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Welcome to a new way of
understanding your customer.
“Geniuses think productively, not reproductively. When confronted with a problem, they 
ask ‘How many different ways can I look at it?’ ”  

The words are from Michael Michalko, one of the world’s foremost writers on creativity. They sound 
obvious. But if you are confronted with a brand or marketing issue, how often does your business look at 
your customer in different ways? 

Many organisations conduct market research. But whilst techniques come and go, there’s one thing that’s 
barely changed in decades. As each takes place, most engagements with the customer still tend to adopt 
a single approach, using a single theoretical framework and a single set of beliefs about how to understand 
the customer and generate the insights that your organisation needs. 

If you work this way, the ideas that emerge will be fl avoured by the assumptions, the strengths - but also 
the weaknesses - baked into the singular approach you used. It’s unavoidable. That could make a big 
difference or even be dangerous. Particularly if your organisation has, through habit, become used to 
repeating the same technique again and again. 

We believe that there’s a better way. 

No approach to answering a problem can ever be free of its underlying beliefs. But to defeat the danger of 
the answers being driven only by one set of them, which might be wrong, we believe in using many.

We believe that understanding your customer’s motivations or needs is best tackled by looking at them 
from a number of standpoints, from the outset. In locating ourselves around your question and asking it in 
a whole range of ways, using different frameworks. Then in bringing the thinking together and co-creating a 
clear answer that takes account of all of it. 

We call this process triangulation. We can offer the perspectives of psychology, anthropology, semiotics, 
cultural analysis and more – not operating as elements ‘bolted on’ to a project but meshing together from 
the start. Working with each other. Even working with customers we can bring into qualitative research, 
enriching how that research is constructed or its fi ndings understood. 

This book offers a taste of our approach. We have tackled an 
issue that’s been in the news in the last few months. We 
looked at choice and meaning in the digital age in the 
context of the rise and rise of an app you’ll know. 

We hope you enjoy it. We hope you fi nd it 
provocative. We hope to be able to help 
you fi nd new and powerful solutions to 
your brand and customer challenges.

Josephine Shaw
September  2015
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We’ve taken a live issue – one that’s been attracting 
attention recently – and explored it our way from a 
range of standpoints. 

Then we’ve come together. As equal voices, to blend 
the thinking together and to fi nd the bigger, deeper 
truths. 

The growth of the dating app Tinder, since its launch in 
2012 has been phenomenal. Swiping across the screen 
on Tinder allows users to make an instant choice about 
a potential date. Swiping left discards the candidate. 
Swiping right expresses interest. Tinder is said to have 50 
million users who check their accounts 11 times a day on 
average.

The app has given to the marketing community the term 
‘tinderisation’, as swipe technology takes hold in other 
industries – with brands keen to explore this simple 
mechanism to make quick and easy choices.

The speed and simplicity of Tinder and other apps like it 
are part of their strength. Choice criteria is stripped down 
to the most basic process. What does this mean for your 
business? Is this a disruptive moment, as technology 
changes the way we make decisions for good in a 
mentally-rewired world? 

Or does this phenomenon sit within a longer, deeper 
story for human beings, meeting some familiar needs 
but leaving others unmet – hidden opportunities to which 
business can profi tably respond? 

What does all this mean for you and how your customers 
are going to be making decisions about buying - or not 
buying - your brand?

The key question
‘Tinderisation’ is happening. What’s it going 
to mean for business?

In the fi rst stage, our aim was to allow team members to 
explore the issue principally from the standpoint of their 
own expertise. These papers – developed separately – 
are contained in Section 1.   

Following this, the papers were shared with each other.

The team then came together in stage 2 to discuss and 
develop our joint thinking in a workshop setting. 

We explored each other’s hypotheses, examined areas of 
difference and built upon areas of agreement. We blended 
our thinking, examined it and challenged it, seeking an 
output that was enriched by all but also greater than the 
sum of the parts. 

The result was an integrated answer to the key question 
we set - developed from six different directions.  
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‘Tinderisation’ is happening.

What’s it going to mean for business?
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Choice may be the result of the abundance produced by consumer capitalism, 
but that doesn’t make it a good thing. In fact, there’s quite a wide selection of 
research that goes to show that an overwhelming array of choices may dazzle 
the consumer, and not in a way that’s going to make the purveyors of those 
choices very happy.

The famous “Jam Study” carried out back in 1995 by Columbia University 
Professor of Business Sheena Iyengar showed just this. After comparing two 
groups of consumers – one offered a dizzying array of jams to choose from, 
and the other offered only six – the group that was offered the small selection 
were much more likely to go home with a jar for themselves. While compelling 
research since has shown that it would be too simplistic to otherwise conclude 
that when it comes to choice, less is more, it is equally wrong to conclude, as 
one might expect, that all choice is good, and that the more of it the better.

Rather than giving people a sense of liberation, endless 
choices can give a feeling of over-stimulation and 
oppression. Barry Schwartz, author of ‘The Paradox of 
Choice’, notes that overwhelming choice can be both 
debilitating and tyrannising. He argues in The Economist 
that the digital generation is forcing us to be “pickers” 
rather than “choosers” where, “all a picker can do is grab 
this or that and hope for the best.”

The Psychotherapist 

Dr Aaron Balick 

PhD

Psychotherapist and 
Cultural Theorist

While the consequences of these choices in relation 
to the kind of toothpaste or smart phone contract 
you might end up with are relatively banal, what are 
the consequences of such a “picker” economy when 
it comes to other people? What is the nature of the 
“Tinderisation” of human beings in a world where 
sexual partners can be chosen and discarded with 
the left or right swipe of a fi nger?

In a blog post for welldoing.org I discussed dating 
apps like Tinder and Grindr in the context of Melvin 
Kranzberg’s famous maxim that “Technology 
is neither good nor bad, nor is it neutral.” As I 
described in that post, “The thing that makes 
technology not neutral is its architecture – that it 
enables certain kinds of relating, while disabling 
others.” In the context of dating apps like Tinder, 
the technology narrows down the complexity of 
potential interpersonal relationships to photos and 
short profi les creating “a space for quick judgements 
enabling an erotic encounter.” The development 
of online shopping and social media over the past 
decade, in some sense, has always been leading 
towards what might be called “Tinderisation” and it is 
worrying. 
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The Psychotherapist

The underlying notion behind Tinderisation is a 
combination of choice and convenience. This is refl ected 
in most of our online shopping opportunities these days, 
with Amazon being the best example of a market for 
just about everything – all made even simpler with “one 
click” ordering and free delivery. With a little suggestion 
– perhaps a Facebook ad – one can click an image, be 
taken to the Amazon shopfront, and purchase a product 
without ever having to even input the expiration date on a 
credit card; this can all be done from the (dis)comfort of a 
bus seat on the way into town. 

The combination of choice, convenience, and what might 
be called the narrowing of “money-distance” lowers the 
bar to any purchase making it easier by several orders of 
magnitude. This “low bar” works in a variety of ways right 
across the Internet. For example, it enables easier access 
to pornography (more of it, and more extreme versions 
of it), it enables virtual stalking (by way of search engines 
or social media), and it enables access to others for 
conversation, game playing, or sex. 

While many of these engagements may have negative 
consequences, there is nothing essentially bad about 
the low bar that’s enabled by the Internet. Through social 
media and platforms like FaceTime and Skype, we can 
be in much closer contact to friends and family members 
spread across the globe. It truly does make the world a 
smaller place. The shadow, however, is that the same 
ease and convenience that lets you one-click shop on 
your smartphone has a series of consequences that we 
might ultimately call “Tinderisation”. When shopping, 
objects can be chosen or returned with little emotional 
consequence other than momentary excitement, sticker 
shock, or regret; people, on the other hand tend to 
experience some of their most profound emotional 
reactions when chosen or rejected by another. 

While the actual method of choosing or 
rejecting on Tinder itself protects its users 
from constant rejection by only pairing 
individuals that fi nd each other attractive, 
the implicit nature of the platform is where 
the real action is happening. This implicit 
nature is also imbedded into most of our 
technological hardware and software, 
and that involves what might be called 
‘droppability’.

It is not uncommon, when on Facebook chat, to suddenly 
stop responding to the person you are communicating 
with online. The same goes for a conversation via text 
message – it may go back and forth for some time before 
one member of the party suddenly goes silent. Most of us 
have learned to accept this. Perhaps the learning started 
in the early days of the mobile phone when connections 
would suddenly be lost, as still happens today when 
trains go through tunnels. Texts may cease because 
another call has come in, a connection is lost, or a real-life 
conversation took priority. 

Facebook messaging often occurs 
at work, so an engaging conversation 
may cease when the boss walks in the room. All of this, 
we have mostly come to accept. What appears less 
acceptable, however, is when we are having the real-life 
conversation and we are dropped for a text message, an 
incoming call, or even worse, when you’re on a Tinder 
date and someone checks their Tinder! Have we learned 
to make each other droppable?

With the increase in choice and the lowering of the bar 
to access in a variety of different circumstances people, 
not just products, are beginning to feel like objects that 
can be picked up and dropped. If there are an unlimited 
amount of pretty faces queuing up on Tinder, then why 
should I spend time trying to get to know the one right 
in front of me, in real life? If the allure of the new is so 
compelling, how long does it take these days for the date 
in front of you to become old news. When both parties 
have been “Tinderised” both may, in effect, be looking 
over their date’s shoulder for the next thing. After all, it 
might be better. While this may prove exciting for some 
time, it ultimately produces despair and fatigue. When 
people become droppable, it becomes more okay to 
end a date on an optimistic note, and then either text a 
“thanks anyway” or, even worse, go incommunicado. In 
just the same way that we may order a dozen shirts from 
ASOS, and send nine of them back after trying them on, 
people become something we try on too.
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I believe that there is starting to be a 
backlash against Tinderisation. People 
are beginning to experience both choice-
fatigue alongside an exhaustion of online 
social connection. Businesses and brands 
that want to get in on the act are merely 
adding to the fatigue. 

Not only can most people see through many brands’ 
simplistic efforts at “psychological incorporation” – that 
is, trying to become some “body” rather than an entity 
- but if people can be picked up and dropped like a 
gum wrapper, with inchoate brands it will be even more 
so. Such a backlash is evidenced in social research as 
discussed in Susan Pinker’s new book ‘The Village Effect: 
how face-to-face contact can make us healthier, happier, 
and smarter’. 

Don’t swipe left

After the excitement of the new, the quick, the 
convenient and the fast, there is a yearning for 
something a bit slower, more complex, more meaningful, 
and less Tinderised. 

This doesn’t mean we should give up on online social 
media. As I have discussed in my book, social media 
like any technology is re-created through social shaping. 
I believe that as it develops, it will create room for 
deeper and more meaningful connection. There will 
always be room for the fast-food consumption that 
Tinder offers – but a diet of only fast food is ultimately 
boring and fundamentally harmful. The real developing 
niche is based in a rather more nutritious offering – one 
that enables deeper engagement and ways in which 
people not only have choice, but can express something 
more profound and connected by way of their choices.



The Entrepreneur
It all sounded too good: the idea, born in the 1990s, that the more information 
we have, the better we can evaluate possibilities to make mature and sovereign 
decisions. This equation seemed so logical that no-one doubted it. It was the 
idea that in the digital age we are in the wonderful position of having access to 
any kind of information, so we can compare different information and form our 
own opinions. 

One day, we thought, we won’t have to go to three different stores to compare 
prices for the latest TV. The internet will do it for us. And what works at that 
level can work at any level: we can use the internet to fi nd exactly what we 
need.

This idea may work to a point, but it has one weakness: 
it cannot be scaled. And this insight is something we are 
failing to understand at the moment.

An early indication that the idea of all-time access to endless information does 
not always work perfectly arose in the early 2000s with the introduction of 
iTunes (a number of other music and photo library programs appeared in these 
years too). The technical progress in storing data, in the availability of digital 
cameras and the fact that suddenly everyone was taking thousands of photos 
- and the portable music players that made it possible to carry around one’s 
entire record collection all the time - led to the need for large data libraries to 
store and sort this data. It all sounded straightforward.

But soon the makers of these data library programs had to learn that a 
signifi cant number of users were regularly getting lost in their own libraries. 
They simply couldn’t fi nd the photo or the track they just fi led. In the fi rst years 
the response from the technology industry was: “People aren’t fi ling things 
cleanly and effectively so they lose data”. 

But the truth behind this was more complicated and most 
people in the digital community didn’t want to hear it. It 
became clear - the problem was not the programming. 
It was our brains - overburdened with the mass of 
information. The essence of digital data, the zeros and 
ones, the way all this is stored and how the computer fi nds 
it all again, has nothing to do with how our brains work. 

What was a problem back then is still one of the biggest problems for the 
designers of this sort of software: each new version of iTunes tries to offer a 
new and ‘more intuitive’ way to sort many fi les. And it still doesn’t work.

Earlier this year, I gave a lecture at Bitcom, Germany’s largest convention 
on the Digital Economy. At this gathering I learned that we are facing even 
bigger problems now and that these problems remain based on the same 
misconceptions that the more information we can access the better we can 
make decisions.
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The technical head of Germany’s largest Big Data pool 
put it this way: “We now have all this data, and our 
machines can do amazing stuff with it. But even the 
most clever guys don’t know how to develop the right 
questions for the machines to answer. The problem is not 
Big Data but the human brain.”

The human interface, the human brain, the human soul 
on the one side. And the endless fl ood of information and 
data on the other. Somehow it doesn’t come together. 
The promising equation that the more information we 
have the better we can make mature and clever decisions 
is wrong.

In the last fi ve years, we at VALOR have made an 
interesting observation. It started some years ago with a 
research project amongst teenagers - we asked them if 
they could describe to us their perception of the world, 
their ideas for their lives and what they thought about 
their future. In short, their hopes and dreams. This wasn’t 
intended as a deep philosophical exploration, more a 
‘warm up’. But it became a deep, long and insightful 
discussion that was touching too.

The teenagers described their lives and 
their views on their futures as a chaotic 
labyrinth. They compared this to the lives 
of their parents, who might have made a 
few fundamental decisions (like where to 
live or what profession to pursue). In the 
eyes of these teenagers, the lives of their 
parents were so much easier, so much 
more predictable and easy to plan.

This chaotic labyrinth felt like a structure where nothing 
was predictable anymore and everything was possible. 
Behind the next corner might be the chance of a lifetime 
or a dead end from which you’d have to retrace your 
steps. Nothing could be planned. An endless fl ow of 
information… and still they felt without oversight of what 
was actually going on.

The biggest problem faced by the teenagers was their 
needing to take endless numbers of decisions. At each 
turn within the labyrinth they had to decide where to go. 
The problem of decisions in a labyrinth is that you never 
know what is a good decision. It becomes a virtue to 
simply make any kind of decision as it feels like there are 
no right or wrong ones anymore.

Their lives no longer felt predictable. The 
fl ood of information had not given them 
the opportunity, they felt, to make mature 
and sovereign decisions. The opposite, 
they felt caught in a maelstrom of endless 
decision making, never knowing whether 
they’d made the right one.  

We explored this picture of a chaotic labyrinth with many 
others in all age groups and different social backgrounds. 
Some understood the endless number of decisions as 
more positive. Others felt negative about it. But the many 
we heard from had one thing in common (although they 
had different expressions for it). They all recognised that 
they were occupying this ‘labyrinth’, and had lost a sense 
of oversight of it. At the same time they felt forced to 
make endless decisions without knowing if they were the 
right or wrong choices.

A perfect example for this dilemma is what we see at the 
moment – the emergence of so called “Tinderisation”. 
This can be seen as a ‘technical’ answer to the 
dilemma - now you can make decisions more quickly 
than ever, without even needing to understand why you 
did so. The ‘swipe right or left’ becomes the superfast 
navigation tool of the labyrinth. Suddenly it feels so quick 
and easy to make decisions. The information fl ood that 
forces us to make all the decisions won’t stop so we have 
to fi nd ways to cope with it. 

But there is a problem. A swipe is not a 
decision. It is less. It is the most effective 
way to get rid of information. It is not 
coping with this information. It is just 
limiting or minimizing the fl ood.

The fl ood of information is not helping us to make mature 
decisions. Being overwhelmed as we are by the amount 
and the speed of information and the decisions we have 
to make, ‘Tinderisation’ becomes a pressure valve - like 
swiping all the problems from one’s desktop. But as we 
all know, throwing the invoice from the dentist onto the 
fl oor doesn’t mean it’s paid!

Don’t swipe left



The pure velocity of the data fl ood is causing more and 
more casualties. Depressive illnesses are on the rise. 
Worldwide more people than ever are on tranquilising 
drugs, from younger than ever. Burnout syndromes have 
almost hit epidemic levels in some fi elds.

We have to fi nd better ways how to cope with the fl ood. 
Instead of swiping them away, there must be better 
solutions - based on the way our brains function?

When I was ten years old, a boy in my school won a 
sensational prize in a draw. He was allowed to play with 
all the toys for a full Sunday in a huge toy store - before 
fi nally picking ten to take home. On the chosen Sunday 
he was let into the store. After few minutes he started 
to cry for an hour - and went home without anything. 
The sheer amount was just too much for him. Later his 
mother went back to the store, selected one item for him 
and my friend was the happiest boy…holding a big giraffe 
in his arms.

We have all the tools in our brains to cope with the 
challenges of living in the labyrinth. Our brains fi lter 
information all the time. The information of which we are 
consciously aware is less than 1% of what it is constantly 
processing. Our brains learn to differentiate the level of 
importance for each item of information and the time we 
need to ‘know’ about it. 

The Entrepreneur

What can brands and services learn?

Some brands are on the right track. As often the case, 
Apple is an example. While competitors like Dell bombard 
the consumer with information about processors and 
RAM, Apple fi lters this information. Buy a well designed 
Mac with little idea of the technical details, and it will work 
perfectly for you.

It is the absence of information that helps consumers 
more then the overload of information. Apple has 
(essentially) one mobile phone (now in two sizes and a 
handful of colours) - not 20 different models. Apple makes 
decisions for us, fi ltering information and creating levels 
of relevance. Companies that act this way make our lives 
easier and more liveable.

German philosopher and digital expert Andre Wilkens 
writes in his latest book “Analog ist das neue Bio” 
(freely translated as “Analog is the new vegan”). Calm 
information spaces will become the new luxury. 

We need information, but we need the relevant parts of 
it most. Filter it. Reduce it. People don’t want Big Data, 
they want Small Data. Relevant data, in amounts that they 
can cope with. We are fed up with feeling drowned by a 
fl ood of information in the chaotic labyrinth of life in 2015. 

Any brand that today offers new and clever ways to cope 

with the fl ood of data will be leading its fi eld.

12

Filter 
Don’t heap more and more information 
on your customers. No one will ever 
read the 70 page user manual or the 30 
pages of Terms and Conditions. Make the 
relevant information stand out and easy to 
understand.

Create low 

information spaces
A calm website that concentrates on the 
essentials can be like a holiday for the 
mind.

Reduce
Don’t force your customers to make 
ridiculous decisions. You might think it is 
cool to offer 22 different mobile handsets, 
each one in ten different colours. It isn’t. 

Create different levels 

of relevance
Some things the consumer needs to know 
now, other things he or she is happy to 
read weeks later on your website.



The Semiotician
First impressions

Rapid swiping is the latest way to ‘process’ large amounts of data quickly. 
Tinder is a clever app which allows you to search for a partner in your spare 
time e.g. in those long hours otherwise wasted commuting to work on the 
train. Also, it could be reasoned that it mimics the way people process faces in 
the real world, making an instantaneous judgement on whether a person is a 
threat, or what their personality might be like. 
  
On the other hand, as Marshall McLuhan said, the medium is the message. 
Here is a medium where real people have been turned into commodities on 
a (virtual) production line, an endless procession of ‘choices’ paraded before 
distracted consumers who take superfi cial decisions in an image-saturated 
culture. This could also be viewed as being reductive, i.e. it turns sentient 
human beings into Orwellian automata processing binary choices and reducing 
complex judgments to black and white, ‘like’ or ‘unlike’ (for the end point of 
this journey look no further than the consumerist dystopia of David Mitchell’s 
(2004) ‘Cloud Atlas’). 

Your predisposition to use Tinder or similar applications is very likely to depend 
on your age. So called ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001) are used to operating in 
this medium, whereas older ‘digital immigrants’ who grew up with ‘old’ media 
and practices, are less inclined to partake. Your view of the Tinderisation of life 
will probably follow suit, with digital natives embracing it, and digital immigrants 
seeing it as the end of the world as we know it. Those of us with children will 
be keenly aware of this divide. 

So, should we be concerned? Is Tinderisation going to change the world, 
or is it a fl ash in the pan? Indeed is it even ‘new’? Semiotics can offer a few 
perspectives. 

The Logic of ‘Remediation’

Technology changes faster than culture. Semiotics, whilst fascinated by all 
things cultural and technological, likes to look at cultural change in the long 
term. 

Bolter and Grusin (2000) argue that ‘new’ media achieve 
their cultural signifi cance precisely by paying homage to, 
rivalling, and refashioning such earlier media as perspective 
painting, photography, fi lm, and television. They call this 
process of refashioning ‘remediation’ and note that earlier 
media have also refashioned one another: photography 
remediated painting, fi lm remediated stage production and 
photography, and television remediated fi lm, vaudeville, and 
radio. 

Grant Venner

Semiotician
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In this light, we should beware of thinking 
of Tinderisation as ‘new’ - rather the next 
stage in an ever-accelerating trajectory that 
began with the industrial revolution, and 
kicked off again after the Second World 
War when the logic of the factory entered 
the family home. Speed, some say, is the 
defi ning characteristic of modernity.  

If we look hard at the swipe as a ‘sign’ or gesture, does 
it remind us of anything? How different is it to fl icking 
through the pages of a catalogue, or shopping in the 
UK’s Argos or any of the other businesses built around 
the same model where you take a ticket to a counter 
to get served? What is the ‘message’ in this medium? 
Ultimately, catalogue shopping suggests that you are 
happy to buy merely on sight, or you already know the 
product - in which case you don’t need to experience it 
physically. Or, less charitably, you are buying on price and 
product quality is less of an issue. 

Framed in this way, the question is perhaps not whether 
Tinder and similar apps are a good thing or not, rather 
whether they cheapen the goods on display? We can’t 
use our senses to make a full assessment of the product, 
just as we can’t decide that the smiling face on the app 
could be a soul mate or a great father or mother to our 
children. 

Imagining the Future

Having understood the principles of remediation, should 
we not expect further remediation in the future? Are touch 
screens the end of a journey that began with the quill then 
evolved through the printing press, the typewriter and the 
PC, or will these also be supplanted? (Bear in mind that 
the fi rst iPad only appeared in 2010!) 

If we look into popular imaginings, we can extrapolate 
possible futures. Tom Cruise, in 2002’s movie, ‘Minority 
Report’, manipulates data in holographic form, removing 
touch from the equation. In Spike Jonze’s 2013 
fi lm ‘Her’, a future ‘conscious’ operating system 
converses with its human owner and helps with career, 
love life and more. Who can doubt that voice activation 
will one day render the need to touch a screen obsolete? 

And is not Tinder ultimately ineffi cient, requiring the 
evaluation of hundreds of pieces of data before the 
most suitable match is found? Surely, as their algorithms 
become ever more sophisticated, computers will 
eventually be able to quantify and know our ‘tastes’ and 

will be capable of screening out inappropriate choices 
and taking us straight to the object of our desires? 

One thing is for sure: we are in a period of unprecedented 
change, most of which we do not yet understand. We 
have seen the effect of the internet on traditional media 
(like newspapers, with a third of editorial jobs in British 
titles lost since 2001). In the parallel fi eld of energy, Tony 
Seba’s (2014) ‘Clean Disruption’ follows through the 
logic of the advances being made in solar power and 
electric cars. By 2030, he says, fossil fuels will be ‘dead’ 
and we will use electricity where it is generated. We 
will no longer need to own a car, and all cars will drive 
themselves, eliminating human error and accidents, and 
taking an astonishing 90% of cars off the roads. There 
may be an element of Silicon Valley boosterism in his 
prognostications, but he may not be far off the mark. The 
self-driving car of the movie ‘I, Robot’ (2004) is already 
here: factor in 3D printing and you can see that the near 
future, like the internet, is democratic, dispersed and 
radically different to now.

A Counter-Revolution?

We have all seen the group of friends in a cafe or pub 
studiously ignoring each other as they interact with others 
through their smartphones. This raises questions, for 
example - is there not more to life than a cold, fl at screen, 
than on-screen ‘choice’? What has the internet done 
to ‘love’? Will Tinder make us happier? Will the mental 
health problems associated with hyper-consumerism 
(elaborated by Oliver James, Susie Orbach and others) 
go away, or accelerate? Or, more subtly, as Michael 
Harris (2014) argues in ‘The End of Absence’, will 
the smartphone take away something precious - the 
opportunity to be alone with our thoughts?

By the same token, how do we account for the fact 
that consumers are seeking antidotes to interacting 
with screens all day with ‘real’ pursuits like baking or 
gardening? How do we explain the surge of interest in 
‘craft’? Might we expect a backlash against consumerism 
like that explored in David Fincher’s (1999) movie ‘Fight 
Club’ where alienated men fi ght to feel alive when the 
idea of happiness sold to them in shopping catalogues 
turns out to be a mirage?

The Semiotician
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Implications for Marketers

Is Tinderisation a phenomenon, or more 
of the same? It is easy to get carried away 
by the latest wave of technology and all 
that it promises. But ultimately fundamental 
principles of branding will remain - and the 
message still needs to be greater than the 
medium. 

That requires brands to tell their stories in 
ever more vital and more relevant ways, 
and to help consumers navigate their 
way through the momentous changes 
of our age. Life isn’t one great shopping 
catalogue - let’s look up from our touch 
screens and live it! 

Don’t swipe left

BANK

Really, so much 

easier then going to 

the cinema right?

Nice, i’m just 

shopping at the 
moment. 

Awesome, im going 
to watch a movie on 
my phone after!

Hey, what you up to?

Hi, just doing some 

banking how about 

you?
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The Anthropologist
Anthropology was not early into the fi eld of social media analysis. This is 
because anthropology is about patterns of human behaviour, and it had to 
wait until social media had become embedded and well established before 
patterns – as opposed to simple ‘reactions’ – began to emerge. Now, however, 
it has unique insights to offer that are deep and culturally aware, based on 
direct observation (ethnography), linked to other aspects of social life. The 
anthropology of social media is not about the design of hardware or its 
potential applications, it is about how people actually use and are used by it.
 
An early fi nding is the importance of ‘polymedia’ (Madianou and Miller) – the 
idea that no one type of media can be understood apart from all other media 
and forms of communication that people make use of today. ‘Social Media’ 
today is a very broad church. In the developed world, many people use 
different devices (smartphone, laptop, desktop, tablet), each with characteristic 
patterns of usage, to access multiple distinctive platforms. The differences 
between which are usually overlooked, although anthropological analysis 
reveals how different they are to each other, and how each of these platforms 
has many internal variations and usage patterns.

At the most basic level, among urban youths aged 16-19 in the UK, Facebook 
is ubiquitous, but the real engagement/interaction is via Twitter. In that age 
group, there are strong gender differences in Twitter language and behaviour – 
boys are more direct, girls are indirect. And Twitter can be many things to many 
people. To simply say ‘social media’ or ‘Twitter’ is to deny the complexity and 
variety of the medium, as Daniel Miller has shown.

Another fi nding that is emerging from anthropology is the importance of 
context. Age, gender, culture, location, class, ethnicity, resources, aspirations 
– all confi gure social media use, and all have to be taken into account when 
communicating and selling through social media.

In looking at Tinderisation, we are being very specifi c – possibly over-specifi c 
- about a form and market in which dating, sexuality, fl irtation and adventure 
are primary values, and some forms of media dominate. Anthropologically, this 
suggests a defi nite age sector of the market – but not necessarily one that has 
a lot of disposable income at present. The best way of reaching this market 
isn’t necessarily the same thing as selling more goods, or certain types of 
goods. With anthropology we will be able to tailor our approach.

But just what IS happening out there, among the young/fl ickers? 
I don’t see tinderisation as ‘new’. Instead, it’s the trickle-down 
effect of postmodernism, the loss of organising structures 
combined with information overload, resulting in the vertiginous 
blur of contemporary life. Quick-fl ick is the only way to get 
through the data fl ow, in hopes that the new information will 
settle into some kind of recognisable pattern. But it doesn’t. 
They save onto Pinterest, but rarely go back, and when they 
do, nothing makes sense. So on and on they go, trying to write 
meaning onto sands that are washed clean every time they fl ick. 

Dr Kaori O’Connor 

PhD

Anthropologist
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In my view, the loss of certainties and permanence, 
the disappearance of grand narratives and the need to 
reassert them are behind the mania for tattooing among 
the young.  

Tattoos are compasses in a spinning world, 
writing patterns onto their skins in ways 
that can’t be fl icked away. The ultimate 
control. Just as in the distant past, tattoos 
are again magical charms – this time 
against dystopia.

Another telling feature in popular media-based culture 
is the rise of fan fi ction. It has been seen as an attempt 
to subvert the cultural gatekeeping of traditional 
publishing, but there’s much more to it than that. In a 
rapidly expanding fi eld, many of the authors are young, 
even schoolchildren. The characters in their fi ction are 
often borrowed from existing works – literary, fi lmic, 
mythological – with two dominant elements. First, sex – 
described in some detail by people who seem never to 
have practiced it – but have grown accustomed through 
social media to seeing sex in a distanced way. Second, 
narrative – whether it is an original story or an alternative-
or-parallel-reality-narrative to an established one, like 
an alternative version of The Hobbit – there is a clear 
hunger for a return to organising frames of interpretation. 

Another manifestation is the myriad ‘medieval’ series 
and fi lms, with a clear storyline and black/white good/evil 
characterisations, a corrective to the moral ambiguity and 
relativism of postmodernism.

I see the popularity of map apps in the same way. Not 
stalking or voyeurism so much as an attempt to see things 
in an organised way. There is a deep desire for coherence 
after a period of fragmentation.

In all of this I see a turn away from 
postmodernism, a return to narrative and to 
structures. To me, I would not be distracted 
by fl ick culture; it’s a symptom, we want 
a cure. In helping businesses to market 
goods I would construct narratives for them. 
Possibly incorporating role-playing to rebuild 
and consolidate identity among the target 
consumers (and brand identity). Embed 
their products and services in stories. I 
am convinced it is the way things will go. 
Because they already are.

Don’t swipe left

Hey did you get 
that link i sent to 
that great cat 
video? ;-)

I did :-) i’ve 
saved it to my 
favorites
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Wanting more, but getting less:

How the gamifi cation of choice is creating poor decision-makers 
The Tinder ‘swipe right, left’ experience is catching fi re with a multitude of other 
hot apps from jobs and pets to clothes, music and more. The logic is that the 
quicker the swipe, the greater the number of choices, and therefore, the better 
the decision made. However, there is a catch: we humans can only cope with 
so much choice, and start to question ourselves if we don’t get it right.

Why tinder-esque decision-making 
is unhelpful
We give in to a ‘default’ option.
 
Back in 2004, American psychologist Barry Schwartz wrote his infl uential book, 
‘The Paradox of Choice’, as a challenge to the so-called ‘Western’ belief that 
more choice equals better life. 

In it, he posits: “As the number of options increases, the costs, in time and 
effort, of gathering the information needed to make a good choice also 
increase…There comes a point when the effort required to obtain enough 
information to be able to distinguish sensibly between alternatives outweighs 
the benefi t to the consumer of the extra choice. At this point, choice no longer 
liberates …and might even be said to tyrannise.”

Even Tinder agrees. Founder, Sean Rad, says: “If you go past a certain point 
with the number of people you swipe right, there is a diminishing return on 
every match.” (Tech Crunch, 3 March 2015)

In order to cope with lots of choice, we become cognitive misers — choosing 
a default option (someone’s looks in the case of Tinder) rather than carefully 
weighing each decision. According to law professor, Cass Sunstein, we 
make ‘second-order decisions’ (live by a set of rules), which eliminates 
countless troublesome choices in daily life. We parse decisions by standards, 
presumptions, and cultural codes. 

This is what drives us to purchase in the ‘last-chance’ impulse aisles of our 
supermarket. ‘Everyone seems to like this new brand of crisps, I’ll try it.’ Or, we 
just do what we always do because it’s easier.

We then end up being dissatisfi ed with what (or indeed, who) we choose.

Pamela Knudsen

Cultural Strategist

The Cultural Strategist

We become 

cognitive misers - 

choosing a default 

option
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According to Schwartz: “The level of 
certainty people have about their choice 
decreases, and the anticipation that they 
will regret their choice increases.” Having 
all of those options at our fi ngertips also 
makes us wonder ‘what if’, which saps 
away satisfaction from the choice we did 
make.

We actually start to think about our decisions in a 
negative way — as trade-offs. Our decisions are 
evaluated in terms of missed opportunities instead of the 
opportunity’s potential. We can end up feeling that we’ve 
failed.

Too much choice raises the stakes and (expectations) 
encouraging perfection-seeking behaviour. We get 
pre-occupied with making a ‘perfect’ choice, not just a 
‘good one’.

Schwartz refers to these type of decision-makers as 
Maximisers, who cannot forego their quest for the 
best choice, and suffer the consequences of endless 
searching— versus the Satisfi cers, who understand the 
diminishing returns associated with too much choice, and 
put up with second, or third best.  

This maximising behaviour is exactly what Tinder/esque 
apps encourage. According to one Tinderer: “you always 
think: well, she seems nice and cute, but maybe there is a 
hotter, funnier girl coming up the pike. And of course, that 
newer, hotter girls has issues, but the nice, cute girl won’t 
talk to you anymore.”

As another one put it: “It’s not Tinder’s problem, it’s 
mine. It’s like I don’t want to decide, or I can’t decide or 
commit. It’s this extreme restlessness and dissatisfaction.” 
Indeed, Maximisers miss out on the psychological benefi t 
of commitment as well.
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In the end, we become pickers not choosers.

Today’s children — growing up in a world of abundant 
choice will fi nd decisions even harder to make when they 
grow up. Their lives may be packed with instant choices 
as they zap from one site to another whilst texting a friend 
and listening to music on YouTube, but much of this is 
according to Schwartz, a refl exive activity. It’s rendered us 
pickers — not choosers. “With a world of choices rushing 
by,” Schwartz says: “all a picker can do is grab this or that 
and hope for the best.” (The Economist, 16 Dec, 2010)

In doing so, we can waste a lot of time. Overheard at 
my hairdresser: “I found myself getting home from work, 
plopped myself on the sofa and started swiping. Next 
thing I knew, it was 9:30 pm and I hadn’t even taken off 
my coat!” All we achieve is a lost sense of presence: ‘why 
am I doing this, when I could be doing that?’

Having too many choices in our lives can paralyse us into 
not making any decision at all (‘paralysis by analysis.’) 
We don’t want to make the wrong one, and so, we can 
absolve ourselves of the responsibility.

One British life coach, Dan O’Neil, 
who helps people overcome indecision 
fears that “young people have never 
learned to make a choice and run with 
it. In adult life, they aren’t equipped to 
cope.” (The Economist, Dec 2010)

Errr..



Besides — isn’t it all just a narcissistic game anyway? 

It’s important to bear in mind what makes Tinder work 
is not providing a never-ending supply of hotties, but 
the reward element of being matched. Social media 
has unleashed our real human need for validation: more 
followers, friends, likes, snaps, taps etc. Simply ‘more.’

Yes, it’s one big hit of dopamine every time — rather like 
the slot machines of Vegas. Kaa-chinng! ‘Three cherries 
in a row.’  This is what gets people engaged, but it also 
gets in the way of getting good results. 

One despondent user says: “This becomes obvious 
when you notice how many people randomly indicate an 
interest in others just to see if they respond.  Everyone 
does it occasionally, but there are pathetic souls who 
swipe ‘like’ on literally every single person, and then tell 
their friends how many matches they have.” (‘Tinder: 
the casual sex app that is making us even more vain, 
Telegraph, 13 Aug, 2013)

Impromptu Tinder parties also exist, where a group of 
friends gather around a screen and vote collectively on 
swiping left or right. I, myself, have had people hand over 
their phone — “swipe for me for a while,” they say — as 
though the act of judging other humans, with another 
human, is a cherished pastime. (Tech Crunch, 3 March 
2015)

Even more tragically, there are people in relationships 
using Tinder, just to see if they’ve still got it. The 
singletons’ paradise has been invaded by needy couples 
who want to feel wanted. It’s safer than fl irting with other 
people and you can do it from your bedroom. One friend 
says he and his girlfriend do it together, both swiping 
through an endless stream of hopeful faces in silence. 
(Telegraph, op.cit)

The multi-player aspect of it also leads to another 
issue associated with too much choice; this is the 
dissatisfaction we feel from comparing our own choices 
with that of someone else’s.  ‘Why do I continue to pick 
the wrong person, or things, when So-and-So always 
picks the right ones?’

Tinder has recognised all of this, and recently, installed      
a ‘right-swipe limiter’ in new Tinder Plus — where a 
premium price is charged for unlimited swiping. It’s 
trying to address the fl aw in its business model, where 
too much swiping devalues each match for both the 
indefatigable swipers, as well as anyone with whom they 
match.  So, whilst Tinder inherently begs us to do more 
— too much swiping devalues the service overall.  
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Where might it all 
be heading?

Freedom and autonomy have long been lauded as a 
preserve of the Western World, and indeed, an American 
birthright.  Free choice is the basis on which markets 
work, driving competition and generating economic 
growth. It is the cornerstone of liberal democracy.

However, drawing on the World Values Survey, it’s 
interesting to note that the countries whose citizens 
believe they have a lot of ‘freedom of choice and 
control over their lives’ are a real mix of established and 
developing economies.  Potentially surprising (to some) 
is that the countries of the Middle East number among 
them.  In fact, if anything, it is a social class issue, where 
upper and upper middle classes regardless of country are 
the ones that feel satisfi ed in this way.  

This might suggest that it’s the emerging middle/working 
classes — with access to disposable income — who 
will be craving more choice.  Certainly, as affl uence rises 
(perhaps, to a certain point?) so does the desire for 
choice, and it’s particularly prevalent among the young.

Emerging segments of extreme decision-makers

Schwartz described two types of 
decision-makers (Maximisers and 
Satisfi cers) - perfectly reasonable, 
moderate people. However, with
advances in technology, and demanding 
global youth - further Tinderisation
will produce more extreme
decision-makers. From Satisfi ers to 
Dissatisfi cers - always looking for 
the next hit (like a gambling addict), but
never really engaging with his/her choice. 
From Maximisers to Minimisers -
driven to an unplanned reduction 
in consumption because they 
want to get it right, yet the 
process has become overwhelming.
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MAKE
CHOICES

YOUR OWN

Resulting in more considered, happier decision-maker 

Going forward, the current 
trajectory of technology will continue 
to serve us more and more choice. 
However, in order to serve ourselves, we 
will want to rely less on algorithms and 
more on our own personal wishes
and specifi cations.

Perhaps, this will spawn a new breed of 
decision-makers, who know themselves, 
what they’re looking for, and ask the 
Internet to send it to them. Enter the Self-
Determinists, who ‘think it’s important to 
be original, do things their own way.’ They 
tend to be young, and from the upper 
upper-middle classes (WVS).

The next round of technological advancement might well 
pay heed to this, and help develop services with better 
constraints and indeed, personalisation.  Perhaps, we, 
as consumers, will have to meet it half way by providing 
a greater degree of input into the process.  After all, our 
own heart’s desires are too nuanced to be left in the 
hands of computer algorithmic choice.

Where might we fi nd them? 

Using the World Values Survey (WVS), the Dissatisfi cers 
— for whom ‘achievement and recognition’ are important 
(as a bit of a stretch proxy for the self-validating reward 
of Tinder), tend to be younger, upper classes. 
Will their own vanity prevent them from 
truly engaging with their choices?

The Minimisers — ‘for whom ‘doing a thorough job’ is 
important’, tend to be in the middle and working classes.  
Will their drive to do things properly actually prevent them 
from engaging as fully in consumption as they otherwise 
might?

What can we do about it?
Impose our own constraints

There is an increasing body of academic study that 
shows that choice with some constraints is actually very 
positive.  The famous experiments of Columbia University 
demonstrate; here, items such as jam were more likely to 
be purchased in a supermarket, where the choice was 
limited from 24 fl avours/variants to just 6. 
Or, smaller boxes of chocolates were enjoyed 
more than larger ones (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000).

More profound, creativity literature abounds with support 
for the theoretical argument that constraining certain 
aspects of a generative task increases the creativity of 
the output. In particular, a study from NYU (U.S.) and 
UBC (Canada) found that “restricting the choice of 
creative inputs actually enhances creativity.” Further, that 
it enhanced overall satisfaction about the task. (Sellier & 
Dhal, 2011.) This notion is in line with the processes of 
our own creative community — where creative teams ‘ask 
for the freedom of a tight brief.’
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The Brand Strategist
It’s July 1941. The Brooklyn Dodgers are playing the Philadelphia Phillies 
at their home ground of Ebbets Field. The game is on WNBT-TV. Before it 
begins, viewers see a 10 second commercial for Bulova clocks and watches. 
A watch is superimposed on a map of the United States. 

A voice says, “America runs on Bulova time”

The fi rst television commercial in the world has just gone on air.

Until this point advertising had often been a pretty ponderous affair. Long 
copy advertisements were common in newspapers, and the era of Don 
Draper and his cohorts - in which brands started the long journey to 
understanding the most telling and motivating aspects of their identity to put 
to their customer – was yet to come.

In an accelerating world, ‘less’- in communications terms (less copy, less 
time, less attention) - eventually became ‘more’ (more meaning, more cut 
through, more effect). But before 1941, despite occasional attempts to distill 
propositions down to short statements on simple posters, more was often 
more. The US continued to be crisscrossed by teams of men in cheap suits 
selling encyclopaedia or vacuum cleaners, via long-winded demonstrations 
to people for whom the idea of television was only beginning to get on the 
radar. Lots of information was directed at the customer, who had lots of time 
to digest it. 

Bulova changed all that - and history - that day with a spot that cost them $9 
to air. Once commercials started to appear with more regularity on American 
television from the late 1940s, they might often last a whole minute (though 
the 30 second format soon started to take hold). But the world had changed.

Information compression. The distillation of 
communication into the essential motivator – its boiling 
down to the core thought – was underway. Bulova’s 
watch face – graphically astride a nation for just ten 
seconds (a category owning strategy if you ever saw one) 
led the way. And information would for evermore now be 
presented to humanity in simpler and smaller chunks, for 
shorter spaces of time. And then it would be gone. 

Josephine Shaw

Brand Strategist
Qualitative Researcher

America runs on

Bulova time“ ”



23THE JOSEPHINE SHAW PARTNERSHIP

Don’t swipe left

In a sense the world was ‘Tinderised’ in
1941. ‘Fast’ triumphed over ‘Slow’ that 
year. 

I’m overstating it, of course. But there’s been speculation 
in the media in the last few months over the growth 
of ‘swipe right/left’ technