
doubt. This is why premium private labels — such as D-Mart’s own-
brand premium line, or Amazon Basics — have invested significantly 
in packaging design: they are attempting to shift the 
representativeness assessment from “store brand” (cheap, 
inconsistent) toward “quality product.” 

The affect heuristic, as described by Slovic and colleagues, operates 
across both availability and representativeness but is also active 
independently. In product-choice contexts, it means that the overall 
emotional tone associated with a brand — accumulated through 
advertising, word-of-mouth, cultural association, and personal 
experience — functions as a direct input to choice, bypassing 
deliberate evaluation. The consumer who consistently selects Tata 
Salt over a cheaper competitor is unlikely to be performing a sodium-
content analysis at the shelf; she is responding to a deeply embedded 
positive affect associated with the Tata name that makes the selection 
feel right before any deliberation has occurred. 

Indian consumer culture is particularly rich with affect-heuristic 
examples because Indian brands have, historically, worked hard to 
build affective associations rather than purely rational positioning. 
The Tata Tea “Jaago Re” campaign, launched in 2008, is a textbook 
case. The campaign associated Tata Tea not with product attributes 



35 

(tea flavour, price, packaging) but with a powerful emotional and civic 
affect: the idea of awakening, of civic engagement, of being the kind of 
Indian who is alert and morally engaged rather than passive and 
complacent. The affect this generated — a combination of social pride, 
moral engagement, and the pleasure of self-flattering identification — 
was transferred to the brand and became a durable asset that 
influenced purchase decisions well beyond the campaign period. 
Consumers buying Tata Tea in subsequent years were, at some level, 
buying the identity that “Jaago Re” had made available to them. 

Patanjali represents a different kind of affect heuristic at work. The 
brand assembled a potent cluster of associations — Indian tradition, 
Ayurvedic authenticity, nationalist pride, distrust of multinational 
corporations — and branded them under a single umbrella. The 
affective meaning of buying Patanjali was, for a significant consumer 
segment, more important than any objective product comparison. 
“Swadeshi” is not a product attribute; it is an emotional identity, and 
Patanjali made that identity cheaply and accessibly available to 
consumers who found it motivating. The brand’s rapid growth in 
categories as diverse as toothpaste, ghee, and biscuits can only be 
understood through the lens of affective positioning. 

Impulse Purchases: Dopamine, Checkout Zones, and 
Quick Commerce 

Among the most commercially significant applications of emotional 
decision-making science is the impulse purchase: the acquisition made 
without prior planning, triggered by in-store (or in-app) stimuli, and 
often accompanied by a burst of pleasurable anticipation. 
Understanding impulse purchasing requires understanding the 
neurochemistry of that anticipation. 

Many people falsely believe that dopamine causes pleasure, but this is 
an oversimplified conclusion. Of note, Wolfram Schultz’s work 
involving primate subjects revealed that dopaminergic neurons, 
generally speaking, begin firing not in response to a reward, but in 
response to the cue that signals a reward. These neurons can begin 
firing upon the presentation of a predictive cue if the predictive cue 
has been paired many times with a reward. This results in a state of 
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anticipatory arousal, which is described as the neural equivalent of 
excitement. Conversely, if the reward is not given, this activity ceases 
and a state of mild aversion is felt. This process is actually a 
prediction-error machine, since this system is fine-tuned to respond to 
a potential, imminent reward, but retaliates in response to an 
unexpected outcome. 

This system relates directly to the mechanism of impulse buying. 
Pleasure-inducing products trigger the anticipation of the pleasure 
response through the advertising of the product, social proof, or 
previous experiences. This anticipation of pleasure encourages 
approach behavior and lessens the resistance that may be created by 
System 2. Supermarkets do a good job of creating checkout lanes that 
are filled with various small, affordable items, such as chocolate bars, 
gum, magazines, and small travel products. After completing a 
planned supermarket trip, decision fatigue is felt by the shopper, and 
System 2 has been depleted by the decisions made in the aisles. Small, 
affordable products located in the checkout lane only require small 
affective signals, as the deliberative resistance is decreased. These are 
the moments when a shopper eagerly anticipates their next small 
reward, like a Dairy Milk bar or a pack of mints. 

Indian retail presents a contrast in impulse purchase architecture. The 
centerpiece in most systems of organized and unorganized retail in 
India - the neighborhood kirana store - relies on a different method to 
generate impulse opportunities. The kirana store keeper is the 
(human) middleman: she knows her customers, is able to suggest 
items, and is able to utilize social relationships to a much greater 
extent (a personal suggestion from a local “friend” is much more 
effective than a display in the shelf which is completely anonymous). 
Kirana stores are small in size, therefore the retail counter and 
convenience store items such as biscuits and candy, and small 
toiletries will (most of the time) be in a consumer’s visual field. The 
warmth in the social relationship of a shopkeeper provides a positive 
customer experience and is transferred to the product. 

Organised large-format retail has a more sophisticated approach to 
designing for impulses. Big Bazaar aims to create large-scale, in-store, 
impulse buying with end-cap displays, product sampling, placement of 
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‘combo deals’, and the stimulation of a busy, bright environment. 
DMart’s price-value positioning, like Big Bazaar’s ‘Sasta Sundar 
Tikau’, brings a different type of impulse. When customers that 
expect value enter DMart, they are met with the expectation of low 
prices throughout the store. This expectation gives the customer a 
sense of urgency, and the scarcity and value framing work together to 
shift the customer into a buying state that’s dominated by a ‘threat’ 
perception. 

The rise of rapid-commerce is by far the biggest change in impulse 
buying in India. Quick-commerce has disrupted the impulse buying 
cost-benefit analysis. Traditionally, buying something on impulse 
meant you had to be physically present to see the item. With e-
commerce, you have to navigate to the website which requires some 
intention and thus reduces the impulse factor. Quick-commerce 
removes that friction entirely. A notification that pops up on a 
weeknight saying “Rainy evening? Warm biscuits and chai delivered 
in 10 minutes” is not just an advertisement. It is a trigger that is 
designed to stimulate and maximize the path to a purchase. The 
consumer does not have to see the store to be thinking about impulse 
buying, the store is brought to her at the most opportune time based 
on several factors (i.e. weather, time of day, etc.). 

The psychology of Zomato and Swiggy’s push notification language 
deserves particular attention because it represents one of the most 
sophisticated deployments of emotion-as-information theory in 
contemporary marketing. The notifications consistently anchor their 
appeal in the consumer’s current emotional state: bored, tired, happy, 
celebratory, lonely. “Celebrating? Make it special with [restaurant 
name].” “You deserve a break. Here’s 20% off.” “Homesick? Your 
favourite comfort food is 15 minutes away.” Each of these messages 
invites the consumer to use her current affect as information — to let 
her feeling of celebration, exhaustion, or nostalgia function as a 
reason to purchase. The product (a restaurant meal) is almost 
secondary; the emotional trigger is primary. 
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Research Box: Schultz and the Dopamine 
Prediction-Error System 

In the 1990s, University of Fribourg and Cambridge scholar 
Wolfram Schultz pioneered research changing the 
understanding of dopamine and its relationship to motivation 
and learning. Unique to Schultz, he was the only researcher to 
record the activity of midbrain primate dopamine neurons. The 
results showed that midbrain dopamine neurons responded to 
unpredicted rewards (juice reward). Schultz found that if a 
light/sound reward indicator was followed by the reward every 
time, the neurons would shift their activity to the light/sound 
cue. If the reward was omitted, neurons showed decreased 
activity that resulted in a dip below baseline at the time when 
the reward was expected. Schultz published his 1997 paper in 
Science that would change the field of learning and mechanisms 
for predictions. Within the realm of consumer research and 
neuroscience, Schultz’s work shows consumers will experience 
dopamine triggered anticipation arousal in response to branded 
stimuli, such as a trademark (logo/symbol), jingle, or product 
color, leading to a purchase. 

Neuromarketing: Foundations, Tools, and Ethics 

The science of neuromarketing — the application of neuroscientific 
methods to the study of consumer behaviour — has a surprisingly 
brief formal history, though its intellectual roots run deep. The term 
itself gained currency in the early 2000s, largely through the work of 
Ale Smidts, a Dutch economist who is often credited with coining it, 
though the practice of using biological measures to study consumer 
responses has older precedents in the galvanic skin response research 
of the mid-twentieth century. 

The founding study of modern neuromarketing is, by broad 
consensus, the Montague et al. 2004 Pepsi-Coke experiment described 
in this chapter’s opening hook. The study demonstrated, with 
unprecedented directness, that consumer preference is neurally 
constructed from a combination of sensory input and stored brand 
associations — and that the emotional-memory component of this 
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construction can dominate the sensory component entirely. A 
consumer’s stated preference for Coca-Cola when the brand is visible 
is not false or irrational; it is a genuine subjective experience 
generated by a neural process that includes the retrieval of decades of 
brand associations from the hippocampus and their integration with 
sensory input in the prefrontal cortex. The experience of “this tastes 
better” is real; it is simply constructed differently from how naive 
sensory realism would predict. 

The other founding figure of neuromarketing, less celebrated in the 
academic press but perhaps more influential in practice, is Gerald 
Zaltman of Harvard Business School. In the 1990s, Zaltman 
developed the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET), 
a method for eliciting the deep, largely non-verbal, metaphor-
structured mental models that consumers hold about brands and 
products. Zaltman’s foundational argument was that the vast majority 
of human thought — he estimated ninety-five percent — occurs 
below the level of conscious awareness, and that traditional survey 
and focus-group methods therefore capture only a thin and often 
misleading slice of consumer cognition.  

ZMET used collage construction, projective storytelling, and in-
depth interview techniques to surface unconscious brand associations, 
revealing that consumer relationships with brands are structured by 
rich metaphorical frameworks that verbal questioning rarely elicits. 

Zaltman and his collaborators integrated a new wave of neuroimaging 
research with the emerging interdisciplinary field of consumer 
behavior. The integration of these areas created the foundation of the 
field, which centers around the belief that meaningful consumer 
insight rests on the ability to tap into non-conscious consumer 
behavior. The field has advanced significantly, establishing a variety 
of methods to achieve this goal. Of the tools available to researchers, 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) provides the highest 
spatial resolution of any measurement of non-invasive neural activity. 
This allows researchers to identify which specific regions of the brain 
are active when participants are presented with various stimuli, such 
as evaluative judgments of brands, products, and purchasing 
decisions. fMRI is limited by significant trade-offs, such as: the 
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requirement that research participants remain motionless inside a 
massive, loud, and claustrophobic imaging machine; a high 
implementation cost; and dramatically small sample sizes. Of the 
fMRI consumer research studies conducted to date, the Knutson 
SHOP study, referenced in Chapter 1, is arguably the most important. 

Electroencephalography (EEG) measures electrical activity at the 
scalp surface, providing high temporal resolution (millisecond-by-
millisecond tracking of neural responses) at the cost of spatial 
precision. EEG is particularly useful for measuring consumer 
engagement and emotional response during exposure to advertising, 
television content, or retail environments: the frontal alpha 
asymmetry measure, derived from EEG signals at frontal electrode 
sites, has been used as an index of motivational approach versus 
withdrawal responses to brand stimuli. EEG headsets have become 
sufficiently miniaturised and affordable that they can be used in 
naturalistic settings — actual supermarkets, actual websites — rather 
than laboratory environments. 

Implicit Association Testing (IAT), developed by Anthony 
Greenwald and colleagues, measures the strength of automatic 
associations between concepts by recording reaction times to pairings 
that are either congruent or incongruent with hypothesised implicit 
associations. In consumer contexts, IAT has been used to measure 
consumers’ automatic associations between brands and attributes 
(e.g., Tata and “trustworthy,” or a competitor brand and “expensive”), 
distinguishing these automatic associations from stated preferences 
that may be influenced by social desirability. 

Eye-tracking records gaze fixations and saccades in response to 
visual stimuli, revealing which elements of a product package, an 
advertisement, or a website layout attract attention. Combined with 
physiological measures (pupil dilation, which correlates with arousal), 
it provides a rich behavioural dataset about the perceptual and 
emotional processing of marketing stimuli without requiring any 
verbal response from the participant. 

The emergence of the Neuromarketing Science and Business 
Association (NMSBA) in 2012 marked the field’s attempt to 
professionalise and establish ethical standards. The NMSBA code of 
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ethics responds to various critiques of the field. First is the concern 
about psychological manipulation. If neuromarketing can map the 
precise neural correlates of purchasing and brand compliance and this 
is used in marketing manipulations without the consumer’s awareness 
or consent, the ethical integrity of the manipulation is questionable. 
Among other things, the NMSBA code stipulates that 
neuromarketing studies are conducted with the informed consent of 
the subjects and that the results of the studies are not used to exploit 
vulnerable populations, such as children or persons suffering from 
addictions. Furthermore, the methods and limitations of the 
neuromarketing studies should be disclosed to the clients of the 
studies. 

Ethical issues are not simple to resolve. It is argued that all marketing 
involves the exertion of an influence and that neuromarketing makes 
the exertion of that influence more effective. Consumers always retain 
the option of choosing not to act on the impulse created by the 
marketing. It can be thought, however, that there is a different ethical 
evaluation of an influence that operates below the threshold of 
conscious awareness, as opposed to an influence that consumers can 
consciously evaluate and resist. The consumer who is driven by a 
dopaminergic anticipation and who chooses a brand by a positive 
affect heuristic which is not consciously articulated is not exercising 
the free choice which liberal consumer choice theory assumes. 

This book claims that for neuromarketing knowledge to be ethically 
applied, especially in transparent contexts that benefit consumers, 
neuromarketing knowledge should be applied with these factors in 
mind. Methods of neuromarketing that allow brands to build 
genuinely improved products and create better communications and 
customer experiences that are beneficial to customers and society are 
legitimate. Concerned Commercial and social interests determine the 
use of marketing techniques used to circumvent consumer 
intentionality and sell products that are contrary to consumer welfare. 
This category of ethical marketing is less concerning and the balance 
between the two categories is often difficult to determine. The 
marketing field is obliged to honestly maintain the distinction rather 
than blur it into the convenience of commerce. 
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Research Box: Montague et al. 2004 — The 
Founding Study of Neuromarketing 

In 2004, McClure, Li, Tomlin, Cypert, Montague, and 
Montague published a study titled “Neural Correlates of 
Behavioral Preference for Culturally Familiar Drinks” in the 
journal Neuron. For the critical portion of the study, 
participants took part in a taste test while receiving fMRIs. 
Participants who preferred Pepsi showed greater activation of 
the ventral putamen when they were tasting Pepsi without any 
notification. When those participants were told that the sample 
was Coca-Cola, most of them stated that their preference was 
now Coca-Cola, and their fMRIs showed that they were in fact 
Coke-preferring participants. For those participants, the medial 
prefrontal cortex and the hippocampus, which are associated 
with the retrieval of memories and the synthesis of cognitive 
knowledge with sensory, showed activation for the participants 
when they stated their preference. When the brand information 
changed, both the participants’ preferences and the activation of 
the brain changed, which was used as evidence that 
participants’ preferences were not based on the taste of the 
product, but rather that the preference was based on the 
construction of the experience. This study showed that 
neuroscience could solve the limitations that traditional 
research methods were unable to solve with respect to 
consumer cognition. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Chapter 2: Designing for Emotional Decision-Making 

• Build lasting positive affect. The affect heuristic posits that 
your brand’s overall emotional evaluation forms the basis for 
consumers’ specific assessments (quality, price, and risk). 
Positive affect builds over time through deliberate and 
consistent, emotionally relevant communication. Tata Tea’s 
“Jaago Re” campaign resonated with the brand’s affect 
through a real and lasting civic sentiment. The brand’s 
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emotional positioning was authentic, which made the 
campaign successful. 

• Establish the right emotional context for brand exposure. 
Schwarz and Clore’s emotion-as-information research 
illustrates that background emotional states will be 
transferred to brand evaluations. Avoid advertising in 
negative context environments (bad news, high conflict) 
because negative brand evaluations will be published. Seek 
out context (festivals, sports, and lifestyle) that has a positive 
emotional background. 

• Favor System 1. In high-frequency purchase categories, 
consumers’ fast, favorable evaluations of your brand (System 
1) must take place before your brand is positioned and made 
visually distinct on the shelf (System 2). Invest in affective, 
positive and immediate mnemonic distinctiveness as brand 
assets. Amul’s moppet, Fevicol’s elephant, and Cadbury’s 
purple are successful System 1 brand assets. 

• Reducing friction at each step in the purchase funnel. Per 
Knutson’s findings, insula activation at the price point 
predicts non-purchase, and likely applies generally to friction: 
complicated checkouts, unclear return policies, confusing 
product descriptions, and slow loading generate mild states of 
discomfort that act as reasons not to purchase. Identify and 
map friction points in your customer journey and approach 
each systematically to eliminate and/or reduce. In Indian e-
commerce, providing EMI-without-cost schemes, instant 
refunds, and one-tap payment solutions is a systematic 
approach aimed at reducing friction. 

• Make precise emotional calibrations with push notifications. 
Push notifications are one of the highest leverage tools in 
digital brands’ toolkits, because they offer the ability to 
calibrate and cue the consumer’s emotion at a time when she 
is most likely to be unguarded. The Zomato and Swiggy 
notification models are great examples of the efficacy of state-
matched messaging. When they match the emotional tone of 
the notification to the emotional state of the consumer (based 
on time of day, the weather, the occasion, behavior, and 
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history) they see dramatic increases in the open and 
conversion rates. There are diminishing returns in push 
notifications, and the opposite of the desired effect when 
brand messaging is a misaligned intrusion on the consumer. 

• Develop ethical protections in your neuromarketing 
practices. If your business deploys techniques that capture 
implicit responses — like eye tracking, biometric responses, 
EEG, IAT, and others — ensure the outcomes support real 
consumer value and are not used to violate ethical boundaries 
for financial gain. The NMSBA code of ethics establishes 
relatively low thresholds. Brands that publicly affirm 
commitment to the code and implement it in real time will 
build consumer trust over time, which will become an affect-
heuristic asset. 

• Consider your design of the impulse opportunity. Though 
impulse purchase mechanisms are valid business practices, 
they allow for adverse consumer welfare. The aggressive use 
of targeting mechanisms when consumer decision-making 
facilities are the most fatigued, combined with the placement 
of high-sugar snacks in the checkout zone, raises the burden 
of justification for the welfare of the consumer. Brands that 
are selective and judicious about when and how they ‘trigger’ 
their consumers will build stronger and more sustainable 
relationships vs. competing brands that don't. 

Chapter Summary 

The question “Why do emotions buy before logic?” has a neurological, 
an evolutionary, and a psychological answer, and all three converge 
on the same point. The emotional systems of the brain — the 
amygdala, the limbic network, the dopaminergic reward circuitry — 
have been operating for hundreds of millions of years, and they have 
always operated faster than the deliberative prefrontal systems that 
evolution added much later. Consumer behaviour in the modern 
marketplace is, at its neurological foundation, the deployment of 
ancient emotional machinery on a novel set of problems. 
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The affect heuristic tells us that emotional tone shapes every 
judgement; the emotion-as-information framework tells us that 
feelings are used as evidence; dual-process theory tells us that the fast, 
emotional system processes most consumer encounters before the 
slow, deliberate system has been engaged. Dopaminergic anticipation 
generates the pleasant urgency of the impulse purchase; heuristics like 
availability and representativeness allow emotional associations to 
substitute for careful evaluation; the architecture of retail 
environments — physical and digital — is increasingly engineered to 
keep consumers in System 1 states where these mechanisms operate 
freely. 

Neuromarketing has given marketers and researchers the tools to 
observe these mechanisms directly, at the level of neural activity. The 
field is young, its methods imperfect, and its ethical framework still 
evolving. But its central discovery is not going away: consumer 
preference is emotionally constructed, not rationally derived, and the 
marketing strategies that recognise this construct with integrity will 
outperform those that do not. 
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Chapter 3 
Fear, Risk and the Amygdala 

Opening Hook 

It is 1982, and somewhere in a Chicago pharmacy, a bottle of Extra-
Strength Tylenol sits on a shelf. Seven people will die that autumn 
because someone has laced capsules with potassium cyanide. Within 
forty-eight hours, Johnson & Johnson will pull thirty-one million 
bottles from store shelves nationwide, issue national television 
warnings, and commit an act of brand self-immolation so total that 
analysts are certain the name Tylenol is finished forever. Within a 
year, Tylenol will recapture its position as the leading over-the-
counter analgesic in the United States. 

The Tylenol story is told in every crisis-communications textbook, 
usually as a lesson in swift action and transparency. But there is a less 
examined dimension. When James Burke, J&J’s chief executive, looked 
directly into the camera during primetime television and told viewers 
not to use the product, he was doing something neurologically 
precise: he was addressing their amygdalae head-on, naming the 
threat, assessing its severity, and immediately providing a response 
pathway. The fear was real. The efficacy of the proposed action, 
stopping use and returning bottles, was unambiguous. The result was 
the textbook fear appeal executed correctly, even if by accident. 

Fear is one of the earliest persuading tactics used throughout history 
and is still seen today. Advertising was not even a concept when 
evolution was still taking place. It benefited the animals which 
regarded rustling grass as a predator and not just the wind. The 
amygdala is part of the neural system and is in charge of survival. It is 
activates at the first sign of danger and, within a split second, 
commands the heart, the body, and the brain to prepare for the worst. 
It is incredible the response that one is capable of provoking if one 
understands how to properly communicate the information. 
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Without a doubt, fear has its drawbacks when being used as a tactic. 
When too much fear is invoked, the audience will lose all hope and go 
into a defensive state. Paradoxically, a message that is too tranquil 
will get lost in all the hubbub. In between the two extremes is a very 
tiny margin for success and the last thirty years have shown us how 
to succeed with such precision. 

This chapter explores this pathway. We look at advertising to 
understand how fear appeals function and where they fail. We analyze 
loss aversion and framing, whereby consumers will respond more 
strongly to the prospect of loss rather than gain. We examine the 
growth of FOMO as an emotionally engineered state and understand 
its placement within the social platform design. We investigate the 
insurance and security industries and their normative business 
practices involving the generation of “managed” anxiety. We look at 
crisis management communication in which fear control becomes 
critical for a brand, and we analyze the ethical landscape, as fear, when 
weaponized and used carelessly, destroys the brand and consumer 
relationship. 

Consistently, one overriding principle is observed. The amygdala is 
not just an indiscriminate alarm. It is more a critical evaluation of a 
threat whereby the intensity and personal significance are weighted 
against the opportunity to respond protectively. Successful fear based 
marketing works in harmony with this system. Referring to the 
marketing model, emotion and rationality are integrated wherein fear 
does not short-circuit but rather intensifies rational thought. It is the 
responsibility of the marketer to craft the environment so that when 
fear is called, the consumer is directed to relevant and reasonable 
information. 
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Fear Appeals in Advertising 

 

Figure 3.1 — Joseph LeDoux’s two pathways of fear: the fast  
‘low road’ through the thalamus to the amygdala and  

the slower ‘high road’ via the cortex. 

In 1992, communication researcher Kim Witte published a paper in 
Communication Monographs that reorganised how theorists thought 
about fear as a persuasion tool. Her Extended Parallel Process 
Model (EPPM) resolved a puzzle that had bedevilled researchers for 
decades: why did some fear appeals move audiences toward 
recommended actions while others caused audiences to reject, ridicule, 
or simply ignore them? 

Witte’s insight was deceptively straightforward. When people 
encounter a threatening message, two separate cognitive processes 
can run in parallel. In the first, danger control, the person evaluates 
the threat itself (is this serious, am I susceptible?) and, finding it 
credible, shifts to evaluating the recommended response (can I 
actually do this, and will it work?). If the efficacy calculation is 
favourable, the person adopts the recommended behaviour. In the 
second, fear control, the person becomes so overwhelmed by the 
emotional weight of the threat that they focus not on the danger but 
on their own anxiety. They may deny the threat, minimise its 
relevance to themselves, or lash out at the messenger. The result is 
not behaviour change but defensive avoidance. 



51 

The practical implication is direct. Effective fear appeals require two 
components working in balance: threat (sufficient severity and 
personal susceptibility to generate concern) and efficacy (a credible, 
achievable solution the audience believes they can carry out). 
Emphasise threat without providing efficacy and you produce 
paralysis. Provide efficacy without adequate threat framing and the 
message fails to motivate. Witte’s model has since been tested across 
hundreds of studies in health communication, road safety campaigns, 
environmental messaging, and consumer advertising, with consistent 
support for this dual structure. 

The neuroscience behind this dynamic runs through two circuits in 
the brain, both described by neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux in his 1996 
landmark work The Emotional Brain. LeDoux identified what he called 
the “low road” and “high road” of emotional processing. The low 
road traces a direct subcortical projection from the sensory thalamus 
to the amygdala, bypassing the cortex entirely. When a stimulus 
carries threat cues, this pathway fires in approximately twelve 
milliseconds, triggering a readiness response in the body before any 
conscious evaluation occurs. The high road routes the same sensory 
information through the cortex, where it is compared against 
memory, context, and meaning, arriving at the amygdala somewhat 
later but carrying richer, more nuanced data. The low road produces 
the flinch; the high road produces the judgment. 

For advertisers, this architecture has a concrete consequence. A 
television advertisement featuring a graphic depiction of a car crash, a 
child endangered by germs, or a family devastated by financial ruin 
will activate the amygdala via the low road within the first seconds of 
viewing, before the rational consumer has had time to assess whether 
the product being sold is relevant to their lives. This is not 
manipulation in the ordinary sense; it is simply the operation of a 
neural system built over millions of years. The ethical question is 
what the advertiser does with that activation next, a question we 
return to at the end of this chapter. 

Consider Lifebuoy soap in India. For decades, Lifebuoy has run 
campaigns depicting invisible germs on children’s hands, with the 
unmistakable message that ordinary washing leaves residual 
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contamination that Lifebuoy alone eliminates. The early campaigns 
were blunt, featuring bacteria rendered in alarming colour under 
simulated microscopes, mothers’ expressions contorted with concern. 
These activations work precisely through the low road: a mother’s 
threat-detection system fires before conscious evaluation can 
intervene. The efficacy component, use Lifebuoy and eliminate the 
danger, follows immediately. By EPPM standards, this is a textbook 
execution. More recent Lifebuoy campaigns have softened the 
imagery while preserving the core efficacy message, adapting to a 
consumer culture growing more sceptical of graphic scare tactics. 

Globally, the anti-tobacco campaigns of the early 2000s provided the 
largest natural experiment in fear appeal design. Campaigns using 
graphic pictorial warnings on cigarette packaging, adopted first in 
Canada and later across much of the world, consistently outperformed 
text-only warnings in prompting quit attempts, particularly when 
paired with helpline information that supplied an efficacy pathway. 
Where efficacy was absent, heavy fear appeals in tobacco advertising 
sometimes backfired, making smokers more fatalistic rather than 
more motivated to quit. Witte’s model had predicted exactly this 
pattern. 

The lesson for practitioners is precise. Fear is a legitimate and 
powerful tool, but its deployment requires architectural discipline. 
Threat without efficacy breeds denial; efficacy without sufficient 
threat fails to motivate. The most effective fear-based campaigns 
calibrate both, ensuring that the moment of arousal is immediately 
followed by a plausible, personally available action. 
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Loss Aversion 

 

Figure 3.2 — The Kahneman-Tversky prospect theory value function: losses 
loom roughly twice as large as equivalent gains. 

In 1979, Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky published “Prospect 
Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk” in Econometrica, a paper 
that would, thirty-three years later, contribute significantly to 
Kahneman’s Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences. The paper 
attacked a foundational assumption of classical economics: that 
rational agents evaluate outcomes by their expected utility. 
Kahneman and Tversky showed, through systematic experiments, 
that people evaluate outcomes relative to a reference point, and that 
the psychological weight of losses is substantially greater than the 
equivalent psychological weight of gains. 

This asymmetry, which they formalised as loss aversion, has become 
one of the most replicated findings in behavioural science. The 
original prospect theory experiments suggested that the subjective 
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discomfort of losing a given sum of money is approximately twice as 
intense as the pleasure of gaining the same sum. A later formalisation 
by Tversky and Kahneman in 1992 estimated the loss-aversion 
coefficient at approximately 2.25, though the commonly cited 
approximation in practitioner contexts is a 2:1 ratio. Losing ₹1,000 
feels roughly as bad as gaining ₹2,000 feels good. 

The asymmetry has only been somewhat localized beyond the 
amygdala, but the amygdala is recognized as playing its central role. 
In neuroimaging studies, scenarios featuring potential losses as 
compared to scenarios with potential gains show greater amygdala 
activation. In addition, greater activation of the anterior insula (which 
is associated with negative visceral emotions) has been observed. Also, 
the amygdala’s involvement in determining the emotional significance 
of negative events explains why losses attract greater focus and 
greater cognitive processing. 

The first of many obvious immediate-aspect applications to marketing 
adds to the many advantages of behavioral economics. Gains versus 
losses, when framed as the exact same result, elicit very different 
responses. Describing a healthcare program as having an 80% chance 
of survival is a more positive description than a program that has a 
20% chance of dying, although they are the same mathematically. The 
adage “save ₹5,000 this year” is the same, semantically, when 
compared to the phrase “stop losing ₹5,000 every year,”. The second 
one descripts loss more and is a greater impetus to act. 

Indian financial advertising has long understood this principle 
intuitively, even without the vocabulary of prospect theory. LIC of 
India’s long-running tagline “Zindagi ke saath bhi, zindagi ke baad 
bhi” (With life and after life) encodes a loss-aversion frame with 
remarkable efficiency. The phrase “ke baad bhi” (after life, too) 
captures the reality that death is a financial event for the family left 
behind, not merely a personal event. The fear being activated is not 
existential terror but the specific, relatable fear of leaving dependents 
in financial misery. The loss frame here is quite effective and 
immediate. HDFC Life’s “Sar Utha Ke Jiyo” (Live with pride) takes 
the loss frame a step further: without adequate insurance, one’s family 
may grieve but also be robbed of dignity.Loss aversion also explains 
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the pervasive effectiveness of limited-time offers, low-stock indicators, 
and expiry countdowns in e-commerce. The consumer is not merely 
presented with an opportunity to gain a discount; they are presented 
with an imminent loss of that opportunity. The framing transforms a 
neutral transaction into an aversion-avoidance behaviour, recruiting 
the same neural machinery that evolved to respond to scarcity in 
physical environments. Amazon India’s use of “Only 3 left in stock” 
and Zomato’s countdown timers on deals are direct descendants of 
Kahneman and Tversky’s experimental findings. 

It is worth noting that loss aversion is not uniformly consistent across 
populations and contexts. Meta-analyses of the prospect theory 
literature, including a comprehensive 2024 analysis by Brown, Imai, 
Vieider, and Camerer in the Journal of Economic Literature, suggest 
that loss aversion varies with domain, stake size, and individual 
differences, and that in some contexts, particularly when stakes are 
very small or outcomes are in the realm of extreme probabilities, the 
2:1 ratio is an overestimate. Good marketing practice treats the 2:1 
figure as a directional heuristic rather than a universal constant. 

Another nuance that many practitioners overlook is the reference 
point effect. According to prospect theory, gains and losses do not 
need to be evaluated against an absolute threshold, but rather against 
a reference point which is more contextually dependent. A customer 
anticipating a ten percent discount during a festival sale may consider 
a five percent discount a loss instead of a gain. Even though the five 
percent customer is better off compared to the customer with no 
discount, the benefit is simple and absolute. Indian e-commerce 
brands, particularly from Flipkart, have a difficult battle to fight. 
Multiple years of heavy discounting during Diwali and Big Billion 
Days has raised the expectations of many customers. Now, customers 
perceive a full price purchase as a loss. This is true even when prices 
are fair by absolute perspectives. It is equally important to manage a 
reference point as it is to manage the value of the offer. 

An example of loss framing taken to the highest level is Volvo’s 
positioning as a global brand. Volvo does not emphasize performance, 
value or design in their advertising. Rather, they sell the protection 
against the loss of a life, the loss of a family member, or the loss of the 
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future a surviving family member or parent would have. Volvo’s 
campaigns which feature a subdued, slow, and almost silent style of 
Swedish cinematography are designed to evoke the emotional impact 
of an irreversible loss rather than the performance of a safety system. 
This loss framing has built a trust equity which has positioned Volvo 
as a loss preventing brand since the 1950’s, and is considered one of 
the most excellent cases of brand positioning in it’s history. 

FOMO: Fear of Missing Out 

In 2013, Andrew Przybylski, Kou Murayama, Cody DeHaan, and 
Valerie Gladwell published a study in Computers in Human Behavior 
that gave formal scientific structure to a feeling that social media 
users had been experiencing without a name. They defined Fear of 
Missing Out (FOMO) as “a pervasive apprehension that others 
might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent,” 
characterised by a persistent desire to remain connected with others’ 
activities. Across three studies, the researchers found that FOMO was 
associated with lower general mood, reduced life satisfaction, and, 
crucially, higher social media engagement. The emotion did not 
merely arise from social media use; it also motivated further use, 
creating a self-reinforcing loop. 

The social-comparison neuroscience underpinning FOMO is layered. 
Humans are intensely social animals, and the brain devotes 
substantial neural architecture to tracking social standing. The 
medial prefrontal cortex processes information about the self in 
relation to others. The ventral striatum responds to social rewards, 
including positive social comparisons. When a person scrolls through 
curated images of peers at a party they were not invited to, or 
registers that a professional contact has been promoted, these circuits 
activate in ways that flag a potential threat to social belonging, a 
resource that, evolutionarily, was as critical as food or water. 

The dopaminergic dimension of scrolling behaviour compounds this. 
The variable reward schedule of social media feeds, where rewarding 
content appears unpredictably interspersed with neutral or irrelevant 
content, activates the brain’s dopamine system in ways analogous to 
slot-machine reinforcement. Dopamine release in the nucleus 
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accumbens is highest not in response to reward itself but in 
anticipation of potential reward. Each new scroll is a small bet on 
whether the next item will provide social validation, an interesting 
post, or confirmation that one’s social life is intact. FOMO is the 
aversive state that makes the next scroll feel necessary rather than 
optional. 

FOMO has been methodically embedded in products and campaigns. 
Flash sales incorporate scarcity and time pressure. FOMO was 
increased by Instagram's first algorithm that made the feed non-
chronological, resulting in users not knowing if they had seen 
everything. Features like “seen” in chat apps create social pressure to 
respond. Streaks on Snapchat gamified FOMO: anxiously maintaining 
casual communication is required to keep your streak. 

The quick-commerce apps in India, Blinkit, Zepto, and Swiggy 
Instamart, have countdowns, alerts or notifications for things that are 
"trending", and things that are showing limited availability. Their 
promise of 10 minute delivery creates FOMO for convenience. The 
ease of ordering is made to seem like a convenience loss when not 
done. The sales held by Flipkart and Amazon India, especially the Big 
Billion Days and the Great Indian Festival, have users continuously 
excited for the sale through the use of deals that require pre-sale sign 
ups, early sale access, and real-time deal countdowns. 

FOMO creates a marketing tension that is psychological and ethical. 
Przybylski et al. found that high FOMO scores correlate with low 
psychological needs, diminished mood, and unhappiness with life. 
Responsible marketers should ask themselves, does FOMO marketing 
exploit a psychological weakness or does it show a real lack of scarcity 
and social proof? It likely depends on the scarcity, a topic further 
discussed in the ethics section. 

Why is FOMO strong in the Indian consumer context? INDIAN 
SOCIETY PLACES A LOT OF WEIGHT ON SOCIAL 
PARTICIPATION. WEDDINGS , festivals and family gatherings 
are social preferences and obligations. therefore social gatherings 
shape one's identity and sense of belonging. social gatherings in 
Indian society are very important. The family WhatsApp group, can 
be found almost everywhere in urban India. It functions as a 
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continuous broadcast channel for shared experiences, children's 
achievements, travel photographs, and festival preparations. Within 
this social system, the social costs of missing out on a family 
gathering are very high. The family gathering WhatsApp group is 
combined with social engagement. Therefore, missing social 
gatherings has social costs. Brands trying to engage with Indian 
consumers using FOMO are trying to engage social-belonging 
anxieties which are near the top of Indian values. Therefore, the 
technique is highly effective and has a lot of ethical implications. 

Research Box: The Witte EPPM and Its Real-
World Test 

When anti-smoking campaigns began incorporating graphic 
pictorial health warnings on cigarette packaging, they became 
an inadvertent global experiment in the EPPM. In Canada, 
where pictorial warnings were first introduced in 2001, 
research by Hammond and colleagues found significantly 
higher rates of thinking about quitting and calling helplines 
among smokers exposed to graphic image warnings compared 
to text-only versions. The critical finding aligned with Witte: 
warnings that paired high-threat imagery with a visible, 
actionable support resource (a helpline number, a quitting tip) 
consistently outperformed those that presented threat alone. 
Campaigns that maximised graphic severity without a clear 
efficacy route provoked denial and avoidance. Witte’s 1992 
paper, published in Communication Monographs (59, 329-349), 
continues to be one of the most-cited frameworks in health 
communication and has been extended to cybersecurity 
messaging, vaccine communication, and climate behaviour 
change campaigns. 

Insurance and Security Marketing 

Few industries have built more deliberate neurological architectures 
around fear than insurance and home security. The business model of 
insurance is fundamentally the management of negative emotion: the 
product exists to be consumed at the moment of greatest anxiety, and 
is purchased during the long interlude of calm when rational 
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calculation might suggest the premium is not worth the peace of 
mind. The marketing challenge is to keep a low-probability, high-
consequence event emotionally salient enough to motivate premium 
payment without producing so much anxiety that consumers 
disengage entirely. 

LIC of India’s approach over its seven decades of advertising 
illustrates the Indian version of this challenge. With the tagline 
“Zindagi ke saath bhi, zindagi ke baad bhi,” LIC has consistently 
anchored its messaging in two emotional poles: protection during life 
(the savings and loan components of endowment policies) and 
protection after death (the life cover component). The language is not 
clinical. Television campaigns have frequently depicted family 
scenarios, a father watching a daughter’s wedding, a son completing 
his education, an elderly couple in a home they can keep, all conveying 
that insurance is not an abstract financial instrument but a promise 
made to the people whose futures are entrusted to you. This narrative 
framing converts an aversion (fear of family suffering) into a positive 
aspiration (being the kind of person who provides), a psychologically 
sophisticated move that reduces the defensive arousal fear-only 
campaigns can trigger. 

Globally, Allstate’s “Mayhem” campaign, launched in 2010 and 
running continuously for over a decade, took a structurally different 
approach to the same neurological challenge. The campaign 
personified random catastrophe as a wisecracking character, narrating 
in first person the specific ways that everyday life could produce 
insurance claims: a distracted teenage driver, a GPS misdirecting a 
car into a crash, a puppy chewing through a power cord. By 
dramatising the low road’s threat detection in a humorous register, 
the campaign side-stepped the defensive avoidance that sombre fear 
appeals often trigger. Within two fiscal quarters of launch, Allstate 
reported nearly a five percent increase in sales, while the Mayhem 
character accumulated social media engagement substantially higher 
than competitors. The campaign’s longevity suggests it found a 
sustainable equilibrium between threat activation and emotional 
accessibility. 



60 

The “fear architecture” employed by antivirus and cybersecurity 
companies is much more aggressive. Norton, McAfee, and subsequent 
companies have tailored their subscription renewal models around 
communicating new threats, showing scan results that highlight ‘risks 
detected’, and serving dashboards that display the threat count. This 
model is by design, and creates a behavioral reward system coupled 
with sustained, simulated threats. This model offers the greatest 
return on investment because it assumes that customers are more 
likely to renew a subscription within a sustained state of mild panic, 
than if the panic state isn’t achieved and the product is merely a 
utility. 

The design of home security systems in India is a more recent entrant 
to this industry, as the more anxious urban middle classes create a 
larger customer base. CP Plus, Godrej Security, and Honeywell’s 
advertising campaigns consider the Indian middle-class customer’s 
annual holidays and their family, staff, and neighbors. Their 
advertising campaigns focus on structural threats which are designed 
to personify and present the risk in clear, specific, and immediate 
terms, rather than statistically or abstractly. This advertising style is 
especially popular and effective because it provides a clear and 
immediate threat reference to the customer whose household is most 
likely to be affected. 

Crisis Communication 

Reverse fear management is the term for this type of communication. 
Traditional marketing relies on the measurement and control of fear 
to encourage purchases. For brand sustainability, rapid and short fear 
control is necessary. While being careful to not overstate any claims, 
crisis communication must be transparent. On balance, minimization 
of fear is the minimization of perceived threats and that undermines 
the credibility standards of transparency. The brands that deal with 
the fears of the clients and the need for predictable outcomes and 
continue to do so before they manage their own business are the 
brands that have always "won" the crisis communication game. 

The 1982 Tylenol case is considered the classic case of product 
tampering because, with the Johnson & Johnson case in particular, the 
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company did the opposite of what you might expect a company to do. 
A company could have potentially gone out of business, and in those 
circumstances, J&J went ahead and recalled 31 million bottles of 
Tylenol, even though the cost was over $100 million, and sealed shut 
the definitive victim count of how many bottles were laced and where 
the bottles were laced. There were over 100,000 articles written about 
this event and situation in Crisis and over 90% of Americans that read 
a newspaper heard about the deaths that were caused by the 
tampering of Tylenol. The amount of coverage was massive, and in 
this situation, J&J's willingness to be transparent gave the company 
credibility. CEO James Burke's television interviews presented a big 
picture view of the situation and demonstrated that he was concerned, 
and he was not defensive. Within one year of the tampering, Tylenol 
had regained and retained its dominant market share. From a 
neuroscience perspective, the amygdala makes it very easy to respond 
to threats when the perceived threat and source of the threat is 
transparent and partnered with a remedy. 

The Maggi crisis of 2015 in India provides a more complex case 
study, instructive in both failure and recovery. In May 2015, Uttar 
Pradesh’s food safety authority reported that samples of Maggi 
noodles contained lead above permissible limits, and alleged the 
presence of monosodium glutamate not declared on the label. The 
Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) subsequently 
issued a nationwide ban. Nestlé India’s initial response was 
characterised by a combination of vigorous denial and legal challenge, 
a posture that, whatever its technical validity, amplified public anxiety 
by providing the appearance of evasion. Social media accelerated the 
crisis: viral posts, celebrity endorsements of the ban, and media 
coverage sustained high public arousal for months. In June 2015, 
Nestlé India recalled approximately 38,000 tonnes of Maggi noodles 
across multiple markets. 

The recovery, when it came, was instructive in its design. Once the 
Bombay High Court lifted the FSSAI ban in August 2015 and Nestlé 
received clearance from multiple international food safety regulators, 
the brand did not return to its previous communications posture. 
Instead, it launched a campaign explicitly addressing the fear that had 
been activated: “Your Maggi is safe, has always been.” The efficacy 
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framing provided the resolution that EPPM theory demands after a 
threat has been activated. Nestlé reportedly spent ₹445 crores on 
advertising and promotions to counter the impact of the ban, 
including television advertising volumes that increased ninety-six 
percent in September and October 2015 compared to the preceding 
month. By 2018, Maggi had recovered pre-crisis sales levels in value 
terms. The brand’s long-term lesson was structural: crisis 
communication is not a separate discipline from brand 
communication; it is the same amygdala management, operating 
under conditions of maximum arousal. 

The contrast between the two cases reveals a principle. J&J’s 
immediate transparency reduced consumer uncertainty within days; 
Nestlé’s prolonged denial phase extended the period of uncertainty, 
increasing cumulative fear exposure and the subsequent cost of 
recovery. In neurological terms, uncertainty is not a neutral state; it is 
an aversive one, and the amygdala maintains activation until a clear 
signal of resolution is received. 

Ethical Boundaries 

Every tool in this chapter can be misused. The literature on fear 
appeals has a shadow literature: campaigns that manufacture threats 
that are exaggerated or false, that exploit vulnerable populations, that 
deploy fear without genuine efficacy. Understanding where legitimate 
fear communication ends and manipulation begins requires honest 
analysis. 

Pharmaceutical direct-to-consumer (DTC) advertising is among 
the most contentious ethical territories. In the United States, where 
DTC advertising of prescription drugs is permitted (alongside New 
Zealand, it is unique among developed nations in allowing this), 
campaigns for conditions including anxiety disorders, depression, and 
chronic illness frequently use fear activations, depicting sufferers 
before and after the drug, with voiceovers listing side effects in a 
cadence designed to prevent retention. The halo effect of a medical 
credential, “ask your doctor,” is attached to a fear-laden narrative that 
may overstate the prevalence of the condition or the risks of untreated 
symptoms. Indian pharmaceutical advertising does not operate under 
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DTC norms but has its own category of concern: branded health 
products, from calcium supplements to immune-boosters, routinely 
deploy fear of deficiency in campaigns targeted at parents of young 
children, with efficacy claims that may not withstand scientific 
scrutiny. 

The fairness cream category in India represents perhaps the most 
sustained example of a fear-and-efficacy framework weaponised 
around deeply held insecurities. For decades, brands including Fair & 
Lovely (now Glow & Lovely, a Hindustan Unilever brand), Fair & 
Handsome, and numerous competitors ran campaigns whose implicit 
messaging was consistent: dark skin is a social liability, a barrier to 
employment, marriage, and social acceptance. The fear being activated 
was not hypothetical; it exploited genuine social discrimination 
against dark skin tones that remains a documented feature of Indian 
matrimonial markets, employment contexts, and daily social 
interaction. The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) had 
issued guidelines as early as 2014 prohibiting advertisements that 
communicated discrimination on the basis of skin colour or reinforced 
negative stereotyping, but enforcement remained inconsistent. 
Following sustained consumer advocacy and regulatory pressure, 
Hindustan Unilever renamed Fair & Lovely in 2020 and reformulated 
its advertising to emphasise confidence and aspiration rather than 
explicit comparison against dark skin tones. The category, however, 
persists: India’s skin lightening market remains one of the largest in 
the world, and the same fear-of-dark-skin framing continues in 
smaller brands outside ASCI’s effective reach. 

Dark patterns in digital interfaces represent the most recent iteration 
of this ethical problem. Design choices that make subscription 
cancellation difficult, that use pre-ticked consent boxes, that obscure 
price information until the final checkout screen, or that deploy 
countdown timers for discounts that reset when the page refreshes 
exploit loss aversion and urgency without providing genuine scarcity 
or honest efficacy. ASCI’s guidelines have been updated to cover 
endorsements, influencer disclosure, and digital advertising, but 
digital dark patterns occupy a regulatory grey zone in India and 
globally. 
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The position this book takes is the one that follows logically from 
understanding how fear operates in the brain: effective fear 
communication is legitimate precisely when it provides accurate 
threat information and a genuine efficacy pathway. When either 
component is distorted, the communication becomes manipulation, 
exploiting a neural system that evolved for survival to serve 
commercial interests the consumer would not endorse if fully 
informed. That is not merely an ethical failure; it is also, in the 
medium term, a commercial one. Brands that sustain relationships 
with consumers do so by being trustworthy sources of both threat and 
efficacy information. Those that manufacture threats or promise false 
efficacy eventually collapse under the weight of that credibility debt. 

Research Box: LeDoux’s Two Roads and What 
They Mean for Advertisers 

Joseph LeDoux’s identification of dual sensory pathways to the 
amygdala, published across a series of papers and synthesised in 
his 1996 book The Emotional Brain (Simon & Schuster), 
fundamentally changed how neuroscientists understood 
emotional processing. The “low road” (thalamo-amygdaloid 
pathway) allows a stimulus to trigger a physiological fear 
response in approximately 12 milliseconds, before the cortex 
has had time to process its content. The “high road” (thalamo-
cortico-amygdaloid pathway) arrives at the amygdala later, 
carrying richer contextual information from the sensory cortex. 
For advertisers, the practical implication is that the first 
seconds of any communication may activate an emotional 
response before the rational content is processed. This is why 
the opening frame of a television advertisement, the subject line 
of an email, and the first sentence of a print ad carry 
disproportionate neurological weight. Design the threat cue 
carefully; what the low road catches first shapes how the high 
road evaluates everything that follows. 
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Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Deploying fear responsibly and effectively: 

• Balance threat with efficacy. Before finalising any fear-
based campaign, explicitly articulate both components: what 
is the specific threat (severity and personal susceptibility), 
and what is the specific, actionable, credible response the 
audience can take? If efficacy is weak or vague, strengthen it 
or redesign the threat framing downward. A campaign with 
strong threat and weak efficacy will produce avoidance, not 
action. 

• Sequence the message correctly. Given LeDoux’s low-road 
dynamics, the first stimulus the audience encounters will 
activate an emotional response before cognitive evaluation 
begins. Use this deliberately: open with an image or phrase 
that encodes the threat accurately, then move quickly to the 
efficacy resolution. Do not leave audiences in sustained 
arousal without a pathway out. 

• Frame losses, not just gains. When presenting the benefits 
of a product or behaviour, consider whether a loss frame, 
what will happen without it, is more motivating than a gain 
frame. This is not deception; it is accurate communication of 
real risks. Ensure that the loss being described is genuine, 
however, because fabricated or exaggerated losses damage 
credibility. 

• Use FOMO with verified scarcity. Countdown timers, low-
stock labels, and limited-edition messaging are legitimate 
when the scarcity is real. Manufactured urgency, including 
countdowns that reset, perpetually “low” stock indicators, and 
artificial waitlists, constitutes a dark pattern that violates 
consumer trust and, in some jurisdictions, consumer 
protection law. Real scarcity does not need to be fabricated. 

• Design crisis communications as threat-and-efficacy 
responses. When a brand crisis occurs, the amygdala of 
every audience member is activated by threat information. 
The only neurologically effective response is to provide a 
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credible resolution pathway, not to deny the threat. 
Acknowledge, explain, and provide a specific remediation 
action immediately. Each day of evasion is a day of sustained 
consumer anxiety attributable to your brand. 

• Audit fear-based campaigns against ASCI guidelines. 
Indian campaigns specifically should be reviewed against the 
ASCI’s codes on skin colour discrimination, health product 
claims, and endorsement disclosures. International campaigns 
should be assessed against equivalent regulatory frameworks. 
Regulatory compliance is not the ceiling for ethical practice; 
it is the floor. 

• Test for defensive arousal. Before launching high-fear 
campaigns, conduct qualitative research to assess whether 
target audiences respond to threat stimuli by engaging with 
the message or by dismissing it. If defensive responses are 
observed, the threat-efficacy balance needs recalibration. Do 
not interpret dismissal as indifference; it is often the most 
activated response of all. 

Chapter Summary 

The amygdala’s threat-detection system is one of the most reliable 
neural responses available to any communicator. It fires quickly, it 
encodes deeply, and it motivates powerfully, but only when paired 
with a credible pathway to resolution. Kim Witte’s Extended Parallel 
Process Model provides the architectural framework: threat plus 
efficacy produces behaviour change; threat without efficacy produces 
defensive avoidance. Joseph LeDoux’s dual-pathway model explains 
why the first frame of any communication carries the highest 
neurological weight. Kahneman and Tversky’s prospect theory 
demonstrates that framing outcomes as losses is roughly twice as 
motivating as framing them as equivalent gains, an asymmetry that 
has become a cornerstone of consumer marketing from insurance to e-
commerce. FOMO is the systematic mobilisation of social-comparison 
anxiety in digital environments, effective but ethically demanding. 
Crisis communication is fear management under pressure, and its best 
performances, J&J in 1982, Nestlé after 2015’s long recovery, share a 
commitment to transparent threat acknowledgment followed by 
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genuine efficacy provision. Ethical practice in fear-based marketing is 
not merely a constraint on effectiveness; it is a prerequisite for the 
long-term trust relationships that sustain commercial value. 
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Chapter 4 
Building Trust in the Consumer Brain 

Opening Hook 

On a Tuesday morning in 2008, a young man named Ratan walked 
into a Tata Motors showroom in Pune to purchase an Indica. He had 
not test-driven a competitor’s vehicle. He had not compared 
specifications online with the rigour the situation technically 
warranted. His wife, who accompanied him, had expressed a mild 
preference for a Maruti, but Ratan was not particularly interested in 
switching. When the salesman asked him why he had chosen Tata, 
Ratan said something unremarkable in its content but extraordinary 
in its implications: “They don’t cheat.” 

Not “the price is right.” Not “the mileage is best.” “They don’t cheat.” 

Neuroscience of consumer trust can be summed up in this three-word 
sentence: “Trust has no reason.” Higher level cognitive analysis does 
not occur in the post-rational evaluation of the evidence. Rather, it is a 
baseline, a standing assumption about the safety of an agent that 
influences the perception of all subsequent information. A trusting 
consumer does not purchase a brand and does not process the brand’s 
ads the same way as an untrusting consumer, who is more likely to 
condemn the brand in a crisis and does not trust the brand’s ads, is 
likely to oppose the brand. An untrusting consumer does not trust the 
brand, and finds reasons to confirm this distrust, no matter the quality 
of the evidence. 

Trust has a neurochemistry. There is a neurocircuitry that is 
distinctly activated when interacting with a trusted vs. a distrusted 
agent. It is responsive to the environment and to stimuli as varied as 
the texture of a brand’s customer service and a spokesperson’s face. 
Appreciating trust at a level beyond the cognitive and behavioral is of 
great value to a business, as trust is the one discrete variable that can 
be most closely associated with all the things a brand manager wants: 
premium pricing, fanatical loyalty, and the ability to weather a storm. 
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This chapter examines how consumer trust operates in the 
marketplace and across neuroscience. Starting with the biology, we 
analyze Paul Zak’s findings on oxytocin in social trust, the neural 
pathways involved in the trust game, and the mechanisms that help us 
understand why certain brands are perceived as trustworthy and 
others are not (e.g., social proof, reviews, endorsements). We analyze 
how social proof, endorsements, and social media reviews impact 
trust, and the economy of social media. We examine how social media 
reviews and endorsements impact trust, the economy of social proof, 
and how social proof and endorsements impact trust. Finally, we 
examine the various digital and physical signals that prompt 
consumers to let their guard down. 

It is important to establish early on that fear, while being an 
antithesis of trust, is a complementary regulatory system. It is part of 
the same system that the amygdala employs in threat detection 
(which we examined in Chapter 3), and that must be silenced to 
establish trust. When a consumer trusts a brand, amygdala vigilance 
is being suppressed by the prefrontal cortex and the social reward 
circuitry is being positively activated. Both processes are activated 
simultaneously and must be targeted. A brand cannot attain trust by 
merely being unoffensive. It must actively generate the signals that 
are read by the social brain as trust, approachable, and safe. 
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Trust Neuroscience 

 

Figure 4.1 — Molecular structure of oxytocin,  
the neuropeptide central to Paul Zak’s research on trust. 

The idea that a single molecule could explain why humans trust 
strangers would have seemed implausible two decades ago. Then Paul 
Zak, an economist at Claremont Graduate University, began drawing 
blood from participants in economics experiments and measuring 
what happened inside their bodies when trust was extended and 
reciprocated. What he found changed how researchers across 
disciplines understood social cohesion. 

Zak and his colleagues used a behavioural economics paradigm called 
the Trust Game, first designed by Joyce Berg, John Dickhaut, and 
Kevin McCabe in a 1995 paper published in Games and Economic 
Behavior. The structure is elegantly simple. Two players are each 
given a sum of money. Player One (the “investor”) can choose to send 
any portion of their endowment to Player Two (the “trustee”). 
Whatever Player One sends is tripled by the experimenter. Player 
Two then decides how much, if any, to return to Player One. The 
game has no enforcement mechanism: Player Two is under no 
obligation to return anything. A purely rational, self-interested Player 
Two returns nothing. A purely trusting Player One sends everything. 
In practice, significant amounts are sent and returned, demonstrating 
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that real human economic behaviour departs substantially from the 
predictions of homo economicus. 

Berg, Dickhaut, and McCabe’s original findings established that trust 
and trustworthiness are empirically robust phenomena in economic 
transactions. Zak’s contribution was to look inside participants as this 
unfolded. Working with colleagues across multiple studies published 
in the mid-2000s, he found that when Player Two received a transfer 
of money from Player One, that is, when they felt trusted by a 
stranger, their blood level of oxytocin, a nine-amino-acid 
neuropeptide produced primarily in the hypothalamus, rose 
measurably. The more money they received (the stronger the signal of 
trust), the higher the oxytocin rise. And crucially, those with higher 
oxytocin increases returned proportionally more money to their 
partners. 

In a controlled follow-up experiment, Zak’s team used a nasal spray to 
administer oxytocin to participants before they played the trust game 
as investors. Those who received oxytocin, rather than a placebo, sent 
seventeen percent more money to their partners on average. Twice as 
many participants who received oxytocin sent their entire endowment 
compared to controls. The direction of causality was established: 
oxytocin was not merely a marker of trust; it was a driver of trusting 
behaviour. 

The neuroscience does not stop at oxytocin. Neuroimaging studies of 
trust games have consistently implicated the medial prefrontal 
cortex (mPFC), a region central to social cognition, evaluation of 
others’ intentions, and the representation of self-other relationships. 
Patients with damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex show 
reduced trust and reduced trustworthiness in trust games compared 
to controls, suggesting that the mPFC provides the cognitive 
scaffolding that allows oxytocin’s social approach motivation to 
translate into trust-consistent behaviour. The temporoparietal 
junction (TPJ) is also recruited, particularly in decisions to extend 
initial trust, reflecting its role in mentalising, the inference of others’ 
mental states and intentions. 

For brand managers, these findings carry a specific implication that is 
easy to state but hard to operationalise: brands that succeed in 
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positioning themselves as trustworthy are not merely benefiting from 
conscious consumer evaluations. They are engaging neural circuits 
that evolved for assessing the intentions of social partners. This 
means that trust-building and trust-violation in branding produce 
responses in the same circuitry as interpersonal trust and betrayal. 
The consumer who says “Tata doesn’t cheat” is not speaking 
metaphorically. They are reporting the output of an ancient threat-
assessment system that has been calibrated by years of experience. 

There is a further layer of practical significance in Zak’s findings. 
Oxytocin is not produced only when trust is extended; it is also 
produced when trust is felt, when an individual perceives that they are 
being trusted by another. Zak’s experiments showed that Player 
Two’s oxytocin rose when Player One sent money, and higher 
transfers produced higher rises. For brand strategy, this suggests that 
brands which communicate that they trust their consumers, through 
features like easy returns, no-questions refund policies, advance-
payment reward programmes, and transparent pricing, may be 
generating oxytocin in those consumers, reinforcing the affective 
bond that makes the brand relationship durable. Trust is not merely a 
state to be earned from consumers; it is also a signal to be sent toward 
them. 

Why Consumers Trust Certain Brands 

If trust is partly a neurochemical state mediated by oxytocin and the 
medial prefrontal cortex, it is also a pattern-recognition system that 
updates on the basis of accumulated experience. Three factors, 
consistency, transparency, and longevity, appear most reliably to 
build the stable prior that Ratan from Pune was expressing when he 
walked into that Tata showroom. 

Predictability sets the stage for building trust. In the context of social 
interactions, Oxytocin most strongly influences behaviors 
characterized by approach and engagement motives when prior 
interactions have been resolved positively. Thus, consumers 
continuously exposed to a brand sustainably delivering product 
offerings and communications aligned to the brand promise will come 
to associate the brand with a low threat profile, expending less 
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amygdala resources and more anterior cingulate cortex resources to 
interpret the brand’s communications. Volvo’s decades-long 
commitment to safety is a classic example of how persistence pays off. 
Volvo did not invent the three-point seatbelt and then decide to 
rebrand itself as a performance or luxury brand. Volvo has remained 
committed to safety as its one and only, non-negotiable promise. The 
result is that for most consumers of all market segments, safety and 
trust are automatically associated with Volvo, and their usual threat-
assessing behaviors are rendered unnecessary. 

Build trust by being honest. When a brand conveys self-awareness by 
accurately disclosing the extent of its limitations or correcting its 
mistakes, the brand signals to the consumer’s social cognition that 
there is no intent to mislead. Reliably honest brands have followed a 
consistent pattern of signaling that fulfills trust calibration by 
deception detection. 

Enduring engagement combines reliability and openness. The Tata 
Group, started in 1868 by Jamsetji Tata, enjoys a trust premium in 
India that is largely unachievable by new companies, regardless of 
product or service. The Group's motto, “Leadership with Trust”, is 
not an empty phrase. Tata companies have a long history of 
constructing entire cities to house their steel plants, establishing free 
hospitals even before India gained independence, and absorbing losses 
from the 2008 attack on the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel while not 
dismissing any of the impacted employees. All these actions in 150 
years have created such a deep and solid trust that it extends 
throughout all their companies. Tata companies in disparate 
industries like Tata Salt, Tata Motors, Tata Tea, Tata Consultancy 
Services, and Titan all work in their own markets and yet enjoy the 
same level of trust from customers. Customers who trust Tata in one 
industry do not have to extend that trust in another industry. Their 
mPFC has already done that for them. 

Patanjali Ayurved is an interesting example. In 2006, yoga teacher 
Baba Ramdev started Patanjali, building strong early customer 
confidence by packaging three important signals: authenticity (from 
Ayurvedic roots), nationalism (an Indian company that deliberately 
opposed global FMCG competitors), and moral authority (because his 
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founder’s role as a spirituality-based CEO meant that customers could 
believe that he was not in it for the money unlike FMCG 
competitors). By 2016, this trust positioning had resulted in record 
sales for Patanjali of about ₹10,000 crores. Unfortunately, the 
subsequent challenges posed by FSSAI and violations of ASCI, along 
with other legal and credibility challenges related to the 
advertisement of his Ayurvedic health products, resulted in a trust 
deficit for Patanjali, which showed the short-lived nature of trust 
positioned on authority. When the credibility of an authority is 
questioned, it quickly erodes trust, particularly because consumers are 
more convinced of an authority’s moral positioning than the long-
standing and consistently proven value of the products themselves. 

Social Proof 

In 1984, Robert Cialdini published Influence: The Psychology of 
Persuasion, synthesising decades of research and observation into six 
principles of persuasion. Of these, social proof, the tendency to use 
the behaviour of others as evidence of what is correct or desirable, is 
arguably the most pervasive in modern consumer environments. It is 
also the one most tightly connected to a specific neural pathway: 
when individuals are uncertain, the brain’s default uncertainty-
reduction strategy is to observe what others do and adopt it as a 
guide. 

The classic laboratory demonstration of social proof in action is 
Solomon Asch’s conformity experiments, conducted at Swarthmore 
College in the early 1950s. In a typical trial, a naive participant was 
placed in a group with six to eight confederates and asked to judge 
which of three comparison lines matched a standard line, a task whose 
correct answer was unambiguously obvious. The confederates, 
following a script, unanimously declared the wrong line to be a match. 
Asch found that approximately 37 percent of all responses on “critical 
trials” matched the incorrect majority answer, and that 74 percent of 
participants conformed at least once across twelve critical trials. 
When asked why, most participants reported either that they 
genuinely began to doubt their own perception or that they knew the 
group was wrong but did not want to stand out. 
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Asch interpreted these findings as evidence for two distinct forms of 
social influence. Normative social influence operates through the 
desire for acceptance: participants conformed to avoid the social cost 
of deviation. Informational social influence operates through 
genuine uncertainty: when participants were less confident about the 
correct answer (in variations where the task was made harder), 
conformity increased, as others’ judgments became more credible 
guides. Both mechanisms are neurologically grounded: normative 
influence engages the social reward system, including the ventral 
striatum’s response to acceptance and rejection; informational 
influence engages the prefrontal cortex’s evidence-integration 
systems, which treat others’ behaviour as relevant data under 
uncertainty. 

The marketplace application of Asch’s finding is ubiquitous. When 
Amazon displays “1,247 people bought this in the last month,” it is 
not merely providing information. It is reducing the consumer’s 
perceived uncertainty by substituting others’ collective judgment for 
their own deliberation. The trust cue is particularly potent when the 
consumer’s own uncertainty is high, when they are buying in an 
unfamiliar category, evaluating a product they cannot physically 
inspect, or making a decision with significant financial or personal 
consequences. In these conditions, the brain’s default uncertainty-
reduction strategy, follow the crowd, operates most powerfully. 

Herd behaviour in marketplaces extends Asch’s individual 
conformity finding to market-level dynamics. In Indian e-commerce, 
bestseller rankings, featured-product carousels, and “trending in your 
city” labels all activate the same informational social proof 
mechanism. Zomato and Swiggy’s restaurant rankings are not merely 
search tools; they are social proof mechanisms that substitute 
platform-aggregated preference data for personal evaluation. The 
consumer choosing between two unfamiliar restaurants relies heavily 
on rating and review count, not because they have rationally 
evaluated the credibility of the review system, but because the brain 
treats high review volume as a proxy for safety. 

Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign, launched globally in 2004, illustrates 
social proof deployed for purposes beyond purchase conversion. By 
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featuring non-models in advertising and platforming ordinary 
women’s opinions about beauty, Dove created social proof for a 
specific aesthetic, that unretouched, diverse, “real” bodies are a 
legitimate and desirable standard. The campaign’s effectiveness 
depended on consumers believing that large numbers of women 
genuinely endorsed this standard, making it a social norm rather than 
an individual preference. The campaign generated substantial brand 
equity and has been studied extensively as an example of values-
aligned social proof. 

Testimonials and Reviews 

The review economy has become one of the most structurally 
significant components of modern consumer markets. Amazon’s 
review system, launched in 1995, was initially controversial: 
publishers and some retailers argued that allowing consumers to post 
negative reviews would damage sales. Jeff Bezos’s counter-position, 
that the review system served Amazon’s customers’ long-term 
interests even if it occasionally harmed short-term transactions, 
turned out to be commercially prescient. Consumers who trusted 
Amazon’s reviews as authentic came to rely on them as a primary 
decision input, increasing conversion rates overall even as individual 
negative reviews reduced sales of specific products. 

The neurological mechanism that makes testimonials powerful is the 
activation of social proof under conditions of reduced self-efficacy. 
When a consumer faces a complex purchase decision, they are in a 
state of uncertainty that activates the brain’s threat-detection system 
to a mild but measurable degree. A testimonial from a peer, someone 
whose experience the consumer can imagine themselves having, 
provides a credible efficacy signal: this person had my problem, tried 
this product, and the outcome was good. The amygdala’s vigilance 
reduces; the ventral striatum’s approach motivation increases. This is 
why testimonials featuring specific, detailed, personally authentic 
stories consistently outperform testimonials featuring vague positive 
sentiments. 

The Indian e-commerce context has developed its own testimonial 
ecosystem, with distinct characteristics. Flipkart and Nykaa have 
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invested substantially in verified purchase review systems, where the 
review badge indicates that the reviewer actually completed a 
transaction. On Nykaa in particular, the beauty and personal care 
vertical has developed a review culture where consumers provide 
detailed usage reports, skin-type specifications, and before-after 
comparisons, creating a database of peer advice that functions as 
social proof for an inherently uncertain product category, skincare, 
where outcomes are highly individual and marketing claims are 
routinely sceptical. 

The dark side of this ecosystem is the fake review economy, which 
has grown in proportion to the commercial stakes of review visibility. 
A 2019 study by the Competition and Markets Authority in the 
United Kingdom estimated that approximately £23 billion of 
consumer spending per year was influenced by online reviews, 
creating a substantial market for fabricated positive reviews. On 
Amazon India, systematic fake review operations have been 
documented, with products generating hundreds of five-star reviews 
within days of launch, well in excess of plausible organic purchase 
patterns. Amazon’s response has involved machine-learning detection 
systems, legal action against organised review fraud networks, and 
the “Verified Purchase” badge that signals review authenticity. Yet 
the arms race continues, and sophisticated consumers in both India 
and global markets have developed significant scepticism toward 
suspiciously uniform or grammatically similar review clusters. 

Influencer disclosure has emerged as a related transparency 
requirement. ASCI’s guidelines in India, updated and strengthened in 
2021, require influencers to disclose when content is paid promotion 
using standardised labels such as “AD,” “Sponsored,” or “Paid 
Partnership.” The neuroscience basis for this regulation is 
straightforward: the brain processes peer recommendations through 
the social proof circuit, which expects the recommender to be acting 
from genuine preference rather than financial incentive. When that 
assumption is violated, either because the consumer discovers 
undisclosed sponsorship or because the disclosure is present but 
overlooked, the trust signal that made the influencer recommendation 
powerful is corrupted. Research has consistently shown that disclosed 
advertising is perceived as less credible and less persuasive than 
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authentic peer recommendation, which is why the commercial 
incentive for non-disclosure is strong and why regulatory mandates 
are necessary. 

Research Box: The Berg-Dickhaut-McCabe Trust 
Game 

Joyce Berg, John Dickhaut, and Kevin McCabe published 
“Trust, Reciprocity, and Social History” in Games and Economic 
Behavior (10, 122–142) in 1995, introducing a two-player 
sequential game that has since become the standard instrument 
for measuring trust in experimental economics and 
neuroeconomics. The game’s design isolates trust from other 
motivations: because the trustee (Player Two) faces no 
enforcement mechanism and has every rational incentive to 
keep all returned funds, any repayment represents genuine 
trustworthiness rather than strategic calculation. Conversely, 
any investment by the investor (Player One) represents genuine 
trust rather than expected-value optimisation, since a rational 
trustee in the standard model should return nothing. The game 
has been adapted to study how context, communication history, 
social identity, and neurobiological factors (including oxytocin, 
as in Zak et al.’s subsequent work) modulate trust behaviour. 
The finding that ordinary humans routinely act in ways the 
rational actor model cannot accommodate, investing substantial 
sums in strangers and returning significant fractions in 
reciprocation, established that trust is not merely a market 
imperfection to be designed around but a robust social capacity 
that markets can activate or erode. 

Authority and Credibility 

Authority is one of Cialdini’s six principles of influence, and it is also 
one of the most reliably documented phenomena in social psychology. 
When an agent perceived as authoritative, whether through 
credential, expertise, institutional affiliation, or physical presentation, 
recommends a course of action, compliance rates increase 
substantially even when the recommended action would be refused if 
proposed by a non-authoritative source. The most dramatic 
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demonstration of this remains Stanley Milgram’s obedience 
experiments conducted at Yale University in the early 1960s, in which 
sixty-five percent of participants administered what they believed to 
be dangerous electric shocks to a stranger simply because a man in a 
lab coat instructed them to continue. 

While Milgram’s findings do not deal explicitly with trust in 
commerce, they reveal a part of the mechanism. The agentic state, 
according to Milgram, is the state in which people put themselves in 
the service of an authority figure and consider themselves to be the 
will of that authority figure, rather than acting of their own volition. 
In the world of commerce, the consumer does not enter a full agentic 
state, but does, to some extent, apply their evaluative judgment to 
experts, celebrities, as well as credentialed authorities. For example, 
when a dentist, featured in a toothpaste commercial, claims that 
ninety-five percent of his patients are less sensitive after using his 
toothpaste, the viewer does not evaluate that statement by analyzing 
the complete collection of evidence regarding toothpaste. The viewer 
employs the authority heuristic, and since a dentist (who is a 
credentialed expert) made the statement, the likelihood that the 
statement is true is raised. 

The halo effect, documented in 1920 by psychologist Edward 
Thorndike, is defined as the process by which positive evaluations on 
a single dimension lead to positive evaluations on other dimensions. 
In the world of advertising, this is seen often, especially with the 
credibility of spokespersons. In an advertisement, a spokesperson can 
be a skilled athlete, who is endorsing a supplement, and while that 
spokesperson may have no direct expertise in the realm of nutrition, 
their endorsement carries a lot of weight. The Indian advertising 
sphere may be the first to combine multiple celebrities across 
disciplines as endorsers into a single advertisement. 

The strongest and most lasting method to build brand trust is 
through institutional credibility. This occurs when a brand is linked 
to an authority that is credible and verifiable. The phrase 
“recommended by doctors” is effective in advertising because viewers 
do not think about specific doctors. Instead, an entire profession’s 
credibility is linked to the brand. This is also true for gold with the 
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Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) hallmark, consumer products with 
the ISI mark, and packaged foods with FSSAI certification. These also 
provide credibility to the consumer. The consumer is able to judge a 
product based on the credibility of the institution rather than the 
brand. 

Chartered authority transfer is the practice of adding institutional 
authority to brand positioning. This is especially true in the financial 
services industry. HDFC Bank, Kotak Mahindra, and Axis Bank have 
all included regulatory compliance and evidence of their licensure by 
the Reserve Bank of India prominently in their branding. This 
institutional authority provides the consumer with trust to a greater 
degree and lower the threat response for a consumer of financial 
services. The trust chain of credibility ends with the regulator, whose 
authority is derived a state, and therefore is the most trusted. 

Trust Signals in Digital Marketing 

Forming trust in a digital world is challenging. For humans, trust 
evolved to assess physical agents within face-to-face or known 
community settings. This evolved sense of trust, along with trust cues 
formed in social accountability, is absent in the digital world. This 
lack of trust cues partially explains the extremely low conversion 
rates of early e-commerce: potential customers found themselves in a 
context that stripped the industry of the cues relied upon by the brain 
to trust. 

Digital trust cues are the brain's substitutes for the trust cues long 
missing. The SSL padlock sign and the HTTPS sign in a browser's 
address bar serve as a visual signal of authority transfer. With the 
padlock sign present, it is known that a third-party certificate 
authority has identified the website, thus the threat of deceiving the 
client has been eliminated. It has been shown in research that even 
consumers with low technical sophistication do consider the padlock 
sign a trust signal. When the sign is absent, users experience 
heightened anxiety and are less likely to complete the transaction. 

Trust badges on e-commerce websites are security logos, guarantees, 
and verified seller marks and serve the same purpose as the SSL 
padlock. They provide endorsements of third-party trust to replace 
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social accountability. Although consumers cannot see the face of the 
seller, they can see that a reputable payment processor (who is an 
independent dispute resolution body), signed on to the transaction. 

The context of Indian digital payments presents a distinctive case of 
trust evolution. When the Unified Payments Interface (UPI) was 
announced by the National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) in 
2016, one of the main barriers of consumer adoption was trust. 
Moving money through a mobile application meant that Indian 
consumers would have to extend a much higher level of trust to a 
digital system. Traditionally, Indian consumers were not asked to do 
so. NPCI worked with established Indian banks (State Bank of India, 
HDFC Bank, Axis Bank), shifting control over trust to the banks. 
This meant that the banks' trust equity was now extended to the new 
digital interface. Lowering the risks associated with the system. By 
2025, UPI was facilitating over 17 billion transactions every month. 
Further trust architecture was built by payment aggregators 
Razorpay and PayU through bank partnerships, PCI-DSS, and RBI 
authorizations. Each of these compliance certificates validated trust 
and substituted the authentication cues for a cash transaction. 

The prominence of a return policy can function as a trust signal by 
reducing the perceived finality of a transaction. A loss is viewed less 
negatively by the consumer brain if the loss is reversible. This was 
explained in Chapter 3. An easy to use return policy, that is displayed 
clearly, shows that the transaction has a reversibility clause. This 
policy reduces the aversive anticipation that prohibits the purchase 
from being completed. The return policies of Amazon India, Myntra, 
and Nykaa are primarily trust signals that relax the consumer’s threat 
detection mechanism, rather than logistical provisions. 

Demographics influence how skepticism interacts with trust affirming 
signals in India. Indian consumer behaviour research finds that trust 
hierarchies align with generation, digital literacy, and previous 
interactions. First-generation, older, rural, and semi-urban digital 
consumers use more brand trust heuristics, and rely on brand names 
encountered through physical retail. Urban digital consumers, more 
advanced, rely more on review signals and trust heuristics of the 
platforms. These mismatched trust frameworks create variability in 
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conversion for the different customer segments, and advanced 
marketers will implement trust-signal strategies for each segment. 

A prime example of embedding a trust signal into a brand narrative as 
opposed to a product claim is the campaign “Har Ghar Kuch Kehta 
Hai” (Every home says something) from Asian Paints. The ad does 
not say that its product is the best among the rest. Rather, it says that 
the brand is part of the stories that homes tell about the families that 
live in them. A few examples are the wall where a child marks his 
height, the room where a grandma lived and died, and the hall that is 
waiting to tell the world that a new journey for the family has begun. 
The company associates the brand with the ‘emotional permanence of 
home’ and so the company is a part of the trust that people place in 
their homes. The company has successfully positioned the brand 
among the family, home, and continuity, so it has the highest level of 
trust. 

Research Box: Paul Zak’s Oxytocin and the 
Molecular Basis of Trust 

Between 2004 and 2008, Paul Zak and his colleagues at the 
Center for Neuroeconomics Studies at Claremont Graduate 
University, published a number of papers that positioned 
oxytocin as a vital neurobiological mediator of trust in 
economic situations. The 2004 paper, “Oxytocin is Associated 
with Human Trustworthiness,” published in Hormones and 
Behavior, found that naturally occurring oxytocin was 
correlated with trustworthiness in the trust game. Subsequent 
research that included the administration of intranasal oxytocin 
(Kosfeld et al., 2005, in Nature) found that the relationship was 
not correlational, but that oxytocin increased trust (not the 
other way around). Zak’s other work, which he referred to as 
the “moral molecule,” applied these studies to the workplace, 
where he found that trust-enhancing management behaviors 
(setting clear goals, giving employees freedom, and building 
relationships) aligned with oxytocin-related prosocial behaviors 
and engagement to the workplace. While some researchers 
have found fault with the replicability of Zak’s findings and 
have been critical of the oxytocin research as a whole, the 
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foundational idea that oxytocin mediates trust in the social 
circuitry of the brain is found to be consistent with a number of 
different laboratories and research methods. For practitioners 
of branding, oxytocin-related engagement may go beyond 
satisfying customers to building a deeper emotional connection 
with them. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Building neurologically grounded brand trust: 

• Above everything else, strive for consistency in your brand. 
Consumer trust relies on the recognition of patterns. Building 
trust with the consumer relies more on the brand being 
consistent at every touchpoint, rather than the brand having 
a few outstanding touchpoints. There are touchpoints where 
the consumer’s trust is most likely to be confirmed or most 
likely to be violated. These are your brand’s “trust-critical 
touchpoints.” Relying on the brand most at these points is 
most likely to build consumer trust. 

• Incorporate transparency as a permanent feature of the brand 
rather than a one-time addition. Easily the most recognizable 
limitation for a brand is their ability to fully disclose the truth 
about their brand to the consumers. This may lead to more 
lost sales in the short-run, but decreases long-term cost 
concerns due to the increased consumer trust. By operating in 
full transparency, the trust consumers place in the brand, 
rather than viewing the brand as a deceptive threat, is clearly 
justified. Using completely honest paid partnerships or 
sponsored collaborations, listing all possible limitations of a 
product, and providing easy ways to voice concerns about the 
product. 

• Use social proof calibrated to the consumer’s uncertainty 
level. Social proof works hardest when the consumer’s 
personal confidence is lowest. In high-uncertainty purchase 
categories (first-time purchases, unfamiliar product types, 
high-stakes decisions), provide specific, detailed, verified 
social proof: actual use cases, quantified outcomes, reviewer 
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profiles that match the consumer segment. In low-
uncertainty categories, social proof should be present but not 
overwhelming; too-prominent social proof signals that the 
brand is compensating for something the consumer should 
investigate. 

• Protect the authenticity of your review and testimonial 
ecosystem. Fake reviews and undisclosed sponsored content 
are not merely regulatory risks; they are trust-destruction 
mechanisms. Each fake review discovered by a consumer 
resets their entire calibration of your brand’s credibility. 
Invest in verified-purchase systems, standardised influencer 
disclosure, and active monitoring for review manipulation 
patterns. In the Indian context, follow ASCI guidelines as a 
minimum standard, but set your own internal threshold 
above compliance. 

• Layer trust signals in digital environments to substitute 
for absent physical cues. At every friction point in the 
consumer’s digital journey, ask: what cues would be present if 
this were a face-to-face transaction, and how can I provide a 
digital equivalent? At the payment page: security 
certification, bank logos, return policy. At the product page: 
verified reviews, detailed specifications, clear return terms. 
On landing pages: institutional affiliations, media coverage, 
regulatory credentials. Each signal reduces the gap between 
the trust the brain expects and the trust the digital 
environment naturally provides. 

• Build institutional credibility rather than celebrity 
credibility. Celebrity endorsements generate attention but 
are fragile: the celebrity’s credibility is hostage to their 
personal behaviour. Institutional credibility, from regulators, 
professional bodies, independent labs, and government 
certifications, is more durable because it is not personalised. 
Indian brands should actively pursue BIS, FSSAI, and sector-
specific certifications and display them prominently, not in 
fine print. 

• Monitor for trust erosion at the category level. Consumer 
trust in a brand is partly determined by trust in its category. 
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When scandal hits one pharmaceutical brand, distrust of the 
category rises. When one food company faces an adulterant 
controversy, the category’s collective credibility suffers. 
Brands in high-trust-demand categories (food, finance, 
healthcare) must invest in category-level trust through 
industry association participation, transparent lobbying 
disclosures, and support for regulatory bodies, because 
individual brand trust is harder to build when the category 
floor has been lowered. 

Chapter Summary 

Trust is not a rational conclusion; it is a prior that shapes all 
subsequent processing. Its neuroscience runs through oxytocin, the 
medial prefrontal cortex, and the social reward circuitry that evolved 
to manage relationships in small communities. Paul Zak’s experiments 
and the Berg-Dickhaut-McCabe Trust Game established that this 
neurochemistry is active in commercial interactions, not merely 
personal ones. Consistency, transparency, and longevity build the 
stable predictions that allow trust to function as a cognitive shortcut, 
reducing the evaluative burden on every subsequent interaction. The 
Tata Group’s 150-year track record illustrates how longevity 
compounds trust into a premium that newer entrants cannot replicate 
by quality alone. Social proof, grounded in Asch’s conformity research 
and Cialdini’s influence framework, reduces consumer uncertainty by 
substituting collective behaviour for individual deliberation, but it 
depends on perceived authenticity; manufactured social proof destroys 
the very mechanism it attempts to exploit. Authority transfers 
credibility from source to brand, but only when the authority is 
perceived as genuine and relevant; the Milgram parallels remind us 
that deference to authority is a neural default that can be activated by 
superficial signals, creating both commercial opportunity and ethical 
responsibility. Digital trust signals are brain-compatible substitutes 
for the physical cues that evolved trust systems rely on, and their 
design must account for the specific fears, return policy reversibility, 
payment security, review authenticity, that activate or suppress 
consumer threat-detection in digital environments. Trust, ultimately, 
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is built the way all durable neurological patterns are built: through 
repeated, consistent, honest experience over time. 

Notes & References 

• Berg, J., Dickhaut, J., & McCabe, K. (1995). Trust, 
reciprocity, and social history. Games and Economic Behavior, 
10(1), 122–142. Available at: 
https://econpapers.repec.org/RePEc:eee:gamebe:v:10:y:1995:
i:1:p:122-142 

• Zak, P. J., Kurzban, R., & Matzner, W. T. (2004). The 
neurobiology of trust. Annals of the New York Academy of 
Sciences, 1032, 224–227. For accessible summary, see Zak’s 
article “The Neurobiology of Trust,” Scientific American 
(2008), available at: https://neuroeconomicstudies.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/07/Zak-neurobiology-of-trust.pdf 

• Kosfeld, M., Heinrichs, M., Zak, P. J., Fischbacher, U., & 
Fehr, E. (2005). Oxytocin increases trust in humans. Nature, 
435, 673–676. 

• Krajbich, I., Adolphs, R., Tranel, D., Denburg, N. L., & 
Camerer, C. F. (2009). Economic games quantify diminished 
sense of guilt in patients with damage to the prefrontal 
cortex. Journal of Neuroscience, 29(7), 2188–2192. See also: 
National Institutes of Health review, “The Role of the 
Ventral Medial Prefrontal Cortex in Social Decision Making.” 
Retrieved from 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6665623/ 

• Shah, S. (2021). What makes ‘TATA’ India’s Number One 
Brand? LinkedIn. Retrieved from 
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-makes-tata-indias-
number-one-brand-dr-shashank-shah; MarkHub24. (2026). 
Tata Group’s Branded House Strategy Across Diverse 
Business Verticals. Retrieved from 
https://www.markhub24.com/post/tata-group-s-branded-
house-strategy-across-diverse-business-verticals 



89 

• Patanjali’s regulatory challenges documented across ASCI 
complaints records and FSSAI notices, 2016–2023. Patanjali 
Ayurved revenue data: Brand Equity / Economic Times 
reporting. 

• Cialdini, R. B. (1984). Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. 
Harper Business, New York. (Updated edition 2021.) 

• Asch, S. E. (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific 
American, 193(5), 31–35. Asch, S. E. (1956). Studies of 
independence and conformity: I. A minority of one against a 
unanimous majority. Psychological Monographs: General and 
Applied, 70(9), 1–70. For summary, see: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asch_conformity_experiments 

• Amazon review system history and commercial impact: 
internal documentation cited in academic contexts; for 
accessible summary of consumer reliance on online reviews, 
see Competition and Markets Authority (UK). (2021). 
Mainstreaming Online Reviews. Retrieved from 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/online-
reviews-consumer-and-market-effects 

• Nykaa verified purchase review system: product page review 
architecture documentation, Nykaa.com. Referenced in 
context of Indian beauty e-commerce trust signals. 

• Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI). (2021). 
Guidelines for Influencer Advertising in Digital Media. 
Retrieved from https://ascionline.in/images/pdf/Guidelines-
for-Influencer-Advertising-in-Digital-Media.pdf 

• Milgram, S. (1963). Behavioral study of obedience. Journal of 
Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67(4), 371–378. See also: 
Wikipedia, Milgram experiment. Retrieved from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment 

• Consumer trust in HTTPS/SSL signals: referenced across 
multiple UX and cybersecurity studies; for overview see 



90 

Google’s Safe Browsing initiative documentation and 
academic literature on security indicators in browsers. 

• National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI). UPI 
transaction data and adoption history. See also: Federal 
Reserve Bank of Kansas City. (2024). The Role of Nonbanks 
and Fintechs in Boosting India’s UPI Person-to-Merchant 
Transactions. Retrieved from 
https://www.kansascityfed.org/research/payments-system-
research-briefings/the-role-of-nonbanks-and-fintechs-in-
boosting-indias-upi-person-to-merchant-transactions/; 
Razorpay. (2025). The Payments Ecosystem Explained: A 
Guide for Indian Businesses. Retrieved from 
https://razorpay.com/blog/payments-ecosystem/ 

• Zak, P. J. (2017). The Neuroscience of High-Trust 
Organisations. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and 
Research. Retrieved from 
https://neuroeconomicstudies.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/07/The_Neuroscience_of_High_Trus
t_Organizations_CPJ_2018.pdf 

Image Credits 

1. Image credit: Wikipedia, Oxytocin. Retrieved from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxytocin (CC BY-SA) 

 

  



91 

Chapter 5 
Capturing Attention Through  

Emotional Triggers 

Opening Hook 

It is September 2013, and Upworthy’s traffic analytics team is staring 
at a number that should not exist. One of their articles, a short video 
about a young musician, has accumulated 2.5 million Facebook shares 
in a single week. The headline reads: “This Kid Just Died. What He Left 
Behind Is Wondrous.” The editorial team had tested 25 different 
versions of that headline before publishing. The winning variant 
outperformed the worst-performing variant by a factor of nearly 500. 
The video content was identical across every test. Only the headline 
changed. 

What was happening inside the skulls of the millions of people who 
clicked? The answer has less to do with language and more to do with 
biology. The human brain did not evolve to parse clickthrough rates 
or engagement metrics. It evolved to detect threat, opportunity, and 
social information with ruthless speed. When those three words, 
“This Kid Just Died,” landed in a reader’s visual field, they triggered a 
cascade of neural processing that began before the conscious mind had 
finished reading the sentence. The amygdala, the brain’s primary 
threat-and-relevance detector, sounded a low-level alarm. The 
anterior cingulate cortex registered the emotional incongruity 
between death and wonder. And dopamine, released in anticipation of 
a reward not yet received, created the irresistible itch of unresolved 
curiosity. 

The modern attention economy did not create these mechanisms. It 
merely learned to exploit them with industrial efficiency. 

This is not just limited to the American internet. After the Tanishq 
jewellery brand released an advertisement for Diwali in 2020 
displaying an interfaith family, it went viral, gathering 40 million 
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views in just a few days, and produced much more media outreach as a 
result of the social media controversy than was budgeted for. This 
response was not a result of how well it was produced or the quality 
of the jewellery. This response came from the story that was told, and 
the warm but divisively emotional response it charged. Positive and 
negative emotion respond to brand communications, and this 
response is the strong signal a brand can capture. 

This chapter correlates the emotional stimuli with their ability to 
bypass the gate control for the brain’s attention. Here, we use the 
neuroscience of curiosity, surprise, and the other related constructs, 
moving away from the economics of attention scarcity. By the end of 
this chapter, you will know the unethical ways to communicate and 
why it is done 

Chapter Introduction and Roadmap 

The marketplace for human attention has become the most 
competitive market ever. This is because every brand, every 
advertisement, every piece of content now competes for human 
attention. Attention is the cornerstone of desire, love, and behavior; it 
also precedes persuasion. 

This chapter describes six interrelated systems used by advertisers 
that analyze how the combination of emotion and neuroscience is used 
to engage consumers. First, we analyze attention scarcity in a 
commercial context and examine how writers from Herbert Simon to 
Tim Wu describe the limitation of consumers' attention as a restricted 
resource. Next, we examine the neuroscience of the curiosity gap 
through George Loewenstein’s information-gap theory and the 
additions that contemporary neuroscience has brought to it. The third 
section focuses on the relationship of surprise and novelty, specifically 
on the work of Wolfram Schultz, dopamine, and prediction error. The 
fourth section describes several visual stimuli and the theory of 
attention of Anne Treisman, as well as the baby schema, color 
contrast, and face detection. The fifth section examines the work of 
Green and Brock and Paul Zak and his character-centric narrative and 
oxytocin, and focuses on narrative transportation and the influence of 
storytelling. Finally, we discuss Berger’s STEPPS model of the viral 
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cascade. We illustrate the concepts with multiple examples from the 
advertising industry in India as well as globally. 

The Attention Economy 

In 1971, computer scientist and Nobel laureate Herbert Simon 
published a brief essay in the book Computers, Communication, and 
the Public Interest containing what some consider to be a prophetic 
sentence. Simon argued that, "A wealth of information creates a 
poverty of attention," meaning that the surplus of information 
demands a burden of attention and the scarcity of the latter will result 
in the need to focus attention among information sources that would 
drain it the most. Simon's statement illustrates the core problem 
resulting from demand and supply disparity in the information age. 
He describes the situation in which the supply of information is 
virtually limitless whereas human attention is constrained by biology. 
In economic terms, this is referred to as the principle of attention 
scarcity. 

While Simon viewed the situation through the lens of economics, Tim 
Wu, a media historian, described the same phenomenon in his 2016 
writing, The Attention Merchants, this time documenting its history. 
Wu describes what he views as the same economic practice spanning 
the circa two centuries of systematic attention capture in the media, 
from the 1830s penny press, to 20th Century broadcast media, to 21st 
Century social media, as trapping human attention, with a minimum 
investment, for later profitable resale to advertisers. The only 
difference in this economic practice is the advancement in the means 
of efficiency. Wu cites as a comparison the 1840s newspapers which 
would publish editions that would only be read by their daily tens of 
thousands of subscribers. A smartphone notification in 2020 can reach 
hundreds of millions of users in seconds, multiple times per day. 

The insight that Daniel Kahneman (2011) has regarding the economic 
constraints of attention corresponds to what many neuroscientists 
refer to as the dual-system model of the attentional system. Structural 
and functional studies show that the deliberate, effortful kind of 
attention that is employed when reading a book or a contract is top-
down attention. By contrast, bottom-up attention is involuntary and 
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is dominant when attention is captured by stimuli of abrupt changes 
or by sudden, loud, or emotionally-laden sounds, bright colors, or by 
sudden, unexpected events. The difference between top-down and 
bottom-up attention is that bottom-up attention is processed faster 
than top-down attention. Even more significant is the fact that, 
relative to top-down attention, bottom-up attention is processed 
subcortically. Thus, before stimuli of bottom-up attention reach the 
level of conscious awareness, they have already reached the amygdala 
and the superior colliculus. 

What this means for marketers is that in an economy where attention 
is scarce, messages that rely on bottom-up attention mechanisms are 
favored compared to messages that solicit top-down attention 
mechanisms, even if those messages require minimal effort to 
understand. The brands that successfully compete in the attention 
economy are those that have an implicit or explicit understanding of 
how to communicate with the subcortical brain. 

There is a deeper structural point that Simon’s insight implies. 
Attention is not just scarce. Attention is rivalrous. When a consumer 
looks at a competitor's advertisement, that is less time that can be 
targeted by your advertisement. Platform algorithms (which are 
optimized for deeper engagement) also create new layers to this 
demand. Attention that is not captured quickly results in content 
being demoted, while content that receives quick attention is boosted. 
This creates a selection environment that is biased against stimuli 
that lack bottom-up processes. Understanding this selection 
environment is a requirement for practitioners. 

India presents a particularly acute version of the attention problem. 
With over 900 million internet users and smartphone penetration 
expanding rapidly into Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities, the Indian media 
environment is extraordinarily fragmented. Consumers receive 
advertising signals not just from television and digital platforms but 
from auto-rickshaw wraps, festival hoardings, WhatsApp forwards, 
and the full-screen interstitials of dozens of competing super-apps. In 
this environment, the battle for bottom-up attention is waged on 
every surface. Brands like Amul have understood this for decades: 
their topical hoardings, the ones that respond to cricket results, 
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political moments, and Bollywood controversies within hours of 
events, succeed precisely because novelty and social relevance are 
among the most powerful bottom-up triggers known to the 
attentional system. The Amul Utterly Butterly girl, created by 
Sylvester daCunha in 1966, has persisted through seven decades of 
Indian media change not because she commands top-down analytical 
processing but because her visual signature has been repeatedly 
paired with high-arousal emotional content until the image itself has 
become a conditioned signal for wit and timely social commentary. 

Emotional Headlines and the Curiosity Gap 

In 1994, behavioural economist George Loewenstein published a 
paper in Psychological Bulletin that proposed a deceptively simple 
theory of curiosity. He called it the information-gap theory: 
curiosity arises when a person becomes aware of a gap between what 
they know and what they want to know. The feeling is aversive, like 
an itch that demands scratching, and it motivates information-seeking 
behaviour to close the gap. Critically, Loewenstein argued that 
curiosity is maximally aroused not when people know nothing but 
when they know just enough to recognise what they are missing. 
Partial knowledge is more motivating than complete ignorance. 

This insight, developed from an academic framework about 
intellectual curiosity, became the foundational architecture of content 
optimised for digital attention. The formats popularised by BuzzFeed 
and Upworthy in the 2010s, the so-called curiosity-gap headline, 
translate Loewenstein’s theory into direct editorial practice. A 
headline like “You’ll Never Guess What Happened Next” or “This 
One Trick Changed Her Life” deliberately withholds the reward while 
providing enough contextual information to make the reader feel that 
they almost know, and that closing the gap requires only a single 
click. The curiosity gap is an engineered itch. 

What is the neural mechanism behind this experience? Neuroimaging 
studies have shown that curiosity activates the dopaminergic circuits 
associated with anticipatory reward. A 2009 study by Gruber, 
Gelman, and colleagues found that states of curiosity increase activity 
in the caudate nucleus and the nucleus accumbens, regions associated 
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with the expectation of reward, even before any new information is 
received. This finding aligns with Wolfram Schultz’s earlier work on 
prediction error (discussed in the next section): the brain treats the 
anticipation of information as a reward signal, not just the receipt of 
the information itself. The click is not the reward. The anticipation of 
the click is. 

The clickbait phenomenon, criticised for its manipulative character, is 
nevertheless a precise empirical demonstration of these neural 
circuits. Upworthy’s internal data showed that headline testing alone 
could produce traffic differentials of 100 to 1 between the best and 
worst-performing variants for identical content. This is not a matter 
of prose quality or stylistic preference; it is a matter of how accurately 
a headline maps onto the brain’s curiosity architecture. 

Indian media has developed its own variants of this mechanism. The 
WhatsApp headline culture, which functions as a word-of-mouth 
broadcast system across hundreds of millions of users, relies heavily 
on incomplete information and social proof cues (“This is what your 
doctor doesn’t want you to know”) to generate forwarding behaviour. 
More legitimately, campaign teasers from brands like Cadbury and 
Tanishq have used the partial-reveal approach to build anticipation 
before festival season launches. The Cadbury “Kuch Khaas Hai” 
campaign of 1994, with its iconic image of Rashi dancing on a cricket 
ground, was not merely an advertisement; it opened a curiosity loop 
about the relationship between joy, celebration, and chocolate that the 
brand has spent three decades elaborating. 

Surprise, Novelty, and the Dopamine Signal 

In 1997, neuroscientist Wolfram Schultz published a paper in Science 
that fundamentally revised the scientific understanding of dopamine. 
Working with macaque monkeys, Schultz had implanted electrodes in 
the ventral tegmental area and nucleus accumbens, regions rich in 
dopamine-producing neurons. His team had expected dopamine to fire 
in response to rewards themselves, to the moment the monkey 
received a drop of juice. Instead, they found something more 
interesting. Dopamine neurons fire most strongly in response to 
unpredicted rewards, rewards that arrive without prior warning. 
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When a reward is fully predicted, dopamine firing at the moment of 
reward actually decreases below baseline. And when a predicted 
reward fails to arrive, there is a sharp dip in dopamine activity, a 
negative prediction error. 

The implications of Schultz’s reward prediction error framework for 
attention and motivation are profound. The brain is not a pleasure 
machine that simply registers rewards; it is a prediction machine that 
monitors the gap between expected and actual outcomes. Surprise, the 
violation of prediction, is itself a neural event. It commands 
attentional resources. It encodes memory. And critically for 
marketers, it generates the strongest dopamine response in the 
system. 

This is why novelty commands disproportionate attention. The 
brain’s mismatch negativity response, detectable in EEG recordings 
as an early negative deflection around 100-250 milliseconds post-
stimulus, is triggered automatically whenever a stimulus deviates 
from the established pattern in the environment. No conscious effort 
is required. The brain is constantly building a model of the world and 
flagging deviations from that model with a sharp attentional signal. 
In advertising, this mechanism is exploited through what 
practitioners call the pattern interrupt: a sudden visual, auditory, or 
narrative departure from expectation that hijacks attention by 
triggering mismatch detection. 

The Cadbury Gorilla advertisement of 2007 is one of the most studied 
examples of a pattern interrupt in commercial communication. The ad 
begins with a slow build of Phil Collins’ “In the Air Tonight” and then 
cuts to a gorilla playing the drums in a recording studio. There is no 
mention of chocolate for most of the ad’s 90 seconds. The sheer 
incongruity of the imagery, its complete violation of every expectation 
the audience brought to a confectionery advertisement, triggered 
intense curiosity and mnemonic encoding. Phil Barden’s analysis of 
the ad’s effects draws directly on prediction-error theory: the brain’s 
dopamine system fired not because of chocolate but because of 
violated expectation. Post-campaign research showed significant 
increases in brand affinity and sales, attributed largely to the 
emotional surprise effect. 
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In India, Vodafone’s ZooZoos campaign, launched during the 2009 
Indian Premier League, achieved something similar through visual 
novelty. The balloon-headed characters were unlike anything Indian 
consumers had seen in television advertising. Their exaggerated 
proportions triggered the baby schema response (discussed in the 
next section) while their surreal appearance created a powerful 
mismatch signal. The campaign generated enormous earned media 
precisely because it was so unexpected. For a brand that was 
communicating functional product features, novelty in execution 
created the emotional salience that purely informational advertising 
could not. 

Visual Triggers: Face Detection, Baby Schema, and Pre-
Attentive Processing 

 

Figure 5.1 — An eye-tracking heatmap showing where viewer attention 
concentrates on a web page. Red zones receive the most fixations. 

The human brain allocates more neural real estate to the processing 
of faces than to any other category of visual object. The fusiform face 
area (FFA), a region in the right fusiform gyrus of the temporal lobe, 
responds selectively and rapidly to faces, with activity measurable 
within 170 milliseconds of exposure. This face-detection system is not 
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learned; it is present from birth. Newborns preferentially track face-
like configurations of dots over scrambled dot arrangements within 
hours of entering the world. The evolutionary reason is obvious: in a 
social species, the rapid and accurate reading of conspecifics’ faces is a 
survival advantage of the first order. 

For advertisers, the practical implication is that faces command 
attention automatically. Eye-tracking studies consistently show that 
faces in advertisements are among the first fixation points for viewers, 
often drawing the gaze before any other element of the composition. 
This is true even when the face is not central to the advertisement’s 
message. The more important finding, confirmed in multiple eye-
tracking studies, is that the direction of gaze in an advertising face 
matters enormously: a model looking directly at the viewer holds 
attention on the face itself, while a model looking toward a product 
directs the viewer’s attention toward that product. Face gaze acts as a 
social cue that the brain automatically follows. 

Ethologist Konrad Lorenz first described the Kindchenschema, or 
baby schema, in 1943: the cluster of infantile physical features, large 
head relative to body, high forehead, large eyes, chubby cheeks, that 
triggers nurturing, approach-oriented behaviour in adults. 
Neuroimaging has confirmed that images matching the baby schema 
activate reward circuits including the medial orbitofrontal cortex 
faster and more strongly than matched adult faces. The adaptive logic 
is clear: the baby schema signals vulnerability and elicits caregiving. 
Advertisers have long exploited this: from the Pillsbury Doughboy to 
Michelin Baby to the countless insurance ads featuring infants and 
young children, baby-schema features are among the most reliable 
bottom-up visual triggers in commercial communication. 

Anne Treisman’s feature integration theory, developed in the 1980s 
and refined over subsequent decades, provides the most 
comprehensive framework for understanding what captures visual 
attention in a multi-element scene. Treisman proposed that certain 
basic visual features, colour, orientation, size, spatial frequency, and 
motion, are processed in parallel across the visual field in what she 
called “pre-attentive processing.” Before focused attention is deployed, 
the visual system scans the entire field simultaneously, and any 
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element that differs from its surroundings along one of these basic 
feature dimensions “pops out” automatically. A red circle among blue 
circles is immediately visible regardless of how many blue circles 
surround it. A moving object in a static scene is detected instantly. 
This pre-attentive salience is involuntary and cannot be suppressed by 
effort. 

The practitioner implication of feature integration theory is direct: 
visual salience through colour contrast, motion, and size deviation 
commands attention before the viewer has made any conscious 
decision about what to attend to. Brands that use strong chromatic 
contrast in their point-of-sale materials, that incorporate motion 
elements in digital banners, or that use scale disruption in outdoor 
advertising are leveraging pre-attentive processing. The Amul 
hoarding tradition, with its distinctive yellow background and bold, 
high-contrast typography, achieves visual pop-out in the cluttered 
outdoor environment of Indian cities by consistently occupying the 
same pre-attentive feature space while varying only the topical 
message. 

Colour deserves particular attention within the framework of pre-
attentive processing, because colour operates across multiple levels of 
the attentional system simultaneously. At the pre-attentive level, 
high-contrast colour combinations, such as red on white or yellow on 
black, trigger the fastest visual detection responses. At the associative 
level, colours carry learned emotional and categorical meanings that 
vary across cultures (a theme explored further in Chapter 6 on brand 
memory). The Coca-Cola red, studied extensively as a brand colour, 
succeeds partly through pre-attentive salience and partly through 
decades of conditioning that has made the red-and-white combination 
a conditioned stimulus for refreshment and social joy. In digital 
environments, where the feed is an endless stream of competing visual 
content, the brand that owns a distinctive colour signature has a pre-
attentive advantage in every context where that signature appears. 

Storytelling and Narrative Transportation 

In 2000, Melanie Green and Timothy Brock published a paper in the 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology that introduced the concept 
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of narrative transportation: the degree to which a reader or viewer 
is mentally absorbed into a story, losing awareness of their real-world 
surroundings and becoming immersed in the narrative world. Green 
and Brock found that individuals who experienced greater narrative 
transportation showed higher acceptance of the values, beliefs, and 
judgements embedded in the story, even when those beliefs were 
explicitly counter-attitudinal. Persuasion through transportation, 
they argued, operates through different mechanisms than classical 
argument-based persuasion: rather than processing and counter-
arguing specific claims, the transported listener simply inhabits a 
world where the story’s premises are true. 

The neural mechanism underlying narrative transportation is partly 
understood. Engagement with narrative activates not only language 
processing regions but also motor, sensory, and emotional simulation 
circuits, a phenomenon that neuroscientists call neural coupling. 
When you listen to a story about running, motor cortex activates. 
When you hear a story involving smell, olfactory cortex activates. 
Story is not processed as abstract information; it is processed as 
simulated experience. This simulation quality is what gives narrative 
its persuasive power: it bypasses the evaluative, analytical systems 
that would otherwise test the claims of an advertisement. 

Paul Zak and his colleagues at Claremont Graduate University have 
conducted a series of experiments examining the neurochemical 
correlates of narrative engagement. Zak’s work, reported in 
publications including a 2015 essay in Cerebrum, has focused on the 
role of oxytocin, the neuropeptide associated with social bonding and 
trust, in responses to character-driven stories. Zak’s experimental 
paradigm involves measuring participants’ oxytocin levels before and 
after exposure to video narratives with varying levels of character 
development and tension. His consistent finding is that narratives 
that establish a sympathetic character and place that character under 
meaningful jeopardy reliably elicit oxytocin release, and that oxytocin 
release in turn predicts both emotional engagement and prosocial 
behaviour, including charitable donations, in the period immediately 
following the narrative. The architecture Zak identifies is simple and 
powerful: a character we care about, in a situation of tension or 
difficulty, moving toward resolution. 
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Joseph Campbell's hero's journey, or monomyth, as detailed in 
The Hero With a Thousand Faces (1949), aligns almost 
precisely with Paul Zak's neurochemical framework. The 
elements of Campbell's hero's journey, including the ordinary 
world, the call to adventure, the trials, and the transformation 
and return, correspond to Zak's research in terms of the 
emotional engagement and the oxytocin response. It is safe to 
say that Campbell's monomyth is the starting point to explore 
the narrative patterns of hero's journeys across different 
cultures, as they are most certainly the patterns that describe 
the basic features of the human emotional response system. 

One of the most notable examples of hero's journey advertising 
in India is the Hamara Bajaj campaign of the 1980s and 1990s, 
created by Lintas India. The storytelling focus of the campaign 
was the ordinary Indian family traversing the challenges of the 
Indian landscape with a trusty two-wheeler, which positioned 
the Bajaj Chetak as a travel companion for the firm's national 
journey. The brand was rooted with the campaign's tagline 
'Hamara Bajaj' (Our Bajaj) as a reflection of the collective 
identity and aspiration. The campaign was in effect for nearly 
two decades, producing a brand fidelity that went beyond 
product reliability and performance and transcended into the 
emotional identity of the consumers. 

The comic parable is a new addition to narrative transportation 
developed by Ogilvy India with Fevicol’s advertising tradition. 
Each Fevicol ad is a concise story with a beginning, middle, and 
end. Each also has a joke around which the story revolves, 
bringing a reward to the viewer for their time. The humorous 
“Fevicol Marine” ad from 2013 shows a community that would 
rather cling to a water-logged bus than part with their Fevicol 
Marine furniture. This ad is not only funny, but also creates a 
world where Fevicol is always and most importantly there. 
Transportation is achieved in this ad through the comic 
narrative as effectively as tragedy, because the resolution of the 
story is so pleasing whether it evokes laughter or tears. 
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Research Box: Green and Brock (2000): Narrative 
Transportation and Belief Change 

Melanie Green and Timothy Brock’s seminal work on 
transportation in narratives was published in the Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology. Many of their studies 
evened out different variables by measuring the degree of 
absorption of study participants reading the story. In one of 
their studies, participants read a story about a child that was 
murdered by a released criminally insane psychiatric patient. 
Participants that scored higher on the transportation test 
believed the story’s message more strongly that the psychiatric 
system is dangerous, even though they were told the story was 
a work of fiction. When reading the story, highly transported 
participants were less likely to criticize the story’s message. 
This study was one of the first to show that narrative 
transportation is a more effective persuasion mechanism than 
emotional arousal and rational discourse, and opened new 
avenues in the fields of advertising, public health, and politics. 

Viral Marketing Psychology: Jonah Berger’s STEPPS 
Framework 

Why do some pieces of content spread while others, regardless of 
their quality, disappear without a trace? This is the central question 
that marketing professor Jonah Berger addressed through six years of 
research on social transmission, culminating in his 2013 book 
Contagious: Why Things Catch On. Berger’s analysis, based on 
systematic study of thousands of viral content pieces and word-of-
mouth episodes, identified six characteristics that reliably predict 
social transmission. He organized these into the mnemonic STEPPS: 
Social currency, Triggers, Emotion, Public, Practical value, and 
Stories. 

Social currency refers to the degree to which sharing a piece of 
content makes the sharer look good. People share content that signals 
intelligence, taste, insider knowledge, or group membership. Berger’s 
research showed that people are more likely to share information that 
reflects well on them as curators. This is why content with genuine 
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insight, unexpected facts, and counterintuitive findings spreads faster 
than obvious information: sharing it allows the sharer to claim the 
social currency of being the person who knew. For Indian brands, this 
mechanism helps explain why politically and socially sharp topical 
advertising, like Amul hoardings commenting on current events, 
generates so much organic sharing; the act of forwarding an Amul 
hoarding is itself a signal of wit and social awareness. 

Triggers refers to environmental and contextual cues that bring a 
product or idea to mind. Berger’s research found that Kit Kat’s “Give 
Me a Break” campaign succeeded partly because coffee, which is 
consumed at the same time as a snack break, became a trigger for the 
Kit Kat brand. Products that are linked to frequently encountered 
environmental triggers achieve what Berger calls “top-of-mind” 
awareness not through advertising repetition but through associative 
conditioning. Maggi noodles have a similar advantage in India: the 
hunger signal that hits at 2pm or after a school day is a powerful 
contextual trigger that decades of consistent messaging have linked 
to the Maggi brand. 

Emotion is the engine of social transmission. Berger’s research, 
analysing which articles from the New York Times were most emailed 
over a three-month period, found a clear pattern: the most virally 
transmitted articles were those that produced high-arousal emotional 
states, awe, anger, anxiety, and amusement, while low-arousal states 
like sadness and contentment were associated with less transmission. 
This finding aligns with the physiological arousal theory of emotion: 
high-arousal states increase general motivation to act, including the 
motivation to share. Sadness, though deeply felt, does not energise the 
body for action. Awe, anger, and amusement do. 

Public refers to the social visibility of behaviour. Actions that are 
publicly visible are more likely to be imitated because social proof 
operates: when people see others engaging with a brand or content, 
they infer that it is worth engaging with. This is why user-generated 
content campaigns, hashtag challenges, and visible social sharing 
mechanics are powerful tools: they make consumption public and 
therefore contagious. The Vodafone ZooZoos phenomenon spread 
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partly because so many people were visibly sharing ZooZoo images 
on early Indian social media platforms, creating a social proof cascade. 

Practical value acknowledges that people share genuinely useful 
information because sharing utility generates social currency while 
also being prosocial. This is why “life hack” content, comparison 
tables, how-to guides, and money-saving tips spread reliably: the act 
of sharing them is both useful and flattering to the sharer. Brands that 
embed practical value in their content, rather than purely promotional 
material, tend to generate more organic transmission. 

Stories returns us to narrative transportation. Berger notes that 
information embedded in a narrative is more memorable and more 
transmissible than the same information presented as isolated facts. 
Stories are the packaging format that the human mind evolved to 
transmit cultural information across time and social distance. Brands 
that wrap their product messages in stories rather than presenting 
them as bare claims benefit from this deep attentional and mnemonic 
advantage. 

The STEPPS framework repays further reflection because its 
elements interact rather than operate independently. A piece of 
content that activates only one or two of the six mechanisms will 
spread modestly; content that activates four or five simultaneously 
will spread exponentially. Nike’s “Just Do It” campaign is a useful test 
case: it generates social currency (sharing it signals aspiration and 
athletic identity), it creates high-arousal emotion (the framework of 
personal challenge and triumph is inherently arousing), it tells the 
viewer’s own story back to them (making the brand part of their 
identity narrative), and it is publicly displayable through apparel and 
equipment. Berger’s framework suggests that the campaign’s viral 
longevity is not an accident of creative inspiration but a consequence 
of systematically activating multiple transmission mechanisms 
simultaneously. For Indian brands operating in a market where word-
of-mouth through WhatsApp, family networks, and local community 
groups remains the dominant transmission channel for brand 
information, the STEPPS framework has particular relevance: content 
designed for social sharing through close-network WhatsApp chains 
needs to satisfy the social currency and practical value criteria above 
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all, because these are the motivators most consistent with the 
prosocial norms of sharing within trusted networks. 

Research Box: Jonah Berger and Katherine 
Milkman (2012): What Makes Online Content Go 
Viral 

In a paper published in the Journal of Marketing Research, Berger 
and Milkman analysed 6,956 articles from the New York Times 
to identify the psychological characteristics associated with 
viral transmission. After controlling for article quality, author 
fame, and placement on the website, they found that emotional 
content was substantially more viral than non-emotional 
content. Within emotional content, the key variable was arousal 
rather than valence: high-arousal positive emotions (awe, 
amusement) and high-arousal negative emotions (anger, 
anxiety) both drove greater transmission than low-arousal 
emotions, regardless of whether the emotion was positive or 
negative. Content that produced awe, defined as the experience 
of confronting something vast and mind-altering, was among 
the most viral of all emotional categories. This finding 
challenges the intuitive assumption that positive content 
spreads because it makes people feel good; what matters is not 
the direction of the emotion but its intensity. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

1. Design for bottom-up attention before top-down 
comprehension. In any communication environment, assume 
that your audience’s deliberate attention will not be engaged 
until your message has already passed through the automatic 
attentional gatekeeping system. Use pre-attentive visual 
features, colour contrast, motion, and size deviation to earn 
that first involuntary glance. 

2. Build a curiosity gap in headlines and opening lines. 
Apply Loewenstein’s information-gap principle: give the 
audience just enough information to feel that they are on the 
edge of knowing something significant, then make the 
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resolution one small action away. Avoid the trap of either 
complete opacity (no motivation to engage) or complete 
disclosure (no reason to continue). 

3. Use pattern interrupts deliberately. Identify the 
conventions of your category and consciously violate at least 
one of them in execution. The interruption triggers mismatch 
detection, which commands involuntary attention and 
enhances encoding in memory. The violation must be 
relevant to the brand to avoid mere novelty without 
persuasive residue. 

4. Prioritise faces and apply baby-schema principles 
carefully. Faces dominate visual attention; use them with 
directional intent. Models looking toward a product direct 
consumer gaze toward the product. If your brand serves 
emotional, family-oriented, or caregiving contexts, baby-
schema imagery activates reward circuits that create 
approach motivation, but deploy this mechanism honestly, 
not manipulatively. 

5. Engineer stories with Zak’s neurochemical architecture. 
A sympathetic character in a state of meaningful tension, 
moving toward resolution, reliably triggers oxytocin release 
and narrative transportation. Do not skip the tension phase; 
advertising that resolves conflict too easily fails to generate 
the emotional engagement that precedes persuasion. Let the 
character struggle. 

6. Optimise for high-arousal emotion in shareable content. 
When designing content for social transmission, prioritise 
awe, amusement, and moral elevation over low-arousal 
emotions. These are the emotional states that physiologically 
motivate sharing behaviour. Use the STEPPS framework as a 
pre-publication checklist: does the content provide social 
currency, trigger recall, generate high-arousal emotion, 
encourage public display, deliver practical value, and wrap 
itself in a story? 

7. Audit your brand’s contextual triggers. Map the moments 
in your consumers’ daily lives when they experience the 
problem your product solves, and then ask whether your 



108 

brand is the automatic mental association in those moments. 
If not, use consistent messaging paired with contextual cues 
to build those associations. The goal is to make the context 
itself a trigger for your brand. 

Chapter Summary 

Attention is the bottleneck through which all persuasion must pass. 
The human attentional system evolved for survival, not for 
advertising, and it allocates its limited resources according to ancient 
neural criteria: threat, social relevance, novelty, and emotional 
significance. The attention economy that Herbert Simon first 
diagnosed in 1971 and Tim Wu documented in 2016 is, at its neural 
foundation, a competition for access to the amygdala and the 
dopaminergic circuits that translate amygdala signals into behaviour. 

The tools for competing in this economy are neither mysterious nor 
arbitrary. George Loewenstein’s information-gap theory explains why 
curiosity-gap headlines outperform informational ones. Wolfram 
Schultz’s reward prediction error framework explains why novelty 
and surprise command disproportionate attention and memory. Anne 
Treisman’s feature integration theory specifies exactly which visual 
properties trigger pre-attentive salience. Green and Brock’s narrative 
transportation research explains why stories persuade more 
effectively than arguments. And Jonah Berger’s STEPPS framework 
provides a practical taxonomy of the conditions under which ideas 
spread socially. 

The most important insight that unifies all of these findings is that 
emotional arousal is not merely a pleasant by-product of effective 
communication; it is the mechanism by which messages pass through 
the brain’s attentional filters, get encoded in memory, and motivate 
behaviour. Attention without emotion is processing without 
consequence. Emotion without relevance is noise. The craft of 
emotionally effective communication lies in making arousal relevant 
and relevance arousing. 

There is a corollary worth noting: the same neural mechanisms that 
make emotional triggers effective also make them potentially coercive. 
Curiosity gaps can withhold information manipulatively. Surprise can 
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be engineered to disorient rather than delight. Visual triggers can 
exploit vulnerability. The practitioner who understands these 
mechanisms has an obligation to use them in service of genuinely 
valuable communication, not merely to extract attention for its own 
sake. The next chapter examines what happens after attention is 
captured: how the emotional signals that earn initial awareness are 
subsequently consolidated into brand memory, and why some 
memories, and some brands, persist for decades while others are 
forgotten before the next commercial break. 
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Chapter 6 
The Amygdala and Brand Memory 

Opening Hook 

In January 1984, the Macintosh computer had not yet been sold to a 
single consumer. Apple had already spent $500,000 producing a 60-
second television commercial directed by Ridley Scott, and its board 
of directors had watched a private screening and recommended not 
airing it. The advertisement featured a grey totalitarian world of 
shaved-headed drones, a hammer-throwing female athlete in pursuit 
by thought police, and an explosion of light as the athlete shattered a 
giant telescreen showing a Big Brother figure intoning the promise of 
“a unified system.” It had no product demonstration. It showed no 
features. It did not mention the price. It ended with a single line of 
text: “On January 24th, Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. 
And you’ll see why 1984 won’t be like Nineteen Eighty-Four.” 

The advertisement ran once, during the Super Bowl on January 22, 
1984. It was, by most measures, the most discussed commercial in 
television history at that point. Within 24 hours, evening news 
programmes across America were replaying it as a news event. Two 
days later, 200,000 people visited Apple dealers. The Macintosh sold 
out. 

Why did a 60-second film with no product demonstration, seen once, 
remain embedded in the cultural memory of an entire generation? 
The answer lies in the neural machinery of emotional memory: a set of 
interacting systems centred on the amygdala and hippocampus that 
ensure some experiences are encoded so deeply that they persist for 
decades while others fade within hours. The Apple “1984” 
advertisement did not just capture attention. It created a flashbulb 
memory at civilisational scale: a vivid, emotionally charged, highly 
specific memory bound to a precise moment in time, the kind of 
memory whose neural formation we now understand well enough to 
reverse-engineer. 
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This chapter traces the neuroscience of emotional memory and its 
implications for brand building. We examine the amygdala-
hippocampus consolidation mechanism, the psychology of flashbulb 
memories, and the neural basis of brand recall. We then turn to colour 
psychology, the architecture of emotional branding, and the emerging 
science of multisensory brand experience. By the end, the mechanisms 
that create lasting brand memories, and the practical tools for 
deploying them, will be clear. 

Chapter Introduction and Roadmap 

Memory is the residue of attention. Once a stimulus has passed 
through the brain’s attentional gatekeeping system (as explored in 
Chapter 5), the question becomes: what determines whether the 
experience is remembered an hour later, a year later, or a decade 
later? The answer, as neuroscience has progressively clarified, turns 
on one variable above all others: emotional significance. Emotionally 
charged experiences are not merely more pleasant or more vivid in 
memory; they are encoded through fundamentally different neural 
mechanisms that produce more durable and more accessible traces. 

This chapter is organised around six interconnected themes. We 
begin with the biology of emotional memory, drawing on James 
McGaugh’s foundational work on amygdala-mediated memory 
consolidation, the classic Brown and Kulik research on flashbulb 
memories, and Larry Cahill’s experimental confirmation of the 
amygdala’s role in human emotional memory recall. The second 
section applies these mechanisms to some of the most memorable 
advertisements in history, asking specifically what neural events the 
Apple “1984” commercial, the Cadbury Gorilla, and the Old Spice 
“The Man Your Man Could Smell Like” campaign triggered. The 
third section examines brand recall mechanisms, drawing on John 
Bargh’s priming research and Byron Sharp’s mental availability 
framework. The fourth section analyses colour psychology in 
branding. The fifth explores emotional branding and Jungian 
archetypes. The chapter closes with Aradhna Krishna’s science of 
sensory marketing. 
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Emotional Memory: How the Amygdala Consolidates 
What Matters 

 

Figure 6.1 — Where memories are stored: the hippocampus and adjacent 
structures form the architecture of brand recall. 

In a series of landmark studies spanning from the 1980s through the 
early 2000s, neuroscientist James McGaugh and his colleagues at the 
University of California, Irvine established what is now the most 
empirically robust principle in the neuroscience of memory: 
emotional arousal enhances long-term memory consolidation, 
and this enhancement is mediated by the amygdala acting on the 
hippocampus and other memory-relevant structures. 

The mechanism, as McGaugh’s research documented, operates 
through the hormonal cascade triggered by emotionally significant 
events. When the amygdala detects an emotionally relevant stimulus, 
it activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and the 
sympathetic nervous system, releasing adrenaline (epinephrine) and 
cortisol into the bloodstream. These stress hormones, particularly 
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adrenaline, feed back to the basolateral amygdala, which in turn 
modulates the strength of synaptic consolidation in the hippocampus, 
the structure most directly responsible for the formation of 
declarative long-term memories. The result is that memories formed 
during states of emotional arousal are consolidated more thoroughly, 
encoded in greater detail, and resistant to interference from 
subsequent experience. McGaugh’s animal studies showed that 
injecting adrenaline after learning strengthened memory in a dose-
dependent fashion, while blocking adrenaline receptors with 
propranolol weakened it. The emotional tagging system is 
pharmacological in its precision. 

Roger Brown and James Kulik’s 1977 paper in Cognition introduced 
the concept of flashbulb memories: vivid, detailed, apparently 
permanent memories of the moment at which a person first learned of 
a surprising and emotionally significant public event. Brown and 
Kulik interviewed participants about their memories of learning about 
the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963 and found that virtually 
all respondents reported highly detailed memories of precisely where 
they were, who they were with, what they were doing, and what they 
saw and heard at the moment they received the news, despite the 
event having occurred nearly 15 years earlier. The authors proposed 
that such memories were formed by a special neural mechanism they 
called “Now Print!”: a biological camera triggered by high emotional 
significance that takes a high-fidelity snapshot of the entire context 
surrounding the triggering event. 

Subsequent research has refined and partially complicated this picture. 
Larry Cahill and his colleagues confirmed in a 1996 paper in Nature 
that the amygdala is specifically activated during encoding of 
emotionally arousing material and that the degree of amygdala 
activation during encoding predicts long-term recall accuracy for that 
material, not for neutral material encoded at the same time. This 
finding has important nuances: the amygdala does not improve the 
accuracy of flashbulb memories per se (subsequent research has shown 
that they contain errors, like all memories), but it increases their 
subjective vividness and confidence, making them feel more reliable 
than they actually are. What the amygdala’s involvement guarantees 
is not accuracy but persistence and salience. 
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For brand builders, these mechanisms yield a non-obvious but 
important implication. The goal of brand communication is not 
merely to be noticed; it is to be encoded in a way that ensures 
subsequent retrieval. Emotional arousal at the moment of first brand 
exposure is the single most powerful lever available for achieving this. 
A brand that is first encountered during a high-arousal experience, 
whether a World Cup final, a personal milestone like a wedding or a 
first home, or a moment of collective social emotion, will have its 
memory trace consolidated more deeply than the same brand 
encountered during a neutral moment. This is the neural logic behind 
advertising during major events and the marketing strategy of 
associating brands with emotionally significant life occasions. 

Why Some Advertisements Are Unforgettable 

The Apple “1984” commercial, the Cadbury Gorilla of 2007, and the 
Old Spice “The Man Your Man Could Smell Like” of 2010 are three of 
the most studied advertisements in history. Each is unforgettable for 
reasons that, on analysis, map directly onto the neuroscience of 
emotional memory. 

The Apple “1984” advertisement triggered a combination of threat 
detection, social emotion, and narrative resolution. The opening 
sequence, grey, institutional, ominous, activated the amygdala’s threat 
surveillance function: the visual grammar of the ad is that of danger 
and oppression, and the brain’s automatic threat-detection system 
responds to it as such before any conscious interpretation occurs. The 
arrival of the female athlete created a pattern interrupt (mismatch 
detection, as discussed in Chapter 5) within an already aroused 
emotional system. The explosion and the bright light produced a 
resolution response that physiologists would recognise as a classic 
arousal-relief pattern, the emotional equivalent of a held breath being 
released. The narrative’s implicit alignment with every viewer’s self-
concept as an individual in opposition to conformity provided what 
psychologists call self-referential processing, which is among the 
strongest predictors of memory encoding. The entire 60-second film 
was constructed, whether by intuition or design, to activate the 
amygdala across multiple dimensions simultaneously. 
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The Cadbury Gorilla, analysed in Chapter 5 for its surprise value, 
demonstrates a different emotional memory mechanism: the 
consolidation of positive affect through incongruity and relief. The 
sustained build of Phil Collins’ drum fill, a piece of music that 
virtually every British consumer in 2007 associated with a powerful 
emotional memory from their own adolescence, created what 
psychologists call emotional contagion: the transfer of emotional 
state from the stimulus to the viewer through mirror neuron 
activation and associative conditioning. The gorilla’s performance was 
not funny, exactly; it was joyful, with a quality of pure physical 
exuberance that produced the oxytocin-mediated affiliative response 
that Paul Zak’s research has documented in response to character-
centred narratives. Because the viewer’s positive emotional state was 
intense at the moment of encoding, and because the Cadbury logo 
appeared at the resolution of that state, the brand became associated 
through Pavlovian conditioning with the emotional relief that 
resolved the tension of the sustained drum build. Post-campaign 
research showed that Cadbury’s brand preference metrics climbed 
significantly in the months following the campaign. 

Old Spice’s “The Man Your Man Could Smell Like,” created by 
Wieden+Kennedy in 2010, achieved its mnemonic power through a 
different mechanism: humour operating on prediction violation. The 
ad’s rapid scene changes, each departing from the one before it 
through a spatial and logical non sequitur, created a sustained 
sequence of mild prediction errors. Each violation of expectation 
triggered a micro-dopamine signal; each unexpected resolution (the 
man is now on a horse, now on a boat) provided an immediate reward. 
The accumulated pleasure of repeated prediction-error-plus-reward 
cycles created a deeply positive emotional state that was consolidated 
into long-term memory alongside the brand and its central character. 
The campaign produced a 125% increase in Old Spice body wash sales 
in the weeks following its launch and a 107% increase in US channel 
sales. 

What unites these three advertisements, and what the neuroscience of 
emotional memory predicts, is that the intensity and quality of the 
emotional arousal at the moment of encoding, not the message clarity 
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or the product information conveyed, is the primary determinant of 
long-term brand memory formation. 

The Cadbury “Kuch Khaas Hai” campaign of 1994, featuring the 
exuberant Rashi dancing on a cricket ground while her boyfriend 
scores a boundary, achieved its emotional impact through a 
mechanism that is particularly resonant in the Indian cultural context: 
unexpected joy in a public setting. The ad violated the modest, 
domestic script of typical Indian confectionery advertising of that era. 
The female protagonist’s spontaneous, uninhibited expression of joy 
in a public space created a pattern interrupt on both visual and social 
dimensions simultaneously. The emotional charge was high enough to 
ensure that the moment, the girl, the yellow wrapper, and the feeling 
of uninhibited celebration were encoded as a unified memory trace 
that the brand has been able to reactivate in every subsequent 
generation. 

Brand Recall Mechanisms: Priming, Schema, and Mental 
Availability 

If emotional arousal determines the depth of encoding, what 
determines the ease of retrieval? This is the question addressed by 
three complementary frameworks: social psychologist John Bargh’s 
research on priming, the cognitive psychology of schema activation, 
and marketing scientist Byron Sharp’s mental availability framework. 

John Bargh’s priming research, developed across a series of 
experiments in the 1990s and 2000s, demonstrated that the activation 
of a concept in memory spreads automatically to related concepts 
through a network of associative links, and that this spreading 
activation can influence behaviour without the person being aware of 
it. In a classic demonstration, Bargh and colleagues found that 
exposing participants to words associated with elderly stereotypes 
caused them to walk more slowly when leaving the laboratory, even 
though none of the stimulus words were about walking speed. 
Priming is the activation of a concept that then makes related 
concepts more accessible, more readily available for use in perception, 
judgement, and decision-making. 
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For brand management, priming operates in two directions. Outward 
priming: when a brand successfully associates itself with emotionally 
significant concepts (family, achievement, safety, adventure), those 
concepts prime the brand whenever they are activated by unrelated 
experiences. A father playing with his children is, after sufficient 
conditioning, priming the Horlicks brand through the associative 
network that advertising has constructed. Inward priming: the brand 
itself, when encountered in any context, primes all of its associated 
concepts, creating a readiness in the consumer to interpret subsequent 
experience through the brand’s emotional frame. 

Schema activation refers to the broader cognitive structures, or 
schemas, that organise our knowledge about categories of experience. 
When a consumer encounters a brand, they do not process it as an 
isolated data point; they process it through the lens of the schemas 
they have developed about brands in that category, about the specific 
brand’s history, and about the social meaning of using that brand. 
Schemas are emotionally inflected: they carry the affective residue of 
all previous encounters with the brand and its communications. This 
is why brand consistency across decades of communication is not 
merely aesthetically pleasing but cognitively necessary: each 
consistent execution reinforces the existing schema, making it more 
accessible and more emotionally resonant, while inconsistent 
executions create schema incongruence that requires effortful 
updating and dilutes retrieval cues. 

Byron Sharp’s mental availability framework, articulated in How 
Brands Grow (2010), translates these cognitive mechanisms into a 
practical marketing principle. Sharp argues that the primary driver of 
brand choice, particularly in low-involvement categories, is not brand 
love or emotional loyalty but simply which brand comes to mind first 
and most easily in the purchase moment. Mental availability, the size 
and accessibility of a brand’s network of associations in consumer 
memory, is built by ensuring that the brand is associated with the 
widest possible range of category entry points: the various situations, 
needs, emotions, and cues that prompt a consumer to consider the 
category at all. A brand that is retrieved only when the consumer is 
actively seeking the category has poor mental availability. A brand 
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that comes to mind whenever the consumer is tired, celebrating, with 
family, in the sun, or anxious has excellent mental availability. 

In the Indian context, Maggi’s mental availability is its deepest 
competitive moat. Decades of consistent communication have wired 
the brand to a remarkable range of category entry points: hunger 
after school, late-night cravings, college hostel living, post-rain 
evenings, quick meals before cricket matches. The brand’s 2015 food 
safety crisis, which led to a six-month product ban, was a test of 
mental availability as much as product quality. When Maggi returned 
to shelves, consumer demand was immediate, partly because the 
emotional associations in memory had been maintained even during 
absence. The product returned; the neural associations had not been 
erased. 

Research Box: Cahill et al. (1996): The Amygdala 
and Emotional Memory in Humans 

In Nature, Larry Cahill and others at UC Irvine sate the human 
amygdala has a role in remembering emotional content, and 
tested the claim. Participants viewed a set of slides with 
narrations that were either emotionally neutral or emotional. 
An unexpected memory test was given three weeks later. 
Participants whose amygdala’s were the most active during the 
test (measured by PET in an external sample) remembered the 
emotional slides the best. However, the amygdala’s activity did 
not influence memory of the neutral slides. In follow up 
research, those given Propranolol (a beta-blocker that prevents 
the binding of adrenaline to the amygdala) remembered 
emotional content less, while remembering neutral content the 
same as the control group. The most definitive evidence that 
the amygdala influences emotional memory was presented by a 
double dissociation of amygdala activity and emotional 
memory, with Propranolol blocking the double dissociation. 

Colour Psychology: More Than Aesthetics 

Currently, it is most common to misinterpret the emotional meanings 
of colors in branding, while practitioners believe that meanings of 
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colors are fixed (i.e. red = passion, blue = trust, green = nature, etc). 
There is a great deal of cross-cultural and neuroscientific evidence 
that contradicts this. It illustrates the multiple influences that color 
can have and that cultural conditioning can play the greatest role. 

In Chapter 5, we covered the role that colour plays in the allocation of 
attention during the pre-attentive stage of processing. Colours that 
are highly contrasting with one another will evoke more rapid 
fixations than those that are low in contrast. Also, warm colours, 
characterised by high saturation of red, orange, and yellow, will 
attract the eye more rapidly than saturated or cool, desaturated 
colours. Within the field of branding, colour distinctiveness has been 
described as a memory advantage, where the more distinctive the 
colour, the more effective the cue resulting in lower interference from 
competing brands. 

Coca-Cola is a classic case in branding, with their choice of colour, 
red, and the precise application of shade, PMS 485 C, being the 
subjects of more than a century of research. As with many other 
lagging brands, this has resulted in the conditioning of a colour in 
association with a brand. Research done with the aid of electrodes has 
shown that the colour evokes a reward response faster than other 
colour controls, and this even occurs in subjects that state they hold 
no positive affinity towards the brand. The application of the colour 
has therefore become a classical conditioning of a secondary 
reinforcer. 

Tiffany blue, the specific shade of robin's-egg blue (roughly 
#0ABAB5) Tiffany & Co. adopted in the 1840s, was a calculated pick 
for Tiffany & Co.'s branding. Robin's-egg blue was associated with the 
turquoise jewelry that wealthy women of Victorian America 
possessed. That blue, and all the associations that come with it, 
became even more powerful when Tiffany's trademarked the shade, 
meaning the color immediately became an indicator of an exclusive 
Tiffany's luxury experience that everyone aspired to. Essentially, the 
blue can be an emotional indicator because of what it predestines, 
rather than what people perceive. 

Proper understanding of color meaning is essential when operating 
across different cultures. Global brands need to carefully assess color 
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meanings as part of their brand strategy. Westerner’s view of red is 
not the same as the view in China. Conversely, the western view sees 
red as intense, thereby carrying an implication of danger. Red is the 
color of good fortune and celebration in China, hence, red decorations 
are everywhere during the Chinese New Year, the wedding 
ceremonies, and throughout festive celebrations. In India, red is also a 
good color with married women displaying red sindoor. The red 
Ashoka Chakra of the Indian flag and the red of the ritual tilak and 
kumkum make red a sacred color, celebratory, and married. Branding 
in India has incorporated the meaning of the color red. Deep red is 
used as a primary color in Kalyan Jewellers and Tanishq’s festive 
campaigns and other bridal wear, because these brands have imbedded 
meanings and messages based on the audience in their campaigns. 

Saffron is special in Indian brand symbolism. Saffron is the color of 
Hindu tradition’s color of renunciation. It is the color of the monks 
and ascetics. It can symbolize spiritual aspiration and saffron which is 
the first color of the Indian tricolor can symbolize the national 
identity of the country. In a culinary context, it can also symbolize 
luxury and saffron can be a spice that is among the world’s expensive 
spices. In mithai, ghee, and Ayurvedic products, brands are using 
saffron in packaging that can draw on semiotics and cultural meaning. 
Mysore Sandal Soap which is manufactured by Karnataka Soaps and 
Detergents Limited, uses a warm saffron and gold color. It can help 
connect the sandal soap to the Mysore kingdom’s royal history and 
the purity of rituals in the Indian tradition. 

Saffron is also associated with purity in the West and White in India 
strongly symbolizes mourning and loss. There can be very Indian 
cultural attunements when White is used in advertising. IKEA is an 
example of using a blue and yellow color palette. In the Indian 
market, the blue and yellow can suggest a very positive and utilitarian 
palette whereas in other European markets the blue and yellow can 
contain national colors. 

Emotional Branding: Archetypes and Identity 

In 2001, two books appeared that would reshape practitioner thinking 
about the relationship between brands and human psychology. Marc 
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Gobé’s Emotional Branding: The New Paradigm for Connecting Brands to 
People argued that the future of brand building lay not in the 
communication of product attributes or even brand personality in the 
traditional sense, but in the creation of deep emotional connections 
between brands and the identities, aspirations, and values of their 
consumers. In the same year, Margaret Mark and Carol Pearson 
published The Hero and the Outlaw: Building Extraordinary Brands 
Through the Power of Archetypes, applying Carl Jung’s theory of the 
collective unconscious to brand strategy with remarkable precision. 

Jung’s concept of archetypes holds that certain fundamental patterns 
of human motivation, character, and narrative are so universal and so 
deeply wired into the psyche that they operate across cultures and 
historical periods. The archetypes, including the Hero, the Caregiver, 
the Outlaw, the Sage, the Explorer, the Magician, and others, 
represent patterns of meaning that resonate because they map onto 
fundamental dimensions of human motivation and experience. Mark 
and Pearson’s application of this framework to brands was more than 
metaphorical: they argued, and subsequent brand research has 
provided empirical support for the claim, that brands which 
consistently inhabit a single, clearly defined archetype create stronger 
emotional coherence in consumer memory and generate stronger 
identification than brands that attempt to be all things to all 
consumers. 

The neural logic behind archetype-based branding integrates with 
schema and priming systems, as mentioned earlier. An archetype is a 
high-level schema that encompasses and organizes different feelings, 
values, and story-parts. When a brand repeatedly summons a 
particular archetype, a memory structure is formed that is incredibly 
deep and easy to recall. Nike perfectly features the Hero archetype. 
Every different “Just Do It” example represents the same schema of 
bravery and change, from a 13-year-old in Mumbai that plays 
basketball alone, to Serena Williams’ Nike commercial during and 
after her childbirth. The consumer that recalls the Hero archetype in 
whatever context of personal adversity or aspiration, recalls Nike as 
well. 



123 

In India’s market, the Caregiver archetype is represented by a 
different grouping of brands, most of which are related to family and 
healthcare, as well as nutrition. In this context, Horlicks has always 
occupied the Caregiver space with its communication portraying 
mothers as champions of both the protection and nurturing of the 
growth and achievements of their children. The campaign strategies 
draw on the emotional scripts of Indian family culture. In this culture, 
a mother’s nutritional care of her children is a primary duty and an 
expression of love and social responsibility. In this context, the 
archetype-brand alignment is extremely useful, especially given the 
cultural emphasis on Caregiver advertising in India and the mother-
child relationship. 

Gobé’s emotional branding framework adds a practical dimension that 
complements Mark and Pearson’s structural analysis. Gobé identified 
ten commandments of emotional branding, including the shift from 
consumers to people, from products to experiences, from honesty to 
trust, from quality to preference, and from notoriety to aspiration. 
The common thread across these commandments is the argument 
that the surface attributes of a brand, its product quality, its 
reliability, its reasonable price, are necessary but not sufficient for 
brand love. Brand love requires that the consumer experience the 
brand as a mirror of their own aspirations and identity; it requires 
that the brand make them feel something about themselves, not just 
about the product. 

Sensory Marketing: When Brand Memory Has a Smell 
and a Sound 

The neuroscience of memory is not confined to the visual-linguistic 
domain. Human memory is multisensory, and memories formed with 
rich multisensory encoding are more durable and more resistant to 
interference than memories formed in a single sensory modality. This 
is because multisensory memories have more retrieval cues: any one of 
the sensory components can reactivate the entire memory trace. 
Aradhna Krishna, professor of marketing at the University of 
Michigan and author of Customer Sense: How the 5 Senses Influence 
Buying Behaviour (a foundational text in the field she helped create), 
defines sensory marketing as “marketing that engages the 
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consumers’ senses and affects their perception, judgement, and 
behaviour.” 

The most powerful example of deliberate sensory brand encoding in 
the aviation industry is Singapore Airlines’ registered scent, “Stefan 
Floridian Waters.” Developed in partnership with a fragrance house 
and introduced in the early 1990s, the scent is applied consistently to 
all cabin crew uniforms, hot towels, and in-flight amenities. It is 
trademarked, making it the exclusive property of the brand. Every 
time a frequent Singapore Airlines passenger encounters that scent, 
whether in an airport lounge or on a flight, the entire emotional 
schema of the brand, its service quality, its aesthetic, its associations 
with a particular category of travel experience, is immediately and 
automatically activated. The scent functions as a retrieval cue with 
extraordinary precision because the olfactory system has the most 
direct neural pathway to the amygdala and hippocampus of any 
sensory modality: olfactory signals bypass the thalamic relay that 
other senses use and project directly into the limbic system. Smell is, 
neuroanatomically, the most emotional sense. 

Apple’s sensibility toward sound branding for its retail and product 
experiences is another variation of the same concept. The now 
discontinued sound of the MacBook starting up, the sound of the lock 
button on the iPhone, and the design of the sound environment in the 
Apple Stores are all examples of touch points for the design of the 
brand. The ease and satisfaction of the design of the packaging are 
evident in the sound the packaging makes and the resistance of the 
packaging lid as it is lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is 
lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is lifted, and the design of 
the packaging as it is lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is 
lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is lifted, and the design of 
the packaging as it is lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is 
lifted, and the design of the packaging as it is lifted, and the design of 
the packaging as it is lifted. The combination of all these design 
features is not accidental, as they all help to reinforce and build the 
memories associated with the brand. 

In India, the Lijjat Papad jingle and laugh are a constant in modern 
memory. This brand sound, which features a high-pitched and happy 
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laugh and has been a part of Lijjat Papad advertisements for many 
years, is one of the most memorable and instantly recognizable brand 
sounds of the Indian subcontinent and transcends all generations. 
This laugh communicates a spontaneous sense of home and a familiar 
and happy experience which is also delightfully and unexpectedly 
tasty. The laugh is a direct stimulating sound of brand home-cooked 
Indian food and creates a family atmosphere with mealtime pleasure 
and simple brand enjoyment which has been fostered over many years 
by Lijjat Papad. The sound alone brings back the brand and the brand 
brings back memories. 

The soft sizzles of Maggi noodles boiling and the faint aroma of 
Maggi masala are nostalgic to an entire generation of Indian 
consumers. These sounds and smells became popular, somewhat 
accidentally, through establishing Maggi as a brand. Similarly, 
Singapore Airlines uses sensory branding by engineering an entire 
atmosphere within their aircraft. However, the smells and sounds of 
Maggi noodles are inherent to the characteristics of the product itself. 
While these sensory elements are not manufactured as brand assets, 
they has the same effect. These elements are triggers for an emotional 
response that is nostalgic to a particular time, place, and experience 

The Mysore Sandal Soap is perhaps India’s earliest example of scent-
based brand equity. Produced since 1916 using pure sandalwood oil 
from Karnataka’s forests, the soap’s fragrance has been conditioned, 
across generations of Indian consumers, to the schemas of ritual 
purity, traditional beauty care, and the cultural heritage of South 
India. The scent functions as an archival memory trigger: to smell 
sandalwood is, for millions of Indian consumers, to retrieve a specific 
emotional world associated with grandmothers, bathroom shelves, 
festival mornings, and the comfortable familiarity of an uninterrupted 
cultural tradition. No digital communication strategy can replicate the 
depth of this sensory memory encoding. 

Research Box: Aradhna Krishna: Multisensory 
Integration and Brand Memory 

Aradhna Krishna’s programme of research, summarised in her 
2010 book Sensory Marketing: Research on the Sensuality of 
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Products and in multiple peer-reviewed papers, has 
systematically demonstrated that multisensory consistency in 
brand experience enhances both memory encoding and 
purchase intention. In one key study, Krishna and Morrin 
(2008) found that the haptic quality of a cup from which 
participants drank water influenced their evaluation of the 
water’s taste, a finding that demonstrates cross-modal sensory 
integration: the feel of the container influences the perception of 
the content. In a direct application to brand memory, research 
by Krishna and colleagues has shown that brands whose 
packaging engages multiple sensory channels simultaneously, 
rather than only the visual channel, generate stronger recall 
and stronger positive affect in subsequent encounters. The 
practical implication is that every sensory touch point in the 
brand experience is a memory-encoding opportunity, and that 
sensory coherence, the alignment of visual, tactile, auditory, and 
olfactory signals around a single emotional theme, creates 
memory structures of exceptional depth and retrieval efficiency. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

1. The first interaction with your brand should evoke strong 
emotion. The more that consumers are emotionally engaged 
when they first experience a brand, the more likely they are 
to remember it. The first consumer experience you choose is 
part of your brand introduction and your product launch, so 
use strategic care when selecting these contexts. Use of the 
unexpected in brand experience is more effective at memory 
consolidation than typical media placements. Therefore, 
consider live events and brand activations when creating a 
product launch. 

2. Employ the same retrieval cues at each interaction with the 
brand. Memory relies on the cues available at the time of 
recall. Construct the brand touch point with a specific verbal 
phrase, sensory signature, color palette, and narrative 
framework. These elements should be maintained with high 
precision. The frequent absence of a particular element will 
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undermine its status as a retrieval cue; conversely, the 
frequent presence will establish the required retrieval cue. 

3. Ensure that your brand is the most accessible within your 
category at a given moment. Following Byron Sharp, identify 
the situations, feelings, and contexts that will create a 
consumer relationship with your category. Determine if your 
brand is the first that comes to mind within these contexts. 
Focus on those that occur most frequently and are most 
valuable. 

4. Select one brand archetype and focus on that choice. Use 
Mark and Pearson's archetypes to find the one that most 
accurately represents your brand and your consumers’ 
aspirational identities. Stay within this archetype to ensure 
alignment of your brand identity with your consumers’ 
values. Attempting to encompass multiple archetypes 
diminishes the powerful effect of schema coherence and bran 
archetypes. 

5. Establish multi-sensory inputs for your brand, rather than 
just visual. Analyze the appropriate touch points for the 
auditory, tactile and olfactory senses for the consumer's brand 
experience. Assess if they are aligned, or contradictory. For 
example, a premium food brand that has packaging that looks 
expensive, but actually feels cheap, is undermining that 
premium brand positioning. An empty retail space is a missed 
opportunity for creating a scented experience that will be 
remembered. 

6. Apply cultural sensitivity in the use of color. For brands 
dealing with the different regions of India, as well as the 
global and domestic markets, gain the knowledge necessary 
for the different emotional and symbolic meanings for your 
brand's primary color for each market. Color meanings can 
change within different age groups, and across regions and 
cultures. These differences often cannot be found with 
secondary research. Consider each market's primary 
consumers and conduct your color strategy with them. 

7. Tap into sensory memories. Nostalgia is powerful emotion 
and the most memorable experiences are those that are 
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personally significant and occur during childhood and youth. 
Heritage brands can easily come back to those memories by 
being sensory consistent. They can do this with classically 
designed packaging, historic jingles, or campaigns that 
encourage core brand heritage and allow consumers to lithify 
their personal brand memories. This is not emotion based 
marketing. It is a high impact brand strategy. 

Chapter Summary 

Brand memory is not a simple copy of brand experience. It is a 
selective, emotionally filtered reconstruction that privileges the 
moments of highest arousal and organises their content around the 
schemas, archetypes, and associative networks that the brand has built 
over time. The amygdala’s role in memory consolidation ensures that 
emotional experiences are systematically encoded more deeply than 
neutral ones, making emotional resonance not merely a desirable 
quality of brand communication but a structural determinant of 
whether communication is remembered at all. 

The mechanisms examined in this chapter, amygdala-hippocampus 
consolidation, flashbulb memory formation, priming and schema 
activation, mental availability, colour association, archetype 
coherence, and multisensory encoding, are not independent strategies. 
They are facets of a single underlying truth: the brain stores what 
matters to it emotionally, and retrieves what its environment primes 
it to retrieve. A brand that achieves rich emotional encoding at first 
exposure, maintains consistent retrieval cues across all touch points, 
occupies a coherent and culturally resonant archetype, and engages 
the consumer’s senses with deliberate consistency, has created the 
conditions for the deepest and most durable form of brand memory 
available: the kind that persists across decades, survives competitive 
disruption, and recruits the consumer’s own autobiographical history 
in its service. 

The next chapter extends this analysis from the domain of memory 
into the domain of decision-making under uncertainty, examining 
how emotional brand associations function as heuristics in the 
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complex, time-pressured, information-overloaded environments in 
which most purchasing decisions are actually made. 
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Chapter 7 
Pricing, Value and Emotional Perception 

Opening Hook 

It is a Saturday afternoon in a Phoenix shopping mall, 2003. Brian 
Wansink and his colleagues have set up two tables, each offering 
small cups of Campbell’s tomato soup. The experiment looks simple 
enough: shoppers are invited to taste, and to buy as many cans as they 
like. But the two tables operate under different rules. At the first, a 
small sign reads: “Limit 12 per person.” At the second, there is no sign 
at all. Buyers at the first table, the one with the artificial limit, 
purchase an average of seven cans. Buyers at the second, 
unconstrained table purchase fewer than four. Nothing about the 
product has changed. The cans are identical, the price is identical, the 
soup is identical. All that has changed is a number printed on a 
cardboard sign, and that number has quietly doubled sales. 

This is pricing at its most elemental. Not a rational calculation of 
value for money, but a story the brain tells itself about scarcity, 
desirability, and social proof. Walk into any electronics retailer in 
India and the choreography is the same: a large “MRP ₹12,999” 
sticker crossed out in red, with a new price of ₹8,499 printed below. 
The crossed-out price is doing most of the psychological work, 
signalling a deal even though many consumers have never seen the 
product sold at that higher figure. Flip on a Flipkart Big Billion Days 
countdown and the same theatre plays out at a national scale, with a 
ticking clock and a “Only 3 left!” banner completing the emotional set. 

Price is almost never processed as a neutral number. It passes through 
the same neural filters that process pain, pleasure, anticipation, and 
social status. The anterior insula winces at an overpriced menu item 
the same way it winces at a bad smell. The nucleus accumbens lights 
up when a product feels like a bargain. Pricing is, at root, an exercise 
in emotional design, and understanding the neuroscience behind it 
gives practitioners both a sharper toolkit and a clearer responsibility. 
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This chapter moves through six dimensions of pricing psychology, 
each rooted in verified research and illustrated with examples from 
Indian and global markets. We begin with how the brain perceives 
price differences (Weber-Fechner), move to the literal pain of parting 
with money (Knutson, Prelec), and then to the luxury signals that 
override that pain (Veblen, Thorstein Veblen), the manufactured 
urgency of scarcity (Cialdini, Supreme, Flipkart), the gravity of the 
first number encountered (Tversky, Kahneman, Ariely), and finally to 
the alchemy of the discount frame (charm pricing, “was/now”, and 
MRP psychology in the Indian market). 

Price Perception: The Weber-Fechner Law and 
Reference Prices 

The mind does not perceive prices arithmetically. It perceives them 
logarithmically. This insight stretches back to the mid-nineteenth 
century, when the German physiologist Ernst Weber observed that 
the smallest detectable difference between two stimuli is a constant 
fraction of the original stimulus, not a fixed absolute amount. Gustav 
Fechner formalised the relationship into what became known as the 
Weber-Fechner law: perceived intensity scales with the logarithm of 
the physical stimulus. Applied to pricing, this means that the 
psychological impact of a ₹100 reduction depends entirely on the base 
price. A ₹100 discount on a ₹200 shirt feels enormous. The same ₹100 
off a ₹10,000 laptop is barely perceptible. 

Marketers discovered this asymmetry long before neuroscientists 
named it. The practical consequence is that small absolute discounts 
register as meaningless at high price points, and that consumers 
comparing prices on premium goods will find it harder to distinguish 
between ₹9,800 and ₹10,200 than between ₹200 and ₹600. This is not 
a failing of consumer intelligence; it is a predictable feature of how 
sensory systems evolved to measure relative, not absolute, change. 

Central to modern price perception is the concept of the reference 
price: the standard against which an actual price is evaluated. 
Reference prices can be internal (based on memory of past 
transactions) or external (provided by the seller, as with MRP or 
“was/now” labels). Research by Winer (1986) and later Kalyanaram 
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and Winer (1995) established that consumer response to a price 
depends more on the gap between the actual price and the reference 
price than on the actual price itself. A ₹500 mango at a premium 
grocer feels extravagant to a shopper whose internal reference is ₹80 
per kg from the local market. The same mango feels like a steal at an 
airport where the reference price is ₹900. 

The reference price system has a neurological correlate. Knutson et 
al.’s 2007 fMRI study (discussed at length in the next section) found 
that the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) activates when a price is 
below a consumer’s internal reference, registering what amounts to a 
neural signal of relative bargain. The brain, in other words, does not 
simply register “price paid” but “deviation from expected price.” This 
is why retailers invest so heavily in anchoring reference prices 
upward, a strategy explored in the section on anchoring effects. 

The value of reference prices does not hold equally across all 
categories. For categories defined by high price transparency and 
frequent purchases (petrol, milk, mobile data), consumers maintain 
accurate internal reference prices and have high sensitivity to price 
changes. In categories characterized by the opposite (jewellery, 
insurance, high-end electronics), reference prices are vague or non-
existent, which leads consumers to rely more on prices set by sellers. 
Indian jewellery sellers take advantage of these conditions with a 
sophisticated approach. Combining the emotionally charged context 
of buying jewellery, the volatile pricing of gold, and the seller's highly 
trained sales staff amplifies the price a customer would pay, creating a 
reliably, highly, consumer price-anchored market. 

The just-noticeable difference (JND) of the Weber-Fechner pricing 
determines a difference that customers can note and often influences 
pricing at the levels of psychology and economics. Fuel retailers 
implement slight price hikes by the just-noticeable difference to avoid 
customer backlash. Streaming services implement price increases that 
are at or below the customer’s price detection threshold. On the other 
hand, meaningful price reductions must exceed the JND. In Indian 
FMCG that number tends to fall between 10-15% price reduction, and 
is consistent with a meaningful decrease to trigger changes in 
customer behavior. 
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The JND also helps to explain a technique that Indian packaged 
goods companies have been quietly using: shrinkflation. Pack size is 
reduced while price remains the same. As an example, consider a price 
of ₹20 for a pack of biscuits. If the pack size is reduced from 100g to 
90g, the price of biscuits is perceived to have increased by 10%. 
Though the price remains the same, by not changing the price on the 
front of the pack, most consumers perceive no change. Consumers are 
far more sensitive to price changes on the pack than changes to the 
size of the pack. It is not that the consumer is failing to understand 
the change, it is simply that most consumers are not as attentive to 
the content of the pack over a time as they are of prices. 

Pain of Paying: Insula Activation and the Psychology of 
Transaction 

 

Figure 7.1 — The mesolimbic dopamine reward pathway:  
the neurochemical circuit activated by anticipated purchases. 

In 2007, a team led by Brian Knutson at Stanford published what 
remains one of the most discussed papers in consumer neuroscience. 
Participants were placed in an fMRI scanner and shown products 
alongside their prices, then invited to decide whether to purchase. The 
results clarified something that practitioners had suspected but never 
seen directly: buying hurts. 

When subjects viewed a product they desired, the nucleus 
accumbens (NAcc) activated, reflecting anticipatory pleasure, the 
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neural equivalent of “I want that.” When they saw a price they 
considered excessive, the insula activated, a region associated with 
the anticipation of negative hedonic experience, including physical 
pain. Right insula activation during price viewing independently 
predicted a decision not to purchase, above and beyond any self-
reported evaluation of the price. This was not just preference; it was, 
in the language of neuroeconomics, an anticipatory pain response. 
The study was published in Neuron and has since become a 
cornerstone of pricing psychology. 

Prelec and Loewenstein (1998) had articulated the concept 
theoretically before the imaging evidence arrived, coining the term 
“pain of paying” to describe the immediate psychological discomfort 
that accompanies a transaction. Their framework predicted that 
payment methods which increase the temporal and psychological 
separation between payment and consumption would reduce the pain, 
and therefore increase spending. Prelec and Simester (2001), in their 
paper “Always Leave Home Without It,” provided empirical evidence: 
consumers willing to pay by credit card consistently bid higher 
amounts for the same items than those paying by cash. The 
mechanism is decoupling: with a credit card, the actual moment of 
financial loss is deferred and rendered invisible, muting the insula’s 
protest. 

The implications for Indian consumer behaviour in the UPI era are 
significant and underexplored. Unified Payments Interface (UPI) 
has transformed India’s payment landscape with extraordinary speed: 
UPI’s share of India’s total digital payments volume rose from 34% in 
2019 to 83% in 2024, with transaction volumes reaching 17,221 crore 
in 2024, representing a CAGR of 74% over five years, according to 
RBI data. A tap or a QR code scan is psychologically closer to a credit 
card swipe than to handing over banknotes. Money becomes abstract, 
the pain is muted, and spending across all categories has benefited. 
This is not coincidence but a structural feature of any frictionless 
payment system, a fact that Indian fintech companies and e-commerce 
platforms have intuited and built around. 

Consider how Swiggy and Zomato have designed their checkout 
flows. There is no moment in a Zomato order where a consumer holds 
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₹400 in their hand and contemplates handing it to someone. The 
payment happens with a fingerprint authentication, after the food has 
been ordered, a sequence designed to maximise the temporal gap 
between the commitment and the transaction. The same logic 
underlies Amazon’s one-click purchasing and the Buy Now Pay Later 
products proliferating across Indian e-commerce. 

The broader principle extends beyond food delivery. Amazon India’s 
Buy Now button, one-tap UPI payments, and the pre-loaded wallet 
balance in apps like Paytm all serve the same purpose: making the 
moment of financial exchange as cognitively lightweight as possible. 
The more abstract and brief the payment experience, the quieter the 
insula’s response, and the more likely the purchase is completed. This 
insight has driven the entire contactless payment infrastructure in 
India, from the humble UPI QR code at a roadside chai stall to the 
tap-and-go NFC payment at a modern mall. Each of these frictionless 
mechanisms is, at its root, an insula-suppression technology. 

Patanjali’s pricing strategy offers a counterpoint. Patanjali has 
historically competed on very visible cash-equivalent price points, 
with packaging that emphasises the low absolute price (₹15 for a 
small pack, ₹45 for a medium). For a consumer accustomed to 
handling small cash denominations, these figures connect viscerally to 
familiar financial reality, creating the perception of accessible value. 
The pain of paying, in this case, is calibrated by design to feel 
comfortably low. 

Research Box: The Pain of Paying — Knutson et 
al. (2007) 

In “Neural Predictors of Purchases,” published in Neuron (Vol. 
53, pp. 147-156), Brian Knutson and colleagues at Stanford 
University scanned 26 participants using event-related fMRI 
while they made real purchasing decisions. Participants were 
shown a product image, then its price, then asked to buy or 
decline. Three distinct neural signatures predicted purchase 
behaviour: (1) nucleus accumbens (NAcc) activation during 
product viewing correlated with product preference; (2) medial 
prefrontal cortex (mPFC) activation during price viewing 
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predicted purchasing when the price was perceived as a relative 
bargain; and (3) right insula activation during price viewing 
predicted a decision not to purchase. All three regions predicted 
behaviour independently of self-reported ratings, suggesting 
that affective processes are doing genuine predictive work in 
purchasing, not merely reflecting conscious evaluation. This 
was one of the first demonstrations that neural activity could 
predict real economic choices above and beyond self-report. 

Luxury Branding: Veblen Goods and the Emotion of 
Aspiration 

In 1899, the American economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen 
published The Theory of the Leisure Class, in which he introduced the 
concept of conspicuous consumption: the purchase and display of 
goods primarily to signal social status rather than to satisfy material 
need. Veblen observed that for certain goods, demand does not fall as 
price rises; it may increase, because the high price is itself the point. A 
₹20,000 whisky confers status precisely because not everyone can 
afford it. The same whisky at ₹2,000 would lose much of its appeal. 

Economists formalised this as the Veblen good, a category of luxury 
item for which the demand curve slopes upward with price. The 
underlying mechanism is signalling theory, derived from the 
economic biology of Zahavi (1975) and applied to markets by 
researchers including Spence (1973): a costly signal that cannot be 
cheaply mimicked provides reliable information to observers about the 
signaller’s resources. A Birkin bag is expensive in part so that it can 
reliably signal affluence, a signal that would be destroyed if the bag 
were mass-produced cheaply. 

Neuroscience adds texture to this economic account. Knutson’s lab 
and others have shown that social reward signals activate many of 
the same circuits as material rewards, including the NAcc and the 
ventral tegmental area (VTA). Status goods carry an anticipatory 
social reward premium: the pleasure of imagining others’ responses to 
the purchase. In brain imaging studies involving brand exposure, 
luxury brand logos activate stronger emotional and self-referential 
processing in the medial prefrontal cortex than non-luxury brands, 
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suggesting that part of the luxury premium is a premium on self-
concept relevance. 

Watching the growth of India’s luxury market over the years shows 
the increase in income and the changes in social norms regarding 
status and display. India’s personal luxury goods market has 
undergone rapid expansion during the 2020s due to the growing 
urban millennial high-net-worth population, global digital brand 
availability, and a cultural shift causing an increased acceptance of 
public success. The luxury retailing of the Indian five-star hotel and 
luxury shopping mall has been expanded by digital luxury channels 
such as Tata CLiQ Luxury and Nykaa Luxe. 

There are several levels at which luxury marketing operates. The 
most basic is the amygdala’s threat-response and insula’s loss 
response, which is a result of scarcity (e.g., limited editions, waitlists). 
Quality and craftsmanship stories and the long-term value and 
mastery of such luxury products trigger the reward pathways in the 
brain. The DMN (default mode network) domain of self-referential 
thought is the deepest engagement, which is a lot of brand and 
packaging choice and store design. The luxury product offers a self-
narrative. This is what the advertisement sell for Louis Vuitton and 
Tanishq Rivaah, and not a product. 

Luxury advertising in India has developed a good balance with 
respect to famous cultural situations. The Indian society has had a 
complicated relationship with conspicuous consumption because it 
conflicts with the social rules of frugality and humility. Traditionally, 
luxury brands have come up with clever strategies to shift the focus of 
the consumer’s purchase from a sure class statement to a celebration 
of something hard earned. Nowhere has this been more of a success 
than the Indian wedding. Here, spending ₹3 Lakh on a bridal saree or 
₹5 Lakh at a wedding venue is considered not to be an extravagance, 
but a socially joint expression of love and honor for the family. 
Tanishq has developed an emotional marketing strategy based on this 
success. 

The counter-intuitive pricing dynamics of luxury goods also manifest 
in how Indian consumers respond to price increases. When Tanishq 
or a luxury automobile brand raises prices, the announcement often 
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generates increased interest rather than reduced demand, because the 
price rise functions as a quality and exclusivity signal. Brands that 
discount heavily during recessions, hoping to maintain volume, often 
damage their luxury positioning irreversibly: the insula-quieting 
effect of the discount comes at the cost of the status-signalling 
premium that made the brand worth buying in the first place. This is 
the Veblen paradox made operational: for goods whose primary value 
is social rather than functional, the price is the product. 

Scarcity and Urgency: How Limits Amplify Desire 

Robert Cialdini’s Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion identifies 
scarcity as one of the six core principles of persuasion: we place 
greater value on opportunities that are less available. The 
evolutionary logic is straightforward. Scarce resources were 
genuinely dangerous to miss in ancestral environments; the brain 
developed a bias toward immediate action when availability appeared 
limited. In modern commercial contexts, this ancient alarm system 
fires for limited-edition sneakers and flash sales with identical neural 
machinery. 

Neuroscience has identified two systems at play when invoking a 
threat-of-scarcity response. First, the amygdala perceives and 
responds to a threat of loss and generates a sense of urgency and 
readiness to respond for the organism. Second, the anterior cingulate 
cortex (ACC) resolves the tension and conflict of approaching or 
avoiding a situation. Scarcity increases the perceived threat of 
inaction, thus nudging the balance toward approach. There is 
increased loss aversion and competitive arousal. In combination, these 
factors drive participants to pay a significantly greater amount when 
bidding in an auction. 

Various methods are employed to create a sense of scarcity. Each aims 
to provoke emotional responses that are not significantly different 
from one another. For example, limited-edition products that are 
hyped to sell out via Supreme streetwear are limited to small 
production runs, ensuring that the product will be sought at a 
premium on resale. Emotional excitement builds through community 
engagement as shoppers physically line up or digitally refresh their 
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devices. This creates a “reward prediction” dopamine spike before the 
purchase is even made. 

Countdown timers alter the purchasing psychology to be more 
reactive by creating time-based scarcity. The effects of time pressure 
on consumers show that urgency motivates reliance on the more 
accelerated processing systems, such as the affective systems, and 
reduces more rational behaviors, such as price comparison. External 
examples of this time-vs-scarcity systems integration are evident in 
Flipkart’s Big Billion Days and Amazon’s Great Indian Festival. 
Imitating major sales, the annual event employs layered time scarcity 
to increase the urgency to purchase. The sale deploys countdown 
timers, “Only 2 left!” labels, and “Price will increase in X hours” 
banners to engage the time-and-scarcity dualism. Concurrently and 
continuously, the buyers’ trend panels provide social proof of the sale, 
that increasing urgency to purchase, and an increasing tendency to 
ignore the price.” The combined emotional effects have detrimental 
effects on the consumers’ purchasing decisions. What may seem like 
an opportunity is most often the effects of ongoing emotional stimuli 
designed to provide the shortest time for a purchase. 

In the context of India, scarcity relates to festival psychology 
differently. There are a number of purchasing occasions in India such 
as Dhanteras, Diwali and Gudi Padwa where consumers make large 
purchases. As these occasions are deemed auspicious, they are 
appropriate times to spend. E-commerce companies understand the 
propensity to buy, and enhance this by creating artificial scarcity. 
During the Big Billion Days sales, e-commerce companies time their 
sales with the pre-Diwali shopping to ensure that consumers are both 
culturally and commercially motivated to buy. The sacred and 
culturally auspicious occasions to shop do not contrast significantly 
for the amygdala, with the urgency created by a countdown which is 
of a secular nature. There is a lot of potential for marketers to create 
productive tension by combining both elements, culturally and 
commercially. 

Scarcity can be identified at the brand level using the exclusivity 
signal. Brands that limit distribution and make their offerings only 
available in select stores or to select members, or set price limits, use 
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scarcity differently. They are not stimulating time-pressure 
purchasing behavior. Rather, they are creating a status signal. 
Hermès’ waiting list for the Birkin bag is a perfect example. In India, 
premium real estate developers have adopted this strategy and are 
releasing limited numbers of units. Some D2C brands have adopted 
this strategy by dropping products in limited numbers to create a 
perceived scarcity, even though supply is not limited. In all of these 
cases, the mechanism is the same. When something is hard to get, it is 
thought to be more expensive and high quality. Scarcity also impacts 
purchasing by activating the amygdala and stimulating loss aversion. 
The amygdala will respond to scarcity by assuming that a valuable 
resource may become limited, and will create a stronger desire for 
that resource. 

Anchoring Effects: The Gravity of the First Number 

In their landmark 1974 paper “Judgment under Uncertainty: 
Heuristics and Biases,” Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman 
described anchoring as one of the three fundamental cognitive 
heuristics by which humans estimate uncertain quantities. The 
phenomenon is disarmingly simple: when people are asked to estimate 
an unknown value, they start from an initial reference point, the 
anchor, and adjust insufficiently from it. The anchor’s power persists 
even when it is arbitrary or obviously uninformative. In one 
celebrated experiment, subjects who spun a wheel rigged to stop at 
either 10 or 65 subsequently estimated that the percentage of African 
countries in the United Nations was systematically higher or lower 
depending on the wheel’s outcome, a number with no rational 
relationship to the question at all. 

Pricing applications of anchoring are pervasive. The anchor price, the 
first number a consumer encounters in a pricing context, establishes 
the reference frame against which all subsequent figures are 
evaluated. A ₹15,000 blazer presented alongside a ₹45,000 suit will 
feel like a good value partly because of the anchor set by the suit, 
independent of any objective assessment of the blazer’s worth. Real 
estate agents routinely show clients an overpriced property first, not 
expecting to sell it, but to anchor the client’s reference price before 
showing the property they actually want to sell. 
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Dan Ariely, in Predictably Irrational (2008), extended the anchoring 
framework with his concept of arbitrary coherence: once an anchor 
price is established in a consumer’s mind, all subsequent willingness-
to-pay estimates for related products remain coherent with that 
anchor, even though the anchor was arbitrary in the first place. Ariely 
demonstrated this by asking students to write down the last two 
digits of their social security numbers, then bid for items such as wine 
and chocolate. Those with high two-digit suffixes bid systematically 
more for identical items than those with low suffixes. The first 
number, even one with no semantic relationship to value, had 
structured every subsequent evaluation. 

The most elegant demonstration of anchoring in commercial pricing 
is Ariely’s analysis of the Economist magazine subscription, detailed in 
Predictably Irrational. The magazine offered three options: an online-
only subscription at $59, a print-only subscription at $125, and a 
combined print-and-online subscription at $125, the same price as 
print alone. The print-only option is logically dominated by the 
combined option at the same price, and yet its presence dramatically 
shifted purchase behaviour. When the dominated “decoy” option was 
present, 84% of respondents chose the combined subscription. When 
it was removed and only the $59 online and $125 combined options 
remained, 68% chose the cheaper online option. The decoy had served 
as an anchor that made the combined subscription look comparatively 
excellent. 

Apple’s product lines deploy anchoring with particular sophistication. 
The pricing of iPhone storage tiers (128GB, 256GB, 512GB) is 
structured so that the intermediate option feels like a reasonable 
anchor, making the next tier up look like a modest premium for 
substantial additional value. The entry price of the MacBook Air 
anchors perceptions of “affordable Apple” while the Pro line serves as 
an aspirational anchor that makes the Air feel accessible. In India, 
where EMI options have made high absolute prices feel more 
tractable, anchoring operates across both the nominal price (the 
sticker price, which anchors prestige) and the per-month EMI (which 
anchors affordability). A ₹1.2 lakh laptop offered at ₹9,999 per month 
via a no-cost EMI is engaging two different anchoring mechanisms 
simultaneously. 
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Research Box: The Decoy Effect — Ariely’s 
Economist Subscription 

In Chapter 1 of Predictably Irrational, Dan Ariely presents an 
example of decoy pricing. He uses an Economist Magazine 
subscription offer as an example. He describes three options. 
The web-only subscription costs $59, while the print 
subscription costs $125. The print + web subscription costs 
$125 and includes both the print and web subscriptions. Ariely 
argues that the print subscription option is irrational, as the 
subscription that is print + web is better and is offered at the 
same price. Ariely brought the subscription offer to 100 MIT 
students. The decoy offered was the web-only subscription, the 
print subscription was dominated, and the print + web 
subscription was premium. With the decoy offer, 16% of 
students chose the web-only subscription, and 84% chose the 
print + web subscription. 0% chose the print subscription. 
Without the decoy offer, 68% of students chose the web-only 
subscription and 32% chose the print + web subscription. The 
presence of a dominated decoy was a major factor in the choice 
architecture and was sufficient to more than double the uptake 
of the premium subscription. This example illustrates that 
customers' preferences are not as important relative to the 
options available, as much as the preference structure of the 
choice architecture. 

Discount Psychology: Frames, Charm Prices, and MRP 
in India 

Discounts offer more than a price reduction. They present an 
opportunity, and solve a math problem about value and timing. The 
choice architecture of a discount is as important as the math of the 
discount. Options for phrasing a discount offer are as follows: 
percentage reduction phrasing versus absolute reduction phrasing, 
charm pricing, or offer price comparisons with a or was and now a 
label/pairing. The phrasing discount offer influences consumer choice 
architecture as much as the offer discount itself. 
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Research has not contradicted the rule of 100. This principle notes 
that items priced under ₹1,000 (or $10 in the US) perceive discounts 
as percentages, and thus feel more significant for consumers, when 
compared to absolute discounts of ₹150. Discounting a ₹1,500 shirt by 
₹150 is a more significant offer than a ₹10,000 laptop by 12%. This 
principle, like many consumer behavior principles, is underpinned by 
the Weber-Fechner principle. It is said that for a ₹500 shirt, ₹150 
feels like a significant discount, but for a ₹10,000 laptop, “12% off” 
would feel more significant than “₹150 off”. Indian e-commerce 
platforms know this and apply it effectively to discount offers. 
Grocery items and personal care items are discounted using 
percentage discounts while electronics and appliances, other than 
personal care and grocery items, are discounted in absolute terms, 
using thousands or lakhs of rupees. 

Charm pricing, the practice of setting prices ending in 9 (₹99, ₹499, 
₹2,999), exploits the brain’s left-digit anchoring bias. Because we read 
numbers from left to right, the leftmost digit anchors the magnitude 
evaluation. ₹499 is processed as “something in the ₹400s” before the 
complete number registers, even though the difference from ₹500 is 
only ₹1. In fMRI terms, a left-digit change (from 500 to 499) activates 
magnitude-comparison systems differently than a change of equal 
absolute value elsewhere in the number (from 510 to 509). The 
emotional response to ₹499 versus ₹500 is not proportional to the ₹1 
difference; it is disproportionately larger because of the categorical 
shift in the left digit. Across Indian retail, from kirana stores to 
hypermarkets to Amazon India’s listing pages, the 9-ending price is 
near-universal, and its effectiveness has been validated repeatedly by 
A/B testing, even if few practitioners could explain the neurological 
basis. 

The “was/now” label (or its variants: “MRP ₹999, now ₹649”) 
performs a specific psychological function: it creates an external 
reference price that makes the current price feel like a bargain even if 
the consumer has never seen the product at the original price and has 
no way of verifying that the “was” price was ever real. The emotional 
logic is anchoring combined with loss aversion reframed as gain: you 
are not spending ₹649, you are saving ₹350. The brain processes a 
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perceived saving differently from a cost; savings activate approach 
circuits, while costs activate avoidance circuits. “You save ₹350” is 
neurologically distinct from “you spend ₹649,” even though both 
describe the same transaction. 

India's Maximum Retail Price (MRP) system, which is a part of the 
Legal Metrology Act, causes a perpetual was/now pricing effect. 
MRP, which is the maximum price that can be sold for a packaged 
product, is frequently less than the MRP in most modern retails. The 
MRP printed on every packaged product, from biscuits to shampoo to 
toothpaste, functions as an anchor price. This makes consumers think 
that there is a discount being provided at every sale. D-Mart uses this 
effect for an entire positioning strategy, where its "everyday low 
prices" are always less than the MRP, turning the regulatory effect 
into an emotional narrative of permanent discounting. D-Mart 
customers are affected by the reference-price gap, creating a chronic 
bargain sign, which strengthens the customer's trust, as the value 
expectation is consistently met. 

Patanjali uses a different type of pricing psychology. Patanjali sells its 
products at a lower price than the multinational FMCG companies, 
but also positions itself as a nationalist value proposition. This idea of 
a direct-from-the-ashram product, with no advertising and therefore 
no advertising costs, also brings a moral element to the pricing gap 
that is supported by discount psychology. While Patanjali toothpaste 
is cheaper than Colgate toothpaste, it is also a "morally superior 
value," and makes buying the cheaper option feel virtuous, rather than 
frugal. 

Practitioners must strike a balance with discount psychology and 
brand equity. Offering significant discounts frequently conditions 
customers to expect them and sell below cost, negatively affecting the 
brand’s full-price sales and the reference price. If a brand is 
perpetually offered at a discount of ₹499, that price becomes the 
reference price, and the price of ₹799 becomes irrelevant. In India, this 
situation has become a major concern for FMCG companies, 
particularly modern trade, with a demand for discounts, e-commerce 
with constant price competition, and the kirana shop with full price 
sales. Managing a reference price with consistency throughout a 
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distribution system becomes impossible. The discount sells, but to sell 
discounts limits the brand. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

• Weber-Fechner suggests that when possible, we should apply 
discounts with respect to the price metrics of a category. For 
example, a grocery item that costs ₹200 and is discounted by 
10% appears to give the customer a sense of satisfaction with 
the emotional impact of the discount, whereas the same 10% 
discount on a ₹10 item is likely to go unnoticed. Larger, more 
noticeable discounts should be applied based on pricing 
thresholds. 

• Payment friction correlates to the degree of cognitive and 
emotional burden of paying. To reduce friction and emotional 
burden, design a quick payment process. For large purchases, 
payment design should be centered on making financial 
acknowledgment feel as abstract as possible. Amazon's one-
click payment process is a leading example; Zomato's 
biometric payment is an example more specific to the Indian 
market. 

• To place a high price anchor, the customer should first be 
exposed to a high price of a premium product (e.g. a full-price 
item or a premium version with an RRP) before the price of 
the product you wish sell at a lower price. The decoy effect is 
best employed when price options are close, so for 
subscriptions and bundles, it should be applied. 

• Carefully apply discounting methods that create a sense of 
scarcity. While there are many ways to create a discount that 
appears to be time based or quantity based, most methods 
lose their effectiveness when the scarcity is not real. The 
effect of discounting is also lost when the message “Only 3 
left” goes out. The principle of time-based discounts should 
be applied only when there is real time based scarcity of the 
item that is being sold. 

• Discounts at varying price points require different strategies. 
For the price points below ₹1,000, a percentage discount is 
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appropriate. For price points above, a discount expressed in 
terms of how much money will be saved is the better option. 
To round out the pricing strategy, charm pricing may be 
appropriate. For example, a price of ₹499 may be better than 
a price of ₹500. A price of ₹199 may also be better than a 
price of ₹200. Some other key price point thresholds include 
₹99, ₹9,999, and ₹4,999. 

• Use the legally mandated Maximum Retail Price (MRP) to 
your advantage. MRP provides a free, reference price that 
you can build the rest of your pricing around. For your 
pricing to be MRP-compliant, the difference between your 
selling price and the MRP should be made big and 
emotionally important. An example is saying “MRP ₹1,499 | 
Our Price ₹999.” 

• Pricing and perception of value go hand in hand for premium 
and luxury products. Pricing of luxury items communicates 
status, and therefore, a price reduction is counterproductive. 
Sensible methods to improve the perception of value, such as 
enhancing the customer experience and adding services that 
stretch beyond the ordinary, can be employed without a price 
reduction. 

Chapter Summary 

Price is not simply a number. In the consumer mind, price can be an 
emotional event, a cause of pleasure when it means a bargain, pain 
when it is too high, a social signal of status, and even a cause of 
scarcity-driven panic. This chapter examines the neuroscience that 
underlies the emotional interaction with price. Weber-Fechner 
pioneered the idea that price changes are perceived relative to one 
another, meaning that the change itself is less important than the way 
the price change is framed. Research by Knutson on insula activation 
showed that high prices cause pain, and that the salience of pain is 
inversely related to the price and level of spending, Prelec’s research 
on the salience of pain and spending, and the luxury goods market, 
including India’s burgeoning luxury sector. The research of Cialdini 
on the scarcity principle and Veblen goods, and the swift growing 
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Indian luxury market, is observed in the use of the amygdala to cause 
a panic response, mass deployments like Flipkart Big Billion Days and 
Supreme drops. The pricing techniques endorsed by Tversky and 
Kahneman along with Ariely’s decoy experiments, show that 
everything is based on the first number and the emotional response to 
a transaction, which can easily be influenced by a crossed out price or 
a price difference of 1 Rupee. Pricing is not a financial decision; it is a 
craft of neuroscience. 
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Chapter 8 
The Digital Amygdala 

Opening Hook 

Sometime in 2017, Sean Parker, the co-founder of Napster and 
founding president of Facebook, gave an interview that has since 
become one of the most-cited confessions in the history of technology. 
“The thought process was: how do we consume as much of your time 
and conscious attention as possible?” he said, describing the founding 
philosophy of the social network he had helped build. “And that means 
we need to give you a little dopamine hit every once in a while 
because someone liked or commented on a photo or a post… And it’s 
a social validation feedback loop. It’s exactly the kind of thing a 
hacker like me would build, because it exploits a vulnerability in 
human psychology.” 

Parker was not speaking metaphorically. The vulnerability he 
referenced is structural, built into the architecture of the dopamine 
system over millions of years of evolution, and the people who built 
the early social platforms understood it well enough to exploit it 
deliberately. What they constructed, with extraordinary effectiveness, 
was a machine for activating the brain’s anticipatory reward circuits 
on a schedule that maximises engagement without regard for user 
wellbeing, a digital environment calibrated not to satisfy human needs 
but to perpetually stimulate the wanting system. 

Consider a typical Tuesday evening in Mumbai. A marketing 
executive, Priya, unlocks her phone approximately 96 times during 
the day (the global average, per various attention research studies). 
Each unlock is triggered by a notification, or by an anticipation of 
one. Her Instagram feed is refreshed not because she expects a specific 
update, but because the variable nature of what she might find, a 
friend’s holiday photo, a meme that makes her laugh, a piece of news 
she did not know she was waiting for, generates a low-grade 
anticipatory arousal that the unlock action is designed to relieve. It 
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rarely provides relief. It provides, instead, a brief reward that 
reinforces the checking behaviour and deepens the habitual loop. By 
the time Priya puts her phone down for the night, she has spent an 
average of four hours on various apps, absorbed content from 
hundreds of sources, and made perhaps a dozen small purchasing 
decisions influenced by things she has seen in her feed, none of which 
felt like decisions in the conventional sense. 

This chapter examines the neuroscience behind that Tuesday evening, 
and behind every Tuesday evening experienced by the 850 million 
Indian smartphone users and the billions more worldwide navigating 
the same designed environment. The topics span the foundational 
psychology of digital addiction (Skinner’s variable ratios; Schultz’s 
dopamine prediction error), the specific mechanisms of notification 
design and infinite scroll, the emotional architecture of short-form 
video, the parasocial bonds that underpin influencer marketing, the 
double-edged logic of personalisation algorithms, and the emerging 
frontier of emotional artificial intelligence in marketing. 

Social Media Addiction: Variable Rewards and the 
Dopamine Architecture 

In the 1950s, B.F. Skinner conducted a series of experiments at 
Harvard that produced one of the most robust findings in all of 
experimental psychology. He had observed that animals trained to 
press a lever for food pellets would press at different rates depending 
on the schedule of reinforcement. On a fixed ratio schedule (a pellet 
every ten presses), behaviour was steady and predictable, with brief 
pauses after each reward. On a variable ratio schedule (a pellet after 
an unpredictable number of presses, averaging ten), behaviour was 
dramatically different: animals pressed continuously, at high rates, 
with almost no pausing, and were extraordinarily resistant to 
extinction. The variable ratio schedule, Skinner determined, produces 
the most persistent and robust behaviour of any reinforcement 
structure. 

Skinner’s pigeons could not have anticipated the iPhone. But the 
architecture they were trained in, reward unpredictable in timing and 
magnitude, producing continuous anticipatory engagement, is 
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precisely the architecture that underlies every social media feed, 
notification system, and content recommendation engine built in the 
twenty-first century. The slot machine, as Tristan Harris of the 
Center for Humane Technology has observed, operates on an 
identical principle: pull a lever, receive an unpredictable outcome. The 
social media feed is a slot machine carried in every pocket, consulted 
not once but dozens of times per day. 

The neurological substrate of this behaviour was illuminated by the 
pioneering work of Wolfram Schultz at Cambridge. In a series of 
experiments with macaque monkeys, Schultz recorded the activity of 
individual dopamine neurons in the ventral tegmental area (VTA) as 
the animals performed reward-learning tasks. His central finding was 
that dopamine neurons do not simply respond to rewards; they 
respond to the prediction error, the gap between expected and received 
reward. When an unexpected reward arrives, dopamine neurons fire 
strongly. When an expected reward arrives, they fire at baseline. 
When an expected reward fails to arrive, they are suppressed below 
baseline. This reward prediction error signal is the engine of 
learning and the source of craving; it drives the organism to seek out 
the conditions under which unexpected rewards occurred, 
perpetuating the exploratory behaviour that originally produced the 
reward. 

Applied to social media, Schultz’s prediction error framework explains 
why checking behaviour is so resistant to extinction. When a user 
refreshes their Instagram feed and finds something engaging (a 
positive prediction error), dopamine fires strongly, reinforcing the 
refresh behaviour. When they refresh and find nothing interesting (a 
negative prediction error), dopamine is suppressed, but the memory of 
previous positive surprises keeps the expected value positive, 
sustaining further checking. The very unpredictability of the feed is 
what makes it addictive: a feed that always delivered exactly what 
users expected would produce steady-state behaviour; a feed that 
sometimes surprises produces compulsive checking. The platforms’ 
algorithmic teams, whether or not they used the language of Schultz 
or Skinner, arrived at the same design solution: build systems that 
deliver rewards variably and unpredictably. 
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The mechanics of social media addiction also involve a powerful 
social comparison circuit. The anterior cingulate cortex and 
ventromedial prefrontal cortex are jointly activated during social 
comparison tasks; when a user encounters content that implies others 
have something they lack (a holiday, a relationship, a body, an 
achievement), the same neural pain circuitry that processes social 
rejection lights up. Feed algorithms, optimised for engagement, have 
learned to serve content that generates strong emotional responses, 
and social comparison content reliably generates strong responses: 
envy, aspiration, and the uncomfortable motivation to keep scrolling 
in the hope that the next post will provide reassurance. Instagram’s 
research, leaked in 2021 via the Wall Street Journal’s “Facebook 
Files,” showed that the company’s own internal studies found that the 
app’s comparison dynamics were harmful for a significant proportion 
of young users’ mental health, particularly young women, and that the 
company had made limited changes as a result. This is a documented 
case of an organisation knowing its product’s neurological effects and 
choosing commercial over ethical imperatives. 

The concept of infinite scroll, credited to designer Aza Raskin (who 
has since become a prominent critic of his own invention), removed a 
natural stopping point from the feed experience. Prior to infinite 
scroll, a user reaching the bottom of a page received a clear 
behavioural cue that a session was ending. Infinite scroll eliminated 
this cue, replacing a bounded experience with an unbounded one in 
which the question “have I seen everything?” never resolves. 
Combined with the variable ratio schedule, this produces scroll 
sessions that extend far beyond any conscious intention. 

Harris coined the phrase “time well spent” to critique this 
architecture and advocate for design practices oriented toward user 
welfare rather than engagement maximisation. His arguments have 
filtered into policy discussions in multiple countries, including India’s 
ongoing debates about social media regulation and the Ministry of 
Electronics and Information Technology’s guidelines on intermediary 
liability. But the commercial incentives that produced the addictive 
architecture remain intact; advertising revenue is almost perfectly 
correlated with time-on-app, creating a structural alignment between 
financial success and the maximisation of compulsive engagement. 
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Notification Psychology: Anticipatory Dopamine and the 
Red Dot 

The notification badge, that small red circle hovering over an app 
icon, is one of the most neurologically effective design elements in the 
history of interface design. It requires no content of its own; its sole 
function is to indicate that content exists, and its effectiveness derives 
entirely from the anticipatory dopamine response it triggers. Schultz’s 
prediction error research shows that dopamine fires not at the 
moment of reward delivery but at the earliest reliable predictor of 
reward, the conditioned stimulus in classical learning terms. The red 
badge is that conditioned stimulus: it reliably predicts that opening 
the app will deliver some form of social reward (a like, a comment, a 
message, a notification of activity), and so it triggers the dopamine 
anticipation response before the app is even opened. 

This is why notification badges are effective even when the 
underlying content is trivial or disappointing. The dopamine surge 
occurs at the sight of the badge, not at the receipt of the reward; by 
the time the content is evaluated and found underwhelming, the 
engagement behaviour (opening the app) has already been reinforced. 
The design exploitation is subtle but profound: the badge is a promise, 
and promises activate the wanting system more reliably than 
deliveries. 

Push notification design has evolved into a sophisticated discipline 
that combines timing, language, and personalisation to maximise the 
probability that a notification generates an app open. Zomato’s 
notification copywriting team is widely celebrated in Indian 
marketing circles for producing push notifications that feel like 
messages from a friend rather than commercial alerts. “Kya khayenge 
aaj?” (“What will you eat today?”) arrives at the precise moment, late 
afternoon, when appetite is sharpening and the decision about dinner 
has not yet been made. “Bhai, hunger can’t wait” adds urgency with 
colloquial warmth. These are not simply clever headlines; they are 
activation signals calibrated to the dopaminergic and hedonic systems 
at the moments of peak receptivity. 

Swiggy’s notification team operates with similar sophistication, with 
messages that play on anticipation (“Your fave restaurant just came 
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online”), social proof (“1,247 people ordered from this place today”), 
and identity (“Your usual order is waiting”). Each of these framings 
targets a distinct emotional circuit: anticipation (dopamine), social 
validation (nucleus accumbens and ventral striatum), and identity 
coherence (medial prefrontal cortex). 

WhatsApp deserves special mention as the leading notification 
psychology experiment in India. As the notification system for over 
500 million users, WhatsApp trains an entire nation to associate the 
ping with incoming social stimuli. Reports show the brain learns to 
respond to the sound with the anticipatory arousal spike. As a result, 
users experience phantom notifications. WhatsApp’s notification 
system demonstrates the depth of the habituation. 

The implications of notification design present serious ethical 
concerns. Using applied behavioral neuroscience, design teams 
maximize notification utility. Though the neuroscience is optional, 
business justification for the practice to maximize engagement is 
evident. Less transparent, however, is whether engagement at 11pm 
is a consumer choice. 

Emotional Content Design: Short-Form Video and 
Autoplay Loops 

The shift from text and image to short-form video as the dominant 
mode of digital content has not been merely technological; it has been 
neurological. Video engages more sensory channels simultaneously 
than any other content format, combining visual motion, sound, facial 
expression, and often music into a package that the brain processes 
with substantially less cognitive effort than reading. The mirror 
neuron system, identified in the 1990s by Rizzolatti and colleagues, 
shows that watching a human face express an emotion activates the 
observer’s own emotional processing regions; video content of 
emotionally expressive humans is, in a literal sense, contagious in its 
emotional impact. 

Instagram Reels, YouTube Shorts, and, crucially, TikTok (accessible 
to Indian users until the government’s 2020 ban, and now partially 
substituted by Moj, Josh, and other domestic alternatives) represent a 
format optimised through iterative algorithmic selection for 
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emotional activation. The key variables that TikTok’s 
recommendation algorithm, known internally as the “For You” 
system, selects for are not simply view completion but a cluster of 
behavioural signals, replays, shares, comments, and the speed with 
which the user moves on, that collectively proxy for emotional 
engagement. Content that triggers strong emotion, whether surprise, 
delight, indignation, or tenderness, generates strong behavioural 
signals. Content that generates strong signals gets amplified. Over 
time, the algorithm becomes a machine for identifying and promoting 
whatever emotional content patterns generate the strongest 
responses, regardless of their accuracy, quality, or consequences. 

The rigid nature of the video watching and listening cycle is affected 
by the autoplay loop. Videos are played back-to-back, completely 
eliminating the inclination of a user to consider if they want to 
continue watching by adding a neutral pause. Videos do not take a 
second to transition and are systematically shown to the viewer 
before they have even had time to think. This results in users being 
unable to effectively motivate themselves to stop this behavior. 
Autoplay is designed to capture users' fleeting attention and exploit 
the fine line of users' automated and somewhat controlled behavior. 

Indian platforms such as Disney+ Hotstar and JioCinema have 
created longer-range content with an emphasis on emotional content 
and deeper understanding of the viewing habits and preferences 
across a broader demographic. JioCinema’s 2023 and 2024 live 
broadcasts of the IPL incorporated real time audience interaction 
metrics stemming from their watching and re-watching behaviors and 
sentiments expressed in comments to systematically order content 
and ads placed in emotional valleys of match play to maximize ad 
recall and reduce viewer frustration. This represents the emotional 
content design principles fully and effectively implemented. 

Music functions as one of the most powerful emotional accelerants in 
video content. Research by Juslin and Laukka (2004) established that 
music reliably induces emotional states through brainstem reflexes, 
conditioning, and emotional contagion. Short-form video platforms 
exploit this routinely: the choice of background track in a Reel is often 
the primary driver of its emotional tone, and the use of trending audio 
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(a TikTok-originated mechanism now native to Reels and Shorts) 
ensures that emotional associations built up through repeated 
encounters with a track are activated again when the track appears in 
branded content. 

Influencer Marketing: Parasocial Relationships and 
Trust Transfer 

In 1956, sociologists Donald Horton and Richard Wohl published a 
paper in the journal Psychiatry titled “Mass Communication and Para-
Social Interaction,” in which they described a phenomenon they 
observed in early television audiences. Viewers of talk shows and 
variety programmes were developing what Horton and Wohl called 
parasocial relationships: one-sided bonds with media personalities 
that had many of the psychological properties of genuine social 
relationships, including feelings of familiarity, affection, and loyalty, 
but without any reciprocal acknowledgment from the performer. The 
viewer felt that they knew the host; the host did not know the viewer 
existed. 

Horton and Wohl’s 1956 observation has become the theoretical 
foundation for an industry worth hundreds of billions of dollars 
globally: influencer marketing. The parasocial bond creates a trust 
transfer mechanism of remarkable power. When a consumer with a 
strong parasocial relationship to a creator sees that creator 
recommend a product, the neural processing is closer to receiving a 
recommendation from a friend than to receiving an advertisement 
from a brand. The prefrontal regions associated with persuasion 
resistance and scepticism, which activate reliably when consumers 
recognise conventional advertising, are partially bypassed when the 
endorsement comes through a trusted parasocial figure. 

One of the largest creator economies may be in India. YouTubers 
such as Bhuvan Bam (BB Ki Vines), Kusha Kapila (fashion and 
lifestyle), and Ranveer Allahbadia (The Ranveer Show) have large 
audiences of tens of millions. These 'parasocial' relationships and the 
audience's trust have attracted the interest of brands. It has been 
projected that the value of influencer marketing in India will be 
valued in the thousands of crores in rupees by the early 2020s. 
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The trust that the audience has in 'parasocial' relationships is 
evidenced in the research into oxytocin and social bonding. 
Neurological research into social proof and peer endorsement has 
shown that there are different pathways that are used when 
information is processed from socially trusted sources as compared to 
institutional sources. When evaluating the suggestions of socially 
trusted sources, there is a greater likelihood that the information will 
be integrated with self-referential value judgments. Thus, when 
health supplements are recommended by Ranveer Allahbadia or a 
skincare brand is endorsed by Kusha Kapila, the audience may not be 
consciously aware that they trust them, but the purchase has been 
facilitated by their trust. 

What distinguishes India’s creator economy for a neuroscientist is the 
culturally and linguistically specific parasocial relationships it forms. 
A creator who jokes about the food and who speaks in colloquial 
Hindustani from Uttar Pradesh creates a different type of relationship 
than a creator who makes formal content in English. The social 
circuits which process parasocial relationships have the ability to 
distinguish linguistic and cultural details. A creator who speaks in the 
same cultural context as their audience will activate a stronger sense 
of parasocial relationship. This helps to explain why regional 
influencer communities of Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Bengali, Marathi, 
and Hindi speakers have greater audience trust and better 
engagement and why regional marketing has focused on local creators 
rather than the influencers of metropolitan spaces who attempt to 
reach all of India. 

The regulatory environment in India has attempted to keep pace with 
the commercial scale of this activity. The Advertising Standards 
Council of India (ASCI) issued influencer marketing guidelines in 
2021, mandating that all promotional content be clearly labelled with 
disclosures such as “#Ad” or “#Sponsored” in a prominent, 
unmissable position. The guidelines were updated and extended in 
subsequent years, with 2023 amendments introducing specific 
requirements for categories such as financial products (requiring 
SEBI registration disclosure) and health products (requiring 
credential disclosure). The intent is to protect the parasocial trust 
relationship from commercial corruption, but enforcement remains 
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challenging when hundreds of thousands of creators are posting 
branded content daily across platforms with varying compliance 
monitoring capabilities. 

The emergence of virtual influencers, CGI-generated personas such 
as Lil Miquela globally or Kyra in India (described as India’s first 
virtual influencer), introduces a further complication to the parasocial 
framework. ASCI guidelines require virtual influencers to disclose 
their non-human nature, recognising that audiences may form 
parasocial bonds with digital constructs and that this relationship is 
qualitatively different from one with a real person. The brain’s 
capacity to form emotional bonds with sufficiently convincing 
representations (a tendency with deep roots in our evolved capacity 
for face recognition and social modelling) makes this regulatory 
question genuinely pressing. 

Research Box: Parasocial Interaction — Horton and 
Wohl (1956) 

In “Mass Communication and Para-Social Interaction: 
Observations on Intimacy at a Distance,” published in 
Psychiatry: Journal for the Study of Interpersonal Processes, Vol. 
19(3), pp. 215-229, Donald Horton and Richard Wohl 
introduced the concept of parasocial interaction to describe the 
psychological response of audiences to media performers. 
Drawing on observations of early television audiences, they 
noted that viewers developed what appeared to be genuine 
social responses to on-screen personalities: feelings of 
familiarity, concern, loyalty, and conversational intimacy, 
despite the entirely one-sided nature of the relationship. They 
proposed that media audiences engage in a form of “intimacy at 
a distance” that fills genuine social needs, particularly for those 
with limited social networks. Although written about 1950s 
television, Horton and Wohl’s framework anticipated the 
influencer relationship with uncanny precision: the creator 
posts content, the audience develops a bond, brands leverage 
that bond for commercial ends. Subsequent research has 
confirmed that parasocial relationships activate the same social 
processing neural circuitry as real relationships, explaining why 
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the trust transfer they enable is neurologically genuine rather 
than merely attitudinal. 

Personalisation: Recommendation Algorithms and the 
Filter Bubble 

Personalisation is, in principle, the solution to information overload: a 
world of near-infinite content requires some mechanism for surfacing 
what is most relevant to each individual. In practice, the 
recommendation algorithms that deliver personalisation have 
neurological consequences that were not, or were not adequately, 
considered in their design. 

Spotify’s Wrapped campaign, launched annually in December, is one 
of the most psychologically sophisticated marketing executions of the 
digital era. It presents each user with a personalised summary of their 
year in music: top artists, top songs, total listening minutes, and a 
narrative “story” of their sonic year. The campaign generates 
extraordinary organic sharing because it engages several high-valence 
psychological mechanisms simultaneously. First, it activates the self-
referential processing networks of the medial prefrontal cortex and 
posterior cingulate; content that is explicitly about the self is 
processed with greater emotional intensity than content about others 
or about abstract topics. Second, it provides identity affirmation: 
seeing one’s musical taste reflected back creates a pleasure response 
rooted in the confirmation of self-concept. Third, it generates social 
sharing by converting private preference data into a shareable social 
artefact, allowing users to signal identity to their networks. The 
campaign generates hundreds of millions of social posts with no paid 
promotion, leveraging neuroscience principles that any advertising 
budget would struggle to replicate. 

Netflix’s personalised thumbnail system, which presents different 
cover images for the same title to different users based on viewing 
history, is a quieter but equally instructive application of 
personalisation psychology. Research by Netflix’s own teams 
established that the thumbnail image is the single most influential 
factor in whether a user clicks through to watch a title, and that 
optimal thumbnails vary substantially by user segment. A thriller 
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might be best presented to one segment through an action image, to 
another through a character portrait, and to another through a setting 
shot, all depending on what the algorithm infers about the user’s 
emotional response patterns. This is not deception; the content is the 
same. But it is an application of emotional personalisation at a scale 
that was impossible before algorithmic recommendation. 

Eli Pariser’s concept of the filter bubble, introduced in his 2011 book 
The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You, describes the 
epistemic consequence of recommendation algorithms optimised for 
engagement. Because engagement signals (clicks, replays, shares) are 
stronger for content that confirms existing beliefs and emotional 
tendencies than for content that challenges them, personalisation 
algorithms progressively narrow each user’s information environment 
toward what is most emotionally resonant rather than what is most 
accurate or diverse. Each user inhabits a customised information 
universe, built by an algorithm that has no mandate to ensure 
breadth, accuracy, or democratic diversity. The consequence for 
consumer marketing is somewhat different from the political 
consequences Pariser emphasised, but it is real: consumers in 
algorithmically personalised environments are progressively more 
exposed to content that confirms their existing brand preferences, 
lifestyle aspirations, and product categories, and progressively less 
exposed to alternatives that might challenge them. This creates 
feedback loops in brand attachment that are difficult for new entrants 
to penetrate and that may be reinforcing consumption patterns that 
consumers would not endorse if they understood the mechanism. 

The recommendation algorithm also shapes purchase behaviour 
through what marketers call discovery facilitation: the platform 
surfaces products, restaurants, and services that consumers did not 
know they wanted before the algorithm presented them. Swiggy’s 
“For You” restaurant recommendations and Amazon India’s “Inspired 
by your shopping trends” carousels are consumer-facing expressions 
of the same algorithmic logic that drives content feeds. The emotional 
response to a recommendation that feels perfectly calibrated to one’s 
tastes is a miniature version of Schultz’s prediction error: an 
unexpected but accurate reward that deepens engagement with the 
platform and trust in its future recommendations. This is why 
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Amazon India has invested so heavily in its recommendation 
infrastructure and why Zomato’s Discover feature is a core element of 
its retention strategy: algorithmically accurate recommendations 
build the parasocial trust that drives repeat behaviour. 

For Indian consumers, the filter bubble has particular salience in the 
context of vernacular content. As smartphone penetration has reached 
tier-2 and tier-3 cities and rural India, a large population of new 
internet users is experiencing personalisation algorithms for the first 
time. Unlike English-language users in urban centres, who may have 
some prior critical literacy about algorithmic curation, many of these 
users are encountering algorithmically curated content without the 
contextual framework to identify what they are not seeing. The 
responsibility of platforms, and of the brands that advertise within 
these environments, to behave with honesty toward these users is 
significant. 

Emotional AI in Marketing: Facial Coding, Sentiment 
Analysis, and the New Frontier 

 

Figure 8.1 — Facial-coding AI in action: software classifying basic emotions 
from micro-expressions. 
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In 1997, Rosalind Picard at the MIT Media Lab published Affective 
Computing, a foundational text that proposed that computers could be 
designed to recognise, interpret, and simulate human emotions. The 
book was largely visionary at the time, constrained by the computing 
power and training data available. In the decades since, the vision has 
been partially realised: emotional AI, machine systems that detect and 
respond to human emotional states, has become a functional, 
commercially deployed technology with significant applications in 
marketing. 

Affectiva, spun out of MIT’s Media Lab (co-founded by Rana el 
Kaliouby and Rosalind Picard), has built an automated facial coding 
platform that analyses video footage of consumers’ faces frame-by-
frame, identifying muscle movements corresponding to emotional 
states including joy, surprise, disgust, confusion, and engagement. 
The platform, which has processed data from over 14.7 million faces 
in 90 countries, is used by consumer packaged goods companies, 
advertising agencies, and entertainment studios to measure the 
second-by-second emotional response to advertising content, 
replacing the self-report methods (surveys, focus groups) that have 
historically dominated creative testing. 

The commercial significance of facial coding rests on a well-
established finding in psychology: self-report measures of emotional 
response are systematically unreliable. Consumers are poor at 
introspecting on their emotional states, particularly for rapid, low-
intensity reactions; they are influenced by social desirability, recall 
error, and demand characteristics. Facial muscle movements, by 
contrast, are substantially involuntary, and they occur in real time 
during content exposure. A viewer who reports finding an ad “fine” 
while showing a microexpression of disgust at the brand logo is 
providing neurophysiological data that self-report cannot capture. 

Realeyes, a competitor in the emotional AI space, has pushed the 
technology further, developing models that predict advertising 
effectiveness metrics (view-through rate, brand recall) from emotional 
response data before a campaign is aired. The ability to test thirty 
creative executions with a panel of 150 respondents and predict which 
will generate the highest engagement across different publisher 
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environments represents a fundamental shift in creative development 
economics. 

Another important area of emotional AI in marketing is the sentiment 
analysis of social media texts, reviews, and customer service 
communications. Brands can get close to real-time data on the 
emotional reactions of their customers to marketing efforts, product 
launches, and negative events. Natural language processing models 
can analyze the sentiment of data at scale. This can be particularly 
useful for Indian brands working in multiple languages in the digital 
space. Performing sentiment analysis in multiple languages, such as 
Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, and English, is a real operational 
benefit. 

A number of Indian brands are now starting to use emotional AI. 
There are a number of large companies in the Indian consumer goods 
space that have started to use facial coding in their advertising 
workflows to test consumer reactions. This is based on the 
understanding that the Indian consumer market is sufficiently 
different from the Western consumer market. There is significant 
representation of Indian faces in Affectiva’s database of 14.7 million 
faces and 90 countries. However, emotional AI practitioners should be 
aware that in the Indian culture there are different norms when it 
comes to the expression of emotions, particularly the relative 
availability of social positive emotions. This makes the need for 
localized data especially true for emotional AI in India. 

The emergence of GPT-class personalisation, large language 
models capable of generating customised marketing content at the 
individual level, represents the next frontier. In principle, a brand 
could deploy an LLM to generate personalised email copy, product 
descriptions, and push notification text calibrated to each individual 
user’s inferred emotional profile and communication preferences. The 
commercial efficiency gains are substantial; the ethical terrain is 
complex. Consumers are already navigating an environment in which 
the content they see is personalised to their inferred preferences; 
personalisation of the language used to address them adds another 
layer of opacity to already opaque commercial communications. 
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Deepfake advertising, in which AI-generated video is used to 
produce celebrity endorsements or personalised video messages, 
raises ethical questions that Indian regulators are beginning to 
address. ASCI guidelines on virtual influencer disclosure are a first 
step, but the deepfake frontier extends beyond virtual influencers to 
AI-generated versions of real celebrities (whose consent may or may 
not have been obtained) and to entirely synthetic consumer 
testimonials. The amygdala cannot distinguish a genuine emotional 
expression from a well-rendered synthetic one; the trust mechanisms 
activated by a parasocial bond with a celebrity will fire equally for a 
deepfake of that celebrity. This is precisely why the practice raises 
concerns that go beyond conventional advertising ethics. 

Research Box: Affective Computing and Emotional 
AI — Picard (1997) 

Rosalind Picard’s Affective Computing (MIT Press, 1997) 
established the theoretical and technical foundations for a field 
that has since become commercially significant. Picard argued 
that human-computer interaction would be fundamentally 
impoverished as long as computers lacked the capacity to 
recognise and respond to the emotional states of their users. 
She proposed a framework for emotional recognition drawing 
on physiological signals (galvanic skin response, heart rate, 
facial expressions, voice prosody) and outlined how machine 
learning approaches could be trained to classify emotional 
states from these signals. The book is not primarily a 
marketing text, but its influence on what became the emotional 
AI industry is direct: Affectiva, the most prominent commercial 
application of automated facial coding, was co-founded by 
Picard’s MIT collaborator Rana el Kaliouby, and its 
methodologies trace directly to the Affective Computing 
research programme. Picard’s core argument, that emotion is 
not an impurity in cognitive processing but a necessary 
component of intelligent behaviour, resonates with the 
Damasian neuroscience that underpins much of this book’s 
framework. 
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Practitioner’s Toolkit 

• Design for variable, not fixed, reward delivery. In content, 
notifications, and engagement mechanics, build in 
unpredictability. A loyalty programme that sometimes 
delivers a surprise reward outperforms one that delivers a 
predictable reward on schedule. Email newsletters with 
occasional high-value surprise content (an exclusive offer, 
early access, a genuinely useful insight) generate stronger 
habitual opening than uniform content. 

• Use notification language that activates anticipation, not 
announcement. The most effective push notifications create 
a curiosity gap rather than delivering full information, 
making opening the app the means to resolve the 
anticipation. Test Zomato-style conversational frames (“Your 
neighbourhood is ordering this right now”) against generic 
promotional language and measure open rates. Personalise 
timing to individual usage patterns rather than deploying 
batch sends. 

• Commission emotional testing for video creative. Before 
committing significant media spend to a video campaign, test 
emotional response using facial coding platforms (Affectiva, 
Realeyes) or webcam-based panel studies. Second-by-second 
engagement and disgust/confusion scores identify the 
moments that lose viewers or generate negative associations 
before the campaign goes live. 

• Build parasocial depth, not reach, into influencer 
partnerships. A creator with a deeply engaged community of 
200,000 followers typically generates stronger purchase 
intent than a celebrity with 5 million passive followers. Look 
for creators whose comment sections show genuine two-way 
engagement, and whose audience data shows high repeat 
viewing. Brief creators on brand values and allow authentic 
integration rather than scripted endorsement; the parasocial 
bond depends on perceived authenticity. 

• Ensure ASCI compliance systematically, not reactively. 
Build disclosure requirements into the creative brief and the 
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contract. Establish a verification workflow that confirms 
disclosures are prominent and format-appropriate before 
content goes live. The reputational cost of a non-disclosure 
complaint to ASCI is disproportionate to the effort required 
to prevent it. 

• Use personalisation to serve, not trap. Recommendation 
algorithms that serve users content aligned with their stated 
preferences and long-term interests, rather than merely their 
past engagement patterns, build more durable trust than 
those optimised purely for short-term click-through. 
Consider adding a “discover something new” function to 
recommendation flows; this reduces filter bubble effects and 
often surfaces the surprising content that generates the 
strongest emotional response. 

• Approach emotional AI ethically and transparently. If you 
are using facial coding or sentiment analysis data in campaign 
testing, be prepared to explain the methodology to clients 
and, where relevant, to consumers. AI-generated 
personalisation and deepfake-adjacent creative executions 
require explicit consent frameworks that go beyond current 
legal minimums. The emotional intelligence tools available to 
marketers in 2025 are powerful enough that the ethics of 
their use have become a genuine brand differentiation 
opportunity. 

Chapter Summary 

The digital environment is not a neutral channel for distributing 
messages; it is a neurologically engineered space designed to capture 
and sustain attention by activating the brain’s most fundamental 
motivational systems. Skinner’s variable ratio schedules, Schultz’s 
dopamine prediction error, and the evolved social bonding circuitry 
described by Horton and Wohl are not metaphors for what happens 
when someone scrolls Instagram; they are the literal mechanisms. 
The red notification badge triggers an anticipatory dopamine 
response; the infinite scroll exploits the absence of a natural stopping 
cue; short-form video engages mirror neuron systems and delivers 
emotional contagion at a rate that long-form text cannot match; 
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influencer marketing activates social trust circuits in ways that bypass 
conventional advertising scepticism; recommendation algorithms 
build feedback loops that progressively narrow the user’s 
informational world to what is emotionally resonant. Emotional AI is 
now mature enough to measure these responses in real time and close 
the loop between consumer neuroscience and campaign optimisation. 
The practitioner who understands this architecture can use it to 
create genuine value, designing experiences that are engaging because 
they are relevant and emotionally intelligent rather than merely 
compulsive. The practitioner who ignores it is operating in the most 
neurologically sophisticated commercial environment in human 
history without a map. 
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Chapter 9 
Designing Amygdala-Centered  

Marketing Campaigns 

Opening Hook 

It is a February afternoon in 2013, and somewhere inside a computer 
in Unilever’s London offices, a social-media counter is ticking upward 
faster than any campaign analyst had predicted. The advertisement is 
called “Real Beauty Sketches.” It features a forensic artist who draws 
women twice: once from their own self-descriptions, once from 
descriptions offered by strangers who had met them briefly. The 
resulting paired portraits are placed side by side. Without exception, 
the stranger’s portrait is more generous, more beautiful, more 
accurate. A woman stands in front of the two canvases and weeps. 
Another whispers: “I should be more grateful of my natural beauty.” 

The ad was viewed 114 million times in 10 days and was reported to 
be the most viewed ad in history at the time. The campaign creative 
team went the extra step beyond the script with a masterstroke that 
engaged the medial prefrontal cortex for self-referential cognition, the 
temporoparietal junction for social comparison, and an amygdala 
response for perceived threat and relief. The ad ultimately created a 
psychological signature for Dove that was associated with the 
product. 

What is measured and pursued in marketing today was first 
accomplished organically by Dove. Today’s marketers have a plethora 
of instruments to manipulate such emotions. For example, portable 
FMRIs and EEGs tailored for consumer market research enable the 
gap between perceived emotions and nervous system metrics to be 
contracted. The gap that undermines the value of surveys and focus 
groups can finally be addressed and eliminated. 

This chapter is a guide for practitioners incorporating 
neuromarketing tools into their practice. It covers neuromarketing 
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from the hardware to the strategy. This guide provides a 
neuromarketing toolkit for researchers and brand teams. It offers 
techniques for mapping consumer feelings throughout the purchase 
process, for designing experiences based on Daniel Kahneman's peak-
end rule, for conducting preemptive ad testing, and for evaluating the 
emotional impact of marketing. This guide includes both global and 
Indian marketing campaigns to demonstrate that while cultural 
marketing may differ, the emotional structures of the human brain are 
the same. 

There are six main sections in this chapter. The first section focuses 
on neuromarketing hardware. The second section focuses on the 
mapping of consumer emotions and the preparation of biometrics for 
the emotional mapping of the consumer journey. The third section 
focuses on the design of consumer emotional journeys. The fourth 
section focuses on the practice of emotional pre-testing of 
advertisements, the development of emotional key performance 
indicators, and the pre-testing of advertisements through biometric 
panels. This section ends with examples from different cultural 
settings and marketing categories that demonstrate the value of 
emotional design and the advantage of emotional precision over 
emotional intuition. The sections bridge lab results with business 
applications, and this is the purpose of this book. 

The Neuromarketing Toolkit: Instruments That Read 
the Emotional Brain 

 

Figure 9.1 — A participant wearing an EEG headset with galvanic skin 
response sensors during a consumer-insights study. 
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Figure 9.2 — Functional MRI brain scan: the imaging modality that founded 
modern neuromarketing. 

A brand manager in 2010 who wanted to know whether a television 
commercial was emotionally effective had essentially two options: a 
pre-screening focus group or a post-air survey. Both relied on self-
report, and self-report is notoriously unreliable for emotional 
experience. Respondents rationalise, conform to group norms, and 
forget. The neuromarketing toolkit that has matured over the past 
fifteen years bypasses self-report entirely, measuring physiological 
and neural correlates of emotion as they occur. 

Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) is the most 
spatially precise instrument in the toolkit. It measures changes in 
blood-oxygen-level-dependent (BOLD) signals as different brain 
regions consume more oxygen during processing, producing images 
of activation with a resolution of a few millimetres. For 
neuromarketing, fMRI is particularly valuable when researchers want 
to know whether a stimulus activates the amygdala and the 
ventromedial prefrontal cortex, the circuitry most directly associated 
with emotional valence and reward value. Nielsen Consumer 
Neuroscience and NeuroLab have used fMRI to evaluate packaging 
designs, celebrity endorsements, and long-form brand films. Its 
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disadvantages are its cost (scanner time runs to thousands of dollars 
per session), the artificial setting of lying motionless in a machine, and 
its poor temporal resolution: because BOLD signals lag neural firing 
by several seconds, fMRI captures the emotional aftermath of a 
stimulus rather than its instantaneous effect. 

Electroencephalography (EEG) compensates for exactly those 
weaknesses. It measures electrical activity at the scalp, tracks 
cognitive and emotional states with millisecond precision, and is 
cheap enough to be democratised across small and medium research 
operations. Consumer-grade EEG headsets, from Emotiv (the 
EPOC+, the Insight, the Flex), Muse (originally designed for 
meditation guidance), and NeuroSky (the MindWave series), have 
brought the technology into university labs, agency research units, 
and Indian neuromarketing consultancies. The EEG metrics most 
relevant to marketing are frontal alpha asymmetry, which correlates 
with approach versus withdrawal motivation; the N400 component, 
which flags semantic incongruity useful for testing slogans; and the 
P300, which indicates attentional capture. What EEG sacrifices is 
spatial precision: the skull acts as a volume conductor, smearing 
signals, so knowing that frontal electrodes are showing high alpha 
asymmetry does not reveal whether the source is the orbitofrontal 
cortex or the anterior cingulate. 

Galvanic skin response (GSR), or electrodermal activity, measures 
changes in skin conductance caused by sweat gland activity under 
sympathetic nervous system arousal. GSR does not differentiate 
between positive and negative arousal, but it is an excellent proxy for 
emotional intensity. A high-GSR moment in a commercial is a 
moment when the viewer’s autonomic nervous system responded, 
whatever the valence of that response. Combined with facial coding, 
GSR can reveal whether an intense moment was experienced as 
delight or distress. 

Eye tracking, led commercially by Tobii technology, records the 
position and movement of the gaze with infrared cameras. Heat maps 
generated from aggregate gaze data reveal which elements of a 
webpage, advertisement, or retail shelf attract fixation, for how long, 
and in what sequence. Gaze is a proxy for attention, and attention 
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precedes emotional processing: you cannot be moved by something 
you have not noticed. In retail research, eye tracking has been used to 
redesign store planograms so that emotionally resonant brand assets, 
such as an aspirational image or a familiar mascot, fall within the 
natural gaze path of a shopper entering an aisle. 

Facial coding, automated by companies such as Affectiva (now part 
of iMotions) and Realeyes, uses computer vision to classify micro-
expressions against the Facial Action Coding System developed by 
Paul Ekman and Wallace Friesen. Algorithms analyse which action 
units are activated, quantifying the probability that a viewer is 
experiencing joy, contempt, surprise, confusion, or disgust at each 
frame of an advertisement. Affectiva’s database of facial responses has 
been built from millions of research participants globally, and the 
system has demonstrated accuracy rates comparable to trained human 
coders. 

A major brand study could get very deep using all five of these 
biometrics methods at the same time: fMRIs for spatial depth, EEGs 
for the time metrics, GSR for the level of arousal, with eye movement 
and facial expression analysis for the order of attention and valence of 
expressions, respectively. Indian neuromarketing firms like 
Buyerbrain (in Mumbai) and Neurosense India make modular stacks 
for the budget and logistical realities of the Indian market, and 
typically combine EEG with GSR and facial coding as a very 
economical triple track protocol. This combination affords a broader 
understanding of the emotional answer beyond the limitations of a 
single biometrics instrument as it shows when attention is drawn, the 
emotional valence of the attention, and the level of arousal 
engagement of the viewer's nervous system. 

The democratization of neuromarketing tools really should be noted. 
Back in 2010, to get reliable neuroimaging to use in marketing, you 
had to partner up with universities or incredibly expensive 
multinational research companies. Now, thanks to the availability and 
accessibility of consumer EEG devices, web-based eye tracking, and, 
maybe most importantly, web-based facial coding, that is no longer 
the case. A typical digital agency in Bangalore can run a 
neuromarketing pre-test for a fraction of the cost. While the 
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democratization of any business tool is a good thing, in this case, it's a 
double-edged sword. There are a lot of risks involved with 
neuromarketing. Not all of the tools are valid or trustworthy, and a 
lot of companies that sell these tools don't publish their validation 
data. The speed and cost pressures of the neuromarketing world 
encourage the development of products that look legitimate, but 
really lack empirical backing. The NMSBA (Neuromarketing Science 
and Business Association) code of ethics concerns this situation. The 
NMSBA demands that its members state their tools along with their 
validation limits and the implications of drawing conclusions using 
those tools. The accessible nature of neuromarketing in India and the 
rest of the world will only be justified if the tools used are of a high 
standard. 

Consumer Emotion Mapping: Plotting the Affective 
Landscape 

 

Figure 9.3 — Plutchik’s wheel of emotions: eight primary emotions arranged 
in opposing pairs, with graded intensity radiating from the centre. 

Measuring emotion instrument by instrument is only the first step. 
The practitioner’s task is to assemble those measurements into a map: 
a legible picture of when, where, and how consumers feel across the 
arc of a brand interaction. This is where consumer emotion 
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mapping enters, and the indispensable conceptual framework for it is 
Robert Plutchik’s wheel of emotions. 

Plutchik’s wheel organizes emotions on a wheel format. At the center 
of the wheel are eight primary emotions which extend outwards in 
adjacent combination emotions. Some of the combination emotions 
are: love = joy + trust, optimism = joy + anticipation, and awe = fear 
+ surprise. Some emotions have more than one intensity. An example 
of this is Plutchik’s example of joy being measured in intensity from 
serenity to joy to ecstasy. Plutchik’s wheel is a good addition to 
understanding emotional categories in marketing. 

Emotion overlays on customer journeys operate as follows. A brand 
first establishes the generic customer journey. It constitutes the 
journey to purchase and use the brand (elements include awareness, 
consideration, intent, purchase and post purchase loyalty). 
Researchers then use the biometric stack to identify an emotional 
profile at each stage (for example, the exposure to a digital ad may 
require the researcher to conduct facial coding; a visit to the brand’s 
website may require GSR and eye tracking; a walk through a 
simulated version of the store may require EEG). Emotional profiles 
may consist of Plutchik’s eight primary emotions. The profile may 
show that the customer experiences surprise and anticipation during 
the awareness stage, anxiety at the point of purchase (will I regret 
this?), and ultimately trust and satisfaction during the first use of the 
product. Once the overlay is done, the brand understands its 
emotional landscape and identifies the customer’s high and low 
arousal points, as well as the positive and negative points on the 
valence scale. 

The mapping exercises conducted for Indian brands have produced 
some truly counterintuitive insights. For Indian consumers, the fear 
and anxiety around the social repercussions of a financial decision in 
an Indian family context peaks at the application stage, rather than 
the receipt stage. A large financial purchase in the Indian context is 
typically not done in isolation. HDFC Bank has started to run ads 
that present family discussions around financial decisions, rather than 
the individual empowerment narrative. This aligns with the emotional 
reality. In a similar vein, Tanishq’s ads situate the gifting of jewellery 
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with family, maternal, family rituals, family weddings, and family 
festivals. Tanishq’s ads map onto the high-trust, high-joy emotional 
zone in this research segment. 

The first practical step to building an emotion overlay is determining 
the applicable research method for each stage of the consumer 
journey. Suppose a consumer is first introduced to a brand at the 
awareness stage via a display ad. In this case, a highly representative 
ad viewer panel is scalable via a webcam-based platform to conduct 
large-scale facial coding. If we shift our focus to the consideration 
stage, where consumers either visit a website or enter a store, then 
the combined use of eye tracking and GSR is informative for 
constructing an attention and arousal profile. If we consider the 
purchase stage, especially in the case of consumers interacting with a 
physical store, then the emotional and decision-making context of a 
simulated store display or a mock checkout can be captured with the 
combined use of EEG, GSR, and facial coding. Finally, at the post-
purchase stage, brand affinity over time can be either decaying or 
deepening, and it can be captured via intermittent biometric research 
or continuous passive research via wearables. The multi-stage 
research model encompasses all of this, and it provides something for 
a brand team that focus groups have never been able to provide: an 
emotionally driven model of the consumer-brand relationship 
spanning all stages of the consumer journey in a continuous and 
physiological manner. 

An emotion overlay also enables emotional segmentation, an 
underutilised but powerful extension of conventional demographic 
and psychographic segmentation. Rather than grouping consumers by 
age, income, or lifestyle, emotional segmentation groups them by the 
dominant emotional state they bring to a purchase category. Two 
thirty-five-year-old urban professionals buying a two-wheeler in 
Chennai might exhibit radically different emotional profiles: one 
approaches the category with anticipation and joy (the bike represents 
freedom), while the other approaches it with anxiety (the bike 
represents a compromise born of traffic and parking costs). The 
Plutchik wheel reveals that these two profiles occupy different 
quadrants, with different content preferences, different message 
resonances, and different post-purchase narratives required to build 
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loyalty. A brand that segments on this basis can allocate its media 
weight and creative executions more precisely than one relying on 
demographic proxies alone. 

Emotional Journey Design: Engineering the Arc 

 

Figure 9.4 — Mapping emotion across the customer journey:  
peaks of delight and troughs of friction. 

Understanding what consumers feel is only useful if it leads to 
designing what they should feel. This is the domain of emotional 
journey design, and its intellectual foundation is Kahneman’s peak-
end rule. 

Daniel Kahneman, whose work on cognitive biases and the structure 
of human happiness earned him the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences 
in 2002, demonstrated through a series of experiments that people’s 
retrospective evaluations of experiences are not averages of moment-
by-moment pleasure or pain. Instead, they are dominated by two 
points: the emotional peak (the most intensely felt moment, positive 
or negative) and the end (the final moment before the experience 
concludes). Kahneman and his colleagues showed this in a medical 
context: patients who had undergone a colonoscopy rated the entire 
procedure more favourably if it ended with a period of mild discomfort 
rather than sharp pain, even if the total duration of discomfort was 
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longer. The implication for experience design is significant: what 
matters is not averting all negative moments but engineering a 
memorable peak and a strong close. 

Pre-purchase anticipation is the first phase emotional designers 
must attend to. Research in neuroeconomics has established that the 
anticipation of a reward activates dopaminergic pathways in the 
nucleus accumbens more reliably, in some conditions more intensely, 
than the reward itself. Marketing that heightens anticipation, through 
countdown communications, exclusive previews, personalised teasers, 
or the strategic withholding of full information, is playing directly 
with this circuitry. Apple’s product launch strategy, the carefully 
staged reveals, the pre-order windows, the mailing-list exclusivity, is 
a textbook case of dopaminergic anticipation management. In India, 
the Flipkart “Big Billion Days” and Amazon’s “Great Indian Festival” 
sales leverage precisely the same mechanism: the days before the sale 
are emotional events in their own right, generating more anticipatory 
neural activity than the purchase itself sometimes produces. 

Purchase peak design asks: what is the most emotionally resonant 
moment in the transaction, and how can it be amplified? For luxury 
jewellery, it may be the moment a sales associate opens a velvet case. 
For a digital subscription, it may be the confirmation screen. For a 
street-food brand in India, it may be the first visual of sizzle, colour, 
and steam. The peak is not always where designers intuitively place it, 
which is why biometric research at point of purchase has yielded so 
many surprises. GSR data from retail environments consistently show 
that the sensory peak, the moment of maximum arousal, often occurs 
not when the consumer picks up the product but when they read the 
price, which spikes anxiety, and then decide to purchase regardless, 
which spikes relief and mild euphoria. 

Post-purchase rationalization is the third phase, and it is the phase 
most often neglected by campaign design. The human brain, having 
committed resources to a purchase, is strongly motivated to reduce 
post-decision dissonance by gathering confirming evidence. 
Marketers who send post-purchase communications that celebrate the 
wisdom of the consumer’s choice are working with this neurological 
tendency, not against it. Vicks India’s “Touch of Care” campaign, 
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which featured Gauri Sawant, a transgender woman raising an 
orphaned child, was experienced by many viewers as post-purchase 
rationalization for choosing Vicks: the brand was not just a cough 
remedy but a carrier of unconditional care. Unilever India’s research 
found that the campaign significantly increased long-term brand 
affinity scores, particularly among viewers who had already purchased 
the product, consistent with the post-purchase reinforcement 
mechanism. 

The practical framework that emerges is a three-phase emotional 
architecture: build anticipation before the transaction, amplify a 
designed peak during it, and close with resonance rather than 
information. 

Advertisement Testing Through Neuromarketing 

The traditional advertisement pre-test asks viewers to watch a 
commercial and then complete a questionnaire. The questionnaire 
measures recall, liking, and purchase intent. It is well-validated 
against sales outcomes and remains the industry standard for high-
spend media buys. But it measures what people consciously remember 
feeling, which is a systematically distorted record of what they 
actually felt. Neuromarketing advertisement pre-tests are designed 
to close this gap. 

Nielsen Consumer Neuroscience has developed a protocol that 
combines EEG, facial coding, and GSR into a second-by-second 
emotional timeline of a commercial’s affective performance. The 
protocol flags “moments of disconnect,” seconds at which the 
emotional tone of the advertisement shifts in a direction inconsistent 
with the brand’s desired positioning, which traditional testing misses 
because respondents rate the advertisement as a whole. NeuroLab, 
based in Germany, has similarly offered frame-level emotional 
analysis for European advertisers. In India, Buyerbrain has adapted 
EEG-and-facial-coding protocols to local content testing, working 
with Bollywood production houses and consumer goods brands to 
evaluate emotional arcs before airing. Affectiva’s automated facial 
coding platform, which can process webcam footage at scale, has been 
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adopted by several Indian digital agencies for rapid, lower-cost pre-
testing of social media content. 

The pre-test methodology typically follows this sequence. A 
commercial is shown to a test panel of 30 to 100 participants who are 
seated in a research environment instrumented with biometric 
devices. Responses are recorded at the frame level. A composite 
emotional timeline is generated, plotting, second by second, the 
average valence (positive/negative) and arousal (intensity) across the 
panel. This timeline is then overlaid on the storyboard so the creative 
team can see precisely which scenes generate joy or discomfort, which 
narrative turns cause attention to spike, and where viewers become 
disengaged (characterised by low arousal combined with neutral 
valence). 

The findings often contradict conventional creative wisdom. A scene 
that the creative team regards as the emotional climax may generate 
only mild arousal in the biometric record; a throwaway background 
detail, a familiar music cue, the brief appearance of a child or animal, 
may generate the sharpest response. The peak-end rule provides 
interpretive guidance here: what matters to the retrospective 
evaluation of the advertisement is the emotional peak, wherever it 
falls, and the affective state in the final five seconds. 

For the Indian market, cultural calibration of these instruments is 
important. Facial coding algorithms trained predominantly on 
Western expression data have been shown to perform less accurately 
on South Asian faces, a finding that has driven Indian firms to build 
locally calibrated expression databases. Similarly, the emotionally 
resonant stimuli in Indian advertising, the presence of extended 
family at a meal, the festival crowd, the moment a first-generation 
professional presents their parents with their first salary, carry 
cultural emotional loading that an instrument calibrated only to 
Western contexts may weight incorrectly. 

Emotional KPIs: Measuring What Actually Matters 

For neuromarketing research to move from the lab to the boardroom, 
it needs to produce metrics that finance directors and brand managers 
can track, compare, and report. This has driven the development of 
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emotional KPIs, quantitative measures of affective brand 
performance that sit alongside conventional marketing metrics like 
reach, frequency, and conversion rate. 

The most widely deployed emotional KPI in neuromarketing practice 
is the engagement-emotion correlation. This metric asks: at the 
moments of highest emotional arousal (measured by GSR or EEG), 
does the brand identity (logo, pack shot, character, slogan) appear on 
screen? If yes, the emotional intensity “transfers” to the brand in 
memory. If no, the consumer is aroused by the content, but the 
emotion does not attach to the brand. A surprising number of high-
production, emotionally effective advertisements fail on this metric: 
they generate intense viewer engagement around a storytelling 
element that has no brand linkage, and post-ad brand recall suffers 
accordingly. 

Sentiment scoring at the brand level has been evolved from social 
media monitoring into a multimodal discipline. Where a social 
listening platform might scan text posts for valence keywords, a 
multimodal sentiment system processes text, voice, facial expression 
from video, and physiological signals from wearables simultaneously 
to produce a richer emotional reading. The score is typically 
expressed on a bipolar scale (strongly positive to strongly negative) 
with a separate intensity axis (calm to highly aroused), mapping onto 
the circumplex model of affect developed by James Russell in 1980, a 
model consistent with Plutchik’s framework. 

Brand sentiment metrics in India have been complicated by 
multilingual and code-switching content. A consumer who tweets 
approbation for a new Surf Excel advertisement in Hinglish, “Yaar 
yeh ad toh bilkul heart touch kar gaya,” is expressing strong positive 
sentiment that a purely English-language sentiment tool may miss or 
misclassify. Research into multilingual sentiment analysis for Indian 
brand contexts has become a growing subfield of computational 
linguistics, with NLP models trained on Hindi, Tamil, Bengali, and 
Telugu brand discourse. 

The concept of “emotional ROI” has been developed by practitioners 
including Pradeep and Steidl to express the return on investment 
from emotionally resonant versus emotionally neutral advertising. 
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The framework posits that emotionally resonant advertising creates 
memories stored with strong affective tags, which are retrieved more 
easily and more positively at the point of purchase than memories 
formed without emotional encoding. A campaign that scores highly 
on emotional engagement metrics should, over time, generate a brand 
equity premium that justifies the investment in deeper creative 
development and neuromarketing validation. 

Research Box: Measuring Emotional Peaks in 
Advertising 

A 2014 study published in the Journal of Advertising Research by 
Poels and Dewitte examined the relationship between 
physiological arousal (measured by GSR) and advertising 
effectiveness across 43 television commercials. Commercials 
that generated at least one GSR peak above baseline were 
significantly more likely to be remembered correctly 48 hours 
later, and the remembered content was more likely to be brand-
relevant when the GSR peak coincided with a brand exposure 
moment. The study supported the “emotional encoding 
advantage” hypothesis: affective arousal at encoding improves 
declarative memory for associated stimuli. The practical 
implication is that placing brand identity adjacent to the 
emotional peak of an advertisement is not merely an aesthetic 
choice but a neurological one. 

Case Studies: Emotion at Industrial Scale 

Dove “Real Beauty Sketches” (2013) 

The Dove campaign described at the opening of this chapter 
succeeded because it created conditions for self-referential emotional 
processing. When viewers watched the paired portraits, their brains 
were not processing a detached narrative: they were simulating the 
experience, asking, implicitly, “How would a stranger describe me? 
Am I as harsh about myself as these women are about themselves?” 
This simulation activated the default mode network, including the 
medial prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex, regions 
associated with self-reflection. The amygdala response was threat-



186 

followed-by-relief: the threat of unflattering self-perception, resolved 
by the stranger’s more generous portrait. The entire 3-minute film is 
structured as an amygdala arc, from mild threat to significant relief, 
with the Dove brand positioned as the catalyst of that relief. Its status 
as the most-viewed online advertisement of its moment was not 
despite its emotional depth but because of it. 

Always #LikeAGirl (2014) 

Procter and Gamble’s Always brand commissioned a film directed by 
Lauren Greenfield that asked adults and then young girls to 
demonstrate “what it looks like to run like a girl.” Adults mimed 
helpless, mincing movements; the young girls ran hard and free. The 
film’s emotional power came from its activation of a specific form of 
moral emotion: indignation, a blend of anger and surprise on 
Plutchik’s wheel, which motivates sharing behaviour far more reliably 
than positive emotional content alone. The campaign generated a 
significant long-term shift in the Always brand’s association with 
female empowerment, and prompted an industry-wide discussion 
about the use of shame and dignity as emotional levers in femcare 
advertising. 

P&G “Thank You Mom” (Olympics campaigns, 2012, 2014, 
2016) 

Procter and Gamble’s umbrella campaign across multiple Olympic 
Games depicted not athletes but their mothers: the women who woke 
at 4 a.m. for training runs, who drove through snowstorms to ice 
rinks, who cheered from the stands. The campaign’s emotional 
architecture was designed around gratitude, a high-trust, high-
warmth emotion that positions P&G’s broad portfolio of household 
products as instruments of maternal care. The campaigns consistently 
scored among the highest in emotional effectiveness on pre-test 
biometric panels, and the brand’s global equity tracking showed 
measurable lifts in the “trusted” attribute following each Olympic 
cycle. 
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Tata Tea Jaago Re 

Tata Tea’s “Jaago Re” (“Wake Up”) campaign, which launched in 
2007 and has continued in various iterations, represents a distinct 
emotional strategy: civic indignation. Rather than generating warm 
brand affinity through positive emotional content, Jaago Re activated 
the disgust-anger sector of Plutchik’s wheel by confronting the 
viewer with images of civic complacency and corruption, then 
positioning the act of drinking Tata Tea as an act of awakening. The 
campaign’s success demonstrated that negative emotional activation, 
when paired with a credible brand-linked resolution, can be as 
powerful as positive affect. It also introduced what might be called 
“social cause congruence” as a variable in Indian advertising: 
consumers who personally experienced civic frustration found the 
Jaago Re emotional arc more resonant than those who did not, 
suggesting the importance of audience emotional segmentation. 

Cadbury “Kuch Khaas Hai” and Surf Excel “Daag Achhe 
Hain” 

Two of the most enduring taglines in Indian brand history are both 
grounded in emotional insight derived from consumer research, even 
before formal neuromarketing tools were widely available. Cadbury’s 
“Kuch Khaas Hai” (There Is Something Special) positioned the 
product within the joy-trust blend that Plutchik would describe as 
“love,” attaching the experience of celebratory sharing to the Cadbury 
brand identity. The Surf Excel “Daag Achhe Hain” (Stains Are Good) 
campaign made an even bolder emotional bet: it reframed the 
mother’s anxiety about stains (a negative emotional state that Surf 
Excel as a detergent might be expected to simply resolve) into a 
celebration of childhood play, joy, and freedom. The emotional 
reframe activated the trust-joy blend associated with conscious 
parenting, positioning Surf Excel not merely as a stain remover but as 
a brand that understands the value of letting children be children. 
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Research Box: Culture, Emotion, and Brand 
Memory in India 

Research by Mishra and Chandra (2019) examined emotional 
memory formation for brand narratives in Hindi-language 
versus English-language advertising among urban Indian 
consumers. Using EEG frontal asymmetry as a measure of 
approach motivation, the study found that Hindi-language 
advertisements featuring family narrative frames generated 
significantly stronger approach motivation scores than 
functionally equivalent English-language versions. The effect 
was pronounced among first-generation urban migrants, who 
showed strong emotional reactivity to rural or semi-urban 
family imagery consistent with their own biographical memory. 
The study’s conclusion, that cultural context shapes the 
emotional loading of brand stimuli in ways invisible to 
instruments not calibrated locally, has direct implications for 
the design of EEG and facial coding protocols in the Indian 
market. 

Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Chapter 9 Practitioner’s Toolkit: Building the Amygdala-
Centered Campaign 

1. Before developing your study, analyze your biometric 
alternatives. Not all queries will warrant an fMRI scanner. 
For emotional timing in frames, EEG and facial coding will 
be adequate and quite a bit cheaper. For arousal mapping in 
an environment, eye tracking and GSR suffice. Research 
questions should determine the method, as opposed to the 
prestige of the methodology. 

2. Use Plutchik’s wheel in your customer journey mapping. For 
each step in the customer journey (awareness, consideration, 
purchase, post-purchase), what emotion or emotion blend do 
you wish to evoke? The wheel imparts a precise and common 
language to your team and eliminates the ambiguity of your 
desire to evoke goodwill. 
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3. Rather, create the peak. Chance dictates some peaks, but you 
should engineer most. Emotional intensity should be highest 
at your designated touchpoint and brand identity should be 
most present. If the peak is within the most brandless scene, 
either brand up to the peak or draw the peak to the brand. 

4. The peak-end rule can be leveraged when designing customer 
experiences. Assess the peak emotional moment within each 
consumer interaction. Is the emotional closing moment as 
strong as the emotional closing moment? If the emotional 
peak is an elegant product unboxing and the closing moment 
is an invoice email, the design is gapped. 

5. Create tools that will help you engage the emotions of Indian 
audiences. This will include databases of Indian expressions, 
sentiment models in Indian languages, etc. A tool designed 
only with Western European data will inevitably 
misinterpret South Asian consumer emotional responses, 
rendering your research and subsequent creative decisions as 
faulty. 

6. Emotional ROI should be calculated with standard business 
metrics. In your assessments of campaign performance, 
emotional metrics (e.g., peaks in arousal, durations of positive 
valence, brand-linkage rates) should appear next to reach, 
frequency, conversion, etc. This will allow your organization 
to create a historical dataset and establish a relationship 
between emotional KPIs and business metrics, justifying your 
investment in neuromarketing. 

7. Test early and test often. The most cost-efficient use of 
neuromarketing is testing animatics. These are testable, 
storyboard-level, singed commercials, created in a low-
fidelity, rough format, and are evaluated prior to full-scale 
production. Emotional changes to the commercial are 
significantly less costly post-shoot. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 9 has moved from measurement instruments to integrated 
campaign design. The neuromarketing toolkit, spanning fMRI, EEG, 
GSR, eye tracking, and facial coding, provides the raw data of 
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emotional consumer experience. Consumer emotion mapping, 
structured around Plutchik’s wheel of emotions, translates that data 
into a legible terrain. Emotional journey design, guided by 
Kahneman’s peak-end rule, converts understanding into architecture: 
anticipation, peak, and resonant close. Advertisement pre-testing 
through biometric panels catches emotional misalignments before 
they reach air. Emotional KPIs, including engagement-emotion 
correlation and sentiment scoring, make affective performance 
trackable and reportable. And the case studies examined here, from 
Dove’s global reach to Surf Excel’s radical reframe in India, 
demonstrate that campaigns built on emotional intelligence generate 
the kind of memory encoding and brand affinity that conventional 
rational persuasion cannot match. The chapters that follow this one 
will carry these frameworks forward into the emerging technological 
landscape of the next decade, where the tools for reading and 
responding to consumer emotion are becoming simultaneously more 
powerful and more consequential. 
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Chapter Introduction and Roadmap 

(This section is intentionally placed here as a brief restatement for the reader 
navigating the chapter in sequence.) 

The six sections of this chapter address a single overarching question: 
how does a marketing practitioner operationalise the neuroscience of 
emotion in a real campaign, from research design through creative 
execution to performance measurement? The answer unfolds 
progressively. Instruments come first, because without valid 
measurement there is no knowledge. Mapping comes second, because 
raw measurements must be organised into an intelligible picture of 
the consumer’s emotional journey. Design comes third, because the 
picture must translate into decisions about where to place peaks, how 
to close experiences, and which emotional tones to amplify. Pre-
testing comes fourth, because good designs must be validated before 
expenditure scales. KPIs come fifth, because investment must be 
justified to stakeholders in quantitative terms. And case studies come 
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last, because real campaigns are the ultimate test of whether theory 
holds up under market conditions. 

India occupies a specific and important position in this story. The 
country’s marketing ecosystem is one of the world’s most competitive: 
over 300 million active social media users, a television advertising 
market worth hundreds of billions of rupees annually, and consumers 
whose brand relationships are shaped by complex intersections of 
aspiration, family obligation, value-consciousness, and cultural pride. 
The neuromarketing research conducted in India, however sparse 
compared with the United States or Germany, has repeatedly shown 
that the emotional architectures that drive behaviour here are not 
simply copies of Western patterns. They are related, because the 
neural hardware is the same, but locally inflected in ways that reward 
the practitioner who invests in India-specific calibration. 

• Telecom Regulatory Authority of India. (2023). Telecom 
Subscription Data. TRAI; Dentsu. (2023). India Digital Report 
2023. Dentsu India. 
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Chapter 10 
The Future of Marketing and  

the Emotional Brain 

Opening Hook 

In 2024, a user in San Francisco opened an app on her iPhone, spoke 
for a few seconds about a difficult day at work, and received a 
response that made her pause. The voice on the other end was not a 
human’s. It was Hume AI’s EVI (Empathic Voice Interface), a 
conversational model trained to detect vocal emotion in real time and 
modulate its tone accordingly. The system had registered fatigue and 
low-affect valence in her voice, slowed its own speaking pace, and 
responded with a register calibrated to quiet reassurance. The woman 
later said it felt uncannily like being heard. 

What is remarkable about this moment is not that an AI system 
detected emotion. Emotion detection software has existed in various 
forms for over a decade. What is remarkable is that the system 
responded emotionally, adjusting its behaviour in response to the 
human’s detected affective state in a way that the human experienced 
as empathic. This is the threshold the marketing world now stands at. 
For much of the previous forty years, marketers studied emotion in 
order to create content that evoked it. The next era of marketing will 
involve systems that detect consumer emotion in real time and 
respond to it, adapting messages, offers, environments, and 
interactions dynamically. 

This chapter examines that future. It is not a science fiction exercise. 
Every technology described here exists in commercial form as of 2025 
or is in late-stage development with known timelines. The questions 
this chapter raises are not “will this happen?” but “how will it work, 
who benefits, and what are the ethical limits?” Those limits, it will 
argue, are not optional accessories to the new emotional economy. 
They are its foundation. A marketer who uses these tools without 
ethical grounding is not merely risking regulatory sanction. They are 
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eroding the fundamental condition that makes marketing possible: the 
consumer’s basic trust. 

Chapter Introduction and Roadmap 

This chapter moves in five sections, each addressing a technology or 
methodology that is reshaping the relationship between marketing 
and the emotional brain. It begins with AI-driven emotion analysis, 
the systems that are learning to read and respond to human affect at 
scale. It then examines biometric marketing, the integration of 
physiological data streams from retail environments and wearable 
devices into marketing intelligence. It explores the expanding 
applications of eye tracking in a world of spatial computing. It 
considers the growing democratisation of EEG in consumer research. 
And it closes with predictive consumer behaviour modelling, the 
fusion of machine learning with neuroscience data that promises to 
forecast emotional responses before they occur. The chapter concludes 
with a “Closing: The Ethical Marketer’s Pledge,” a manifesto for 
practitioners who wish to use these capabilities without becoming 
instruments of manipulation. 

AI-Driven Emotion Analysis: The Machine That Reads 
Your Feeling 

The emotional intelligence of artificial intelligence systems has 
advanced with a speed that has surprised even researchers working in 
the field. The first generation of AI emotion detection, represented by 
tools like early versions of Microsoft’s Emotion API, applied 
convolutional neural networks to facial images to classify expressions 
into a handful of discrete categories. They were useful for research 
purposes but limited in ecological validity: they analysed single 
images, required good lighting, and were calibrated on Western 
expression norms. 

The second generation, emerging from approximately 2020 onward, 
is multimodal. It does not read faces in isolation. It integrates facial 
expression analysis with vocal prosody analysis (the emotional 
content carried in pitch, tempo, and rhythm of speech), linguistic 
sentiment analysis of the words spoken, and increasingly, 
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physiological signals from wearable sensors. Hume AI, founded by 
former Columbia psychologist Alan Cowen, has built its EVI system 
specifically on the premise that emotional expression is continuous 
and multimodal, not discrete and unimodal. Cowen’s prior research, 
published in Science Advances in 2017, used machine learning on 2,185 
short videos of emotionally evocative scenes to map 27 distinct 
emotional experiences, far more granular than the six or eight 
categories used in most prior emotion research. The Hume EVI 
system, now available via API for commercial integration, was 
designed to detect and respond to this fuller emotional vocabulary in 
real time. 

For marketing, the implications are significant. Imagine a customer 
service interaction conducted via voice AI. A conventional IVR 
system routes the caller based on what they say. A multimodal 
emotion AI routes them based on how they feel: a caller expressing 
frustration in their vocal prosody is connected to a higher-empathy 
resolution pathway; a caller expressing satisfaction is offered an 
upsell; a caller expressing confusion is offered a simplified human 
escalation. Several major telecommunications and financial services 
companies are already piloting systems of this type, though often 
without full disclosure to consumers, an ethical gap this chapter will 
address directly. 

GPT-class language models have added a further dimension: the 
ability to detect emotional subtext in written language with high 
sensitivity. A large language model processing a social media 
comment can infer not just the surface sentiment (positive, negative, 
neutral) but the underlying emotional driver, whether the negative 
sentiment comes from anger, disappointment, fear, or contempt, and 
these distinctions matter for brand response strategy. An angry 
consumer requires acknowledgement and accountability. A 
disappointed one requires empathy and remedy. A contemptuous one 
often requires distance: direct engagement can amplify rather than 
resolve the emotional state. The model’s ability to differentiate these 
states at the speed of digital conversation gives brand social teams a 
precision their human counterparts, managing hundreds of 
interactions per day, cannot reliably apply without assistance. 
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Nowhere is AI-driven emotional personalisation more visible in 
mainstream marketing than in Spotify Wrapped, the annual year-
end data summary that Spotify delivers to its users. Wrapped is not a 
neuromarketing product in the strict sense, it does not involve 
biometric measurement, but it is a masterclass in emotionally 
intelligent data use. It takes listening data, patterns of consumption 
that the user likely does not consciously remember, and reflects them 
back as a narrative of identity: “You were in the top 0.5% of listeners 
for this artist.” The result is a powerful surge of self-referential 
positive emotion, precisely the same medial prefrontal activation 
discussed in the context of Dove’s “Real Beauty Sketches” in Chapter 
9. The difference is that Spotify’s trigger is not a visual story about 
beauty but a data story about musical identity. The emotional 
mechanism is identical. This convergence of data analytics and 
emotional architecture is perhaps the most important frontier in 
contemporary marketing, and AI’s role in scaling it is only beginning. 

Replika, the AI companion application, occupies a distinct position in 
this landscape. It was designed explicitly as an emotional interaction 
system: users build a personalised AI character, communicate with it 
daily, and often report forming genuine emotional attachments. By 
2023, Replika had reported over 10 million registered users, many of 
whom described their AI companion as a primary source of emotional 
support. For marketing, this is both an opportunity and a cautionary 
boundary. The opportunity is obvious: an AI system capable of 
sustained emotional resonance with a user is an extraordinarily 
powerful marketing channel. The boundary is equally obvious: a 
system that exploits emotionally vulnerable users who have formed 
dependent attachments crosses from marketing into manipulation. 
The regulatory frameworks are not yet equipped to draw this line 
precisely, which makes it all the more important that practitioners 
draw it themselves. 

Research Box: Multimodal Emotion Recognition in 
Human-AI Interaction 

Cowen, A. S., & Keltner, D. (2017). Self-report captures 27 
distinct categories of emotion bridged by continuous gradients. 
Science Advances, 3(9), e1700335. This study used large-scale 
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machine learning analysis of 2,185 video stimuli to demonstrate 
that human emotional experience is better represented by a 
high-dimensional continuous space than by discrete categories. 
The work underpins the architecture of next-generation 
emotion AI systems, including commercial applications in voice 
interfaces and multimodal sentiment analysis. It is a 
foundational reference for any practitioner seeking to 
understand why AI emotion detection has moved beyond six-
category models. 

Biometric Marketing: When the Body Becomes a Data 
Stream 

The smartphone fundamentally changed the data infrastructure of 
consumer behaviour: it made behavioural data continuous rather than 
episodic, passive rather than elicited. The wearable device is doing the 
same thing to physiological data. An Apple Watch worn throughout 
the day generates a continuous stream of heart rate data, heart rate 
variability (HRV), motion acceleration, and, in newer models, skin 
temperature. A Fitbit generates similar outputs. These data streams 
are, from a neuromarketing perspective, passive GSR-equivalent 
signals: continuous physiological indicators of the wearer’s arousal 
and stress state throughout the day, including during exposure to 
retail environments, advertisements, and brand interactions. 

Heart rate variability (HRV) deserves particular attention. HRV 
measures the variation in time between successive heartbeats, and it is 
now well-established as an index of autonomic nervous system 
balance, specifically the ratio of sympathetic (arousal, stress) to 
parasympathetic (calm, recovery) activation. High HRV is associated 
with emotional flexibility and positive affect; low HRV, with stress, 
fatigue, and negative emotional states. The marketing implication is 
that if a brand can (with consent) access a consumer’s HRV data at the 
moment of advertising exposure, it has a continuous measure of their 
emotional receptivity. An individual whose HRV is low, indicating 
stress, is less emotionally available for positive brand storytelling and 
more susceptible to safety or reassurance framing. 
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GSR-enabled retail environments have been piloted in several 
international markets. Sensor installations in smart shopping carts, in 
fitting room mirrors, and in digital signage interfaces have been 
trialled by retailers seeking to adapt in-store environments 
dynamically based on aggregated arousal signals from shoppers. A 
store section generating consistently high-arousal responses 
(indicating engagement) might have its lighting or music reinforced; a 
section generating low-arousal responses might be redesigned to 
introduce novelty. In India, where modern retail formats co-exist with 
traditional kirana channels, the application of biometric data to retail 
design is at an earlier stage, but Reliance Retail’s investment in smart 
retail formats and its access to Jio’s vast data infrastructure suggests 
that the technical foundations for biometric-integrated Indian retail 
are being laid. 

Smart mirrors, deployed in premium fashion retail and tested in 
beauty contexts by several global brands, combine camera-based facial 
analysis with recommendation engines. A shopper who tries on a 
garment and whose facial expression registers neutral-to-negative 
valence (a slight lowering of the brow, a barely perceptible asymmetry 
in the lip line) can be presented with an alternative suggestion 
without any verbal interaction occurring. The system is reading the 
consumer’s face and adjusting the offer. The experience, when 
implemented well, feels like unusually good service. The experience, 
when its mechanism is disclosed, sometimes feels intrusive. This 
tension is not unique to smart mirrors; it runs through the entire 
domain of biometric marketing. 

The Indian DPDP Act (Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023) 
has a consent-based system for data collection and processing, and 
biometric data is viewed as sensitive personal data. This Act requires 
clear and detailed consent for the collection and provides data 
principals with the rights to access, rectify, and erase their data. For 
Indian companies that want to use biometric marketing technologies, 
the DPDP compliance is unavoidable; furthermore, the consent 
system outlined by the Act is a design restriction and outlines the 
limitations of biometric marketing in the Indian market. The UPI 
behavioral data, which encompasses the transactional and usage data 
of the Indian Unified Payments Interface, creates a similar regulatory 
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dilemma. The behavioral data of UPI consumers contains emotional 
and social data (spending during festivals, gifting, healthcare 
payments, etc.) that may be of interest to marketers, however, these 
data cannot be used for marketing without thorough understanding of 
the applicable laws. 

In terms of mass data collection of Indian consumer behavior, 
Reliance Jio is without contest the biggest private data aggregator in 
the country. Reliance Jio has over 450 million mobile users in India 
and creates an integrated ecosystem with JioSaavn (music), JioCinema 
(video), JioMart (commerce), and the wider Reliance Retail ecosystem. 
In terms of Indian market coverage, Jio has an unparalleled cross-
platform behavioral dataset. Reliance Jio’s dataset has the potential to 
revolutionize how we understand Indian consumer behavior and 
preferences, easily surpassing existing biometric studies. The question 
of governance is not about the emotional intelligence of the dataset 
Reliance Jio has, it clearly is, but whether the consent and data 
governance frameworks Reliance Jio has in place are commensurate to 
the dataset’s emotional intelligence. This is exactly the type of 
questions the Data Protection and Digital Privacy (DPDP) Act aims 
to address. Indian consumers will benefit from the active application 
of this legislation by regulators. 

Eye Tracking in the Age of Spatial Computing 

Eye tracking has been implemented in neuromarketing for about 20 
years. For most of that time, though, it meant using special lab 
equipment or retail sensor installs. Since the release of the Apple 
Vision Pro in early 2024, this has completely changed Apple Vision 
Pro employs eye tracking as its main input. It means users control the 
device by looking at things, then augmenting that with hand gestures 
and voice commands. Each and every device interaction is, in the most 
literal sense, a gaze event. Because of the way the device is built, it 
also knows what you were looking at, for how long, in what order, 
and in what spatial context. 

This has a lot of different implications for marketing. At the most 
fundamental, the Apple Vision Pro and other hardware in this 
category like the Meta Quest Pro, which has eye tracking as well, 
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offer gaze data in an unprecedented way, and in a natural setting that 
stationary eye trackers cannot offer. In a virtual retail environment 
built in visionOS, users engage in shopping behavior in a fully 3D 
setting, Gaze mapping in a fully rendered environment. Access and 
use of this data by third-party apps, or perhaps more appropriately the 
conditions under which Apple permits this, will likely be one of the 
most important regulatory and commercial challenges related to the 
spatial computing and its commercial viability. 

Gaze-contingent advertising describes the process of using eye-
tracking data to activate or modify advertising based on what viewers 
are focusing on. A 2D Internet example of this already exists. Ad 
servers are able to know when an ad is in the browser's viewport 
leading to it being automatically counted as "viewed." There are more 
advanced systems with the ability to track how long a user spends on 
specific parts of an ad. Gaze-contingent advertising could actually be 
interactive in spatial computing. If ad systems could detect users 
focusing on a specific item in an augmented environment, the ad could 
automatically display more information on that item, change how it is 
presented, and/or start a verbal assistant to speak about the item. 
Gaze contingent advertising systems allow for the collection of both 
attention and emotional data. This is due to the fact that when users 
are focused on a specific item, that signifies engagement and if users 
are engaged with an item, they most likely are (emotionally) 
responsive to that item. 

Web Eye Tracking via WebCam, from companies such as Sticky (part 
of Tobii) and Lumen Research, enables wide user access to digital eye 
tracking. Traditional eye tracking devices have expensive infrared 
hardware, while these systems use standard laptop webcams and 
software-based pupil tracking, which renders gaze position estimates 
with no specialized hardware. The trade-off here is that the accuracy 
of the systems is less than infrared hardware; however, they are 
adequate for creating attention heat maps for digital content. Due to 
the convenience and low cost of web eye tracking tools, they have 
been adopted by several mid-sized Indian digital agencies. Lumen 
Research has published studies using webcam eye tracking to analyze 
real online advertising attention. They find that the ad’s “viewability” 
(whether the ad was in the viewport) is often conflated with real 
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advertising attention, when in fact, most display ads get far less real 
advertising attention than the metrics may suggest. 

Heatmaps generated from aggregate gaze data have practical 
applications extending well beyond advertising. In e-commerce 
design, gaze heatmaps reveal whether product images or price 
anchors receive attention first in a layout, information that can drive 
A/B test hypotheses. In packaging design, heatmaps indicate which 
visual elements draw the eye first on a crowded retail shelf, a critical 
variable given that most packaged goods purchase decisions in India 
and globally are made at the shelf in under four seconds. In content 
marketing, heatmaps of article page scrolling and reading patterns 
reveal which paragraphs hold attention and which cause readers to 
disengage, allowing editors to restructure long-form content around 
the reader’s natural attention arc. 

EEG-Based Marketing: Democratisation of the Brain 
Lab 

When consumer-grade EEG devices first appeared in the early 2010s, 
they were marketed primarily for wellness: meditation tracking, 
attention training, sleep monitoring. Their entry into the 
neuromarketing research pipeline was initially met with scepticism 
from academic neuroscientists accustomed to research-grade 256-
electrode systems. That scepticism has been substantially, though not 
entirely, resolved by a decade of validation studies comparing 
consumer-grade and research-grade EEG metrics under controlled 
conditions. 

Emotiv Insight, a five-electrode wireless headset retailing at 
approximately $300, has been validated for its frontal asymmetry 
measurements against research-grade EEG in studies examining 
approach-avoidance motivation during advertising exposure. The 
validation range is respectable for within-session comparisons, though 
test-retest reliability across sessions, a requirement for longitudinal 
emotional tracking, remains a challenge for all consumer-grade EEG 
devices. Muse, originally designed as a meditation headband, has been 
used in academic studies examining attention and emotional 
regulation, and its output data is accessible via open-source APIs, 
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making it popular with academic neuromarketing researchers and 
startup consultancies. NeuroSky’s MindWave Mobile represents the 
lowest-cost entry point at approximately $100, though its single 
frontal electrode limits it to crude attention and meditation index 
measures rather than the more informative frontal asymmetry metrics 
available from multi-electrode devices. 

The consumer neuroscience lab model, pioneered by academic 
institutions including the Nielsen Foundation for Brain Research and 
the Copenhagen Business School NeuroLab, brings these instruments 
together in dedicated research environments where participants can 
interact with stimuli under controlled conditions while wearing multi-
modal biometric arrays. Indian business schools, including IIM 
Ahmedabad and IIM Bangalore, have established consumer behaviour 
research centres with EEG and GSR capabilities, and the research 
emerging from these labs is beginning to generate India-specific 
findings that supplement the predominantly Western literature. The 
availability of trained researchers, low-cost instruments, and a large, 
culturally specific consumer population makes India a significant 
potential site for the next phase of global neuromarketing research. 

The democratisation of neuroscience for marketing raises a 
concern that runs alongside its opportunities: as EEG tools become 
cheaper and more accessible, the temptation to over-claim their 
interpretive power increases. An EEG metric showing high frontal 
alpha asymmetry during exposure to an advertisement does not prove 
that the viewer will buy the product, will remember it, or will prefer it 
over alternatives. It indicates that the viewer was in an approach-
motivated state during exposure, which is a probabilistic input into a 
complex decision process, not a deterministic outcome predictor. 
Practitioners using EEG-based research have an obligation to 
communicate these limitations clearly to clients, and clients have an 
obligation to ask for them. The NMSBA code of ethics requires that 
neuromarketing reports include explicit sections on the limitations of 
the instruments used and the confidence intervals applicable to the 
findings, a standard that should become the norm for all Indian 
neuromarketing work. 
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Research Box: EEG Frontal Asymmetry as a 
Predictor of Brand Choice 

Ohme, R., Reykowska, D., Wiener, D., & Choromanska, A. 
(2010). Application of frontal EEG asymmetry to advertising 
research. Journal of Economic Psychology, 31(5), 785-793. This 
study applied frontal alpha asymmetry measurements during 
television commercial exposure and found that higher left-
frontal activation (associated with approach motivation) 
significantly predicted subsequent brand choice over a matched 
control commercial, even when self-reported evaluations of the 
two commercials did not differ. The finding supports the 
clinical utility of EEG as a sensitive instrument for marketing 
pre-testing, while the authors’ cautious framing of their effect 
sizes offers a model for the kind of epistemic restraint that EEG 
research in marketing requires. 

Predictive Consumer Behaviour: When Neuroscience 
Meets the Algorithm 

The most consequential development in the next decade of consumer 
neuroscience will not be a new brain scanning technology. It will be 
the fusion of neuroscience-derived insight with machine learning’s 
capacity for prediction at scale. The architecture of this fusion is 
already visible in several distinct research programmes. 

Neural-net forecasting of emotional response uses training 
datasets built from biometric research, large panels of consumers 
whose physiological responses to stimuli have been measured and 
labelled, to train predictive models that can estimate the emotional 
response of a new consumer to a new stimulus without any biometric 
measurement occurring in real time. The model has learned, from 
millions of training examples, which visual elements, narrative 
structures, sonic features, and cultural references correlate with which 
emotional responses in which demographic segments. It applies those 
learned correlations to new creative content and returns a predicted 
emotional profile, a second-by-second emotional arc for a commercial 
that has not yet been tested on human participants. 
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This capability is already commercially available in prototype form. 
Companies including Neurons Inc. (Copenhagen) have deployed AI 
systems that accept visual creative inputs and return predicted 
attention heatmaps and emotional engagement scores, calibrated 
against a training dataset built from 150,000 participants whose eye 
tracking, facial coding, and implicit association responses have been 
recorded over a decade of research. The system is not infallible, and 
its predictions are explicitly probabilistic, but its accuracy on held-out 
test sets is sufficient to make it commercially valuable as a first-pass 
creative filter before human research begins. 

ML+neuroscience fusion in its more ambitious form envisions 
systems that integrate continuous wearable biometric streams with 
contextual data (location, time, weather, prior purchase history, social 
network activity) to build dynamic emotional profiles of individual 
consumers, and to use those profiles to personalise marketing in real 
time. The technical feasibility of this integration is high; the data 
pipelines needed to connect wearable outputs, contextual APIs, and 
personalisation engines exist and are in use in related contexts. The 
primary constraint, and it is a significant one, is governance. 

Neuro-rights emerged as a legal concept to address precisely this 
category of concern. The premise is that the data generated by neural 
measurement technologies is categorically different from other forms 
of personal data, because it is generated by the substrate of 
consciousness itself, and its use carries risks of identity manipulation, 
mental privacy invasion, and cognitive liberty infringement that 
conventional data protection frameworks were not designed to 
address. Chile became the first country to enshrine neuro-rights in its 
constitution in 2021, amending its fundamental law to include 
protections for mental integrity and cognitive freedom in the context 
of the development and application of neurotechnology. The Chilean 
amendment was driven in part by work by Marcello Ienca and Rafael 
Andorno at the University of Zurich, who had argued since 2017 for 
the recognition of four specific neuro-rights: the right to mental 
privacy, the right to cognitive liberty, the right to mental integrity, 
and the right to psychological continuity. 
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UNESCO's work on neurotechnology ethics (2023-2024) has created 
a way to govern neurotechnology internationally. It uses neuro-rights 
and applies it to new business practices like neurotechnology in 
marketing. The UNESCO framework has four values: human dignity, 
autonomy, equity, and non-discrimination. UNESCO encourages 
member states to design regulatory frameworks based on the 
articulated values. For India, there is no specific neurotechnology 
legislation. The recently passed DPDP Act 2023 provides a partial 
framework through its treatment of sensitive personal data. The 
provisions do not address cognitive liberty and mental integrity. 
Currently, there is no specific Indian legislation for these concepts. 

This shows that there is a gap between technology and regulatory 
frameworks, like social media, genetic testing, and digital advertising. 
Neurotechnology creates a gap like the other technology, but the 
consequences of its misuse are greater. A badly targeted digital 
advertisement is annoying, but a marketing framework based on 
neural data, that has targeted someone at their most emotionally 
vulnerable, needs to be protected from a greater harm and requires a 
different type of protection. 

Closing: The Ethical Marketer’s Pledge 

For practitioners who choose to work at the frontier of neuromarketing and 
emotional AI, the following is offered not as a legal requirement but as a 
professional commitment, a voluntary covenant with the consumers whose 
trust makes the work possible. 

We acknowledge that the human brain is not a resource to be 
optimised. It is the seat of the person. The data it generates, whether 
through EEG electrodes, facial cameras, galvanic skin sensors, or the 
voice tremors analysed by emotion AI, belongs fundamentally to the 
individual from whom it is drawn. We will not treat it as a raw input 
to be processed without consent, without transparency, and without 
the possibility of meaningful refusal. 

We commit to informed consent that is genuine rather than 
procedural. We will not bury biometric data collection in paragraph 
seventeen of a terms and conditions document that no one reads. We 
will explain, in plain language, what data we are collecting, what we 
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are using it for, how long we will retain it, and with whom we will 
share it. We will make the choice to decline as simple as the choice to 
consent. 

We recognise that emotional vulnerability is not an opportunity. A 
consumer in a state of grief, anxiety, loneliness, or fear is not a target 
segment. The power asymmetry created by emotion AI, in which we 
know more about how they feel than they are consciously aware of, is 
one that we will not exploit. We will set explicit constraints within 
our systems: emotional states below a defined welfare threshold will 
not trigger commercial messaging. 

We pledge to report our findings honestly. EEG data that supports 
our hypothesis and EEG data that contradicts it will both be reported. 
We will communicate the limitations of our instruments, the 
confidence intervals of our predictions, and the cultural calibration 
gaps in our models. We will not allow the authority that neuroscience 
language confers to disguise weak evidence as certain knowledge. 

We support the development of neuro-rights legislation and 
regulatory frameworks that set enforceable limits on the commercial 
use of neural data. We will engage with these processes constructively 
rather than seek to forestall them. We recognise that well-designed 
regulation is not the enemy of innovation but its precondition, 
because innovation without trust is not innovation but extraction. 

We remember that marketing, at its best, is an act of connection: a 
brand reaching a person with something that genuinely meets their 
needs, expressed in a way that resonates with their emotional life. The 
tools described in this book, from the Plutchik wheel to the neural-net 
predictor, are instruments for making that connection more precise, 
more respectful, and more enduring. Used this way, they are among 
the most powerful forces for human wellbeing that commerce has ever 
developed. 

We choose to use them this way. 
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Practitioner’s Toolkit 

Chapter 10 Practitioner’s Toolkit: Building for the 
Emotional Future 

1. Check for transparency from your emotional AI vendors. 
Before using any tools that analyze emotions with AI, ask 
vendors for the demographics of the training data, the 
validated accuracy ranges for different demographics and the 
emotional categories they can identify, as well as the data 
residency and retention policies. Any vendor that cannot 
clearly answer these questions is not ready for large scale 
usage. 

2. Treat consent as an experience. In biometric and emotional 
AI, consent should be expressed and designed like any other 
UI. Tell your users what data you are going to collect, why 
and how. Build a “pause” tool that operates in real time. Show 
users what data they have and give them the option to delete 
it. Well-designed consent builds trust. Consent that is 
designed to overcome a legal hurdle destroys trust. 

3. Include HRV and arousal thresholds in your targeting rules. 
If your system has access to consumer data that contains 
physiological states, create emotional distress marketing 
suppression thresholds. Consumers who have high HRV and 
high stress are not in the best state for marketing outreach to 
them and targeting them in that state is unethical and 
harmful to your brand. 

4. Evaluate the accuracy of AI emotional tools for the Indian 
demographic. Many emotion AI tools available in the market 
have acknowledged accuracy issues for South Asians. Before 
using AI emotion tools for Indian consumer research, 
purchase or mandate validation studies that are specific to the 
Indian demographic and use Indian research partners to 
access calibrated tools. 

5. Consult legal experts for DPDP Act 2023 compliance when 
considering a biometric data strategy. The Act’s provisions 
for sensitive personal data will certainly cover the marketing 
use of physiological and behavioral data. Compliance is not 



209 

retrospective. It should be integrated into the design of any 
biometric marketing initiative from the outset. 

6. Stay abreast of neuro-rights legislation. The 2021 
amendment to the Constitution of Chile and UNESCO’s 
neurotechnology ethics project for 2023-2024 signify that 
neuro-rights will move from legislative theories to practical 
policies. Indian brands with a global vision should monitor 
the EU, US, and global developments to create flexible 
governance systems in advance instead of building systems to 
comply with legislation after the fact. 

7. Consider Hume AI’s research before using voice emotion 
recognition technology. Hume AI’s system is built on Cowen 
and Keltner’s 27-category emotional model, and is both more 
comprehensive, and more structured, than basic models of 
sentiment. Knowing the model’s assumptions and constraints 
will allow practitioners to use voice emotion recognition AI 
with a more justified sense of confidence. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 10 has surveyed the five technological frontiers that are 
reshaping the relationship between marketing and the emotional 
brain: AI-driven emotion analysis, biometric marketing, spatial 
computing eye tracking, democratised EEG, and predictive neuro-
behavioural modelling. Across all five, the pattern is consistent: 
capabilities are advancing faster than governance frameworks, and the 
ethical choices being made now, by practitioners, vendors, regulators, 
and researchers, will determine whether this power serves or subverts 
human flourishing. The Ethical Marketer’s Pledge that closes the 
chapter is not a naive appeal to self-regulation in the absence of 
enforceable rules. It is a recognition that the practitioners who will 
build the most enduring brands in the emotional economy are 
precisely those who choose to operate at the highest ethical standard 
the law has yet to require. The amygdala is a powerful engine. The 
question is always where we choose to drive. 
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A Note on the Road Ahead: Convergence and 
Consequence 

The five technologies examined in this chapter are not independent 
developments. They are converging. The spatial computing headset 
with eye tracking is also a candidate for passive EEG measurement 
via electrode-bearing ear cushions, as research groups at University of 
California San Diego and commercial teams at Neurosity have 
demonstrated in prototype form. The wearable device that measures 
HRV is also connected to a smartphone that runs emotion AI 
applications. The language model that detects emotional subtext in 
written messages is also integrated into the shopping interface that 
serves product recommendations. When these streams converge into 
a single system, the result is a consumer profile of emotional depth 
that has no historical precedent. 

This convergence does not pose an intrinsic threat. Whether it’s 
positive or negative will be up to the choices of the practitioners, the 
technologists, the executives, and the regulators who design and 
control it. Convergence combined with a system designed to serve a 
consumer’s genuine emotional needs by offering a product that fits 
into their life when they are truly open to receive it and providing 
that offer in a way that resonates with their emotional state is a 
system that creates real value. On the other hand, convergence 
combined with a system that offers emotional exploitation by 
replacing conscious choice with emotional manipulation and that 
targets the grieving, the anxious, and the lonely when they are the 
most emotionally open, is a system that destroys the social contract 
marketing is built on. 

This has specific implications in the Indian context. India is not just a 
large market, but a civilizational project to integrate technology and 
modernity with a deep respect for culture. The same consumer who 
buys groceries using UPI and watches movies on JioCinema also 
participates in family and community obligations and festivals that are 
emotionally significant and that no Western consumer research has 
fully understood. The future of emotional marketing in India will rely 
on the neuroscientific fundamentals identified in this book and on the 
culturally specific traditions that provide the Indian consumer the 
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richest and most complex consumer psychology in the world. 
Innovative practitioners who integrate both will be able to create a 
masterpiece that will be remembered for years to come. 

The amygdala does not change. It was shaped by millions of years of 
evolutionary pressure and it responds today, in Mumbai and in 
Manchester, to the same fundamental signals: threat and safety, 
belonging and exclusion, loss and gain, the new and the familiar. 
What changes is the cultural language in which those signals are 
encoded, and the technological instruments we bring to reading and 
writing that language. This book has been an attempt to give 
practitioners the neurological foundation to understand the first, and 
the practical toolkit to master the second. What they do with both 
remains, as it always must, a matter of choice. 
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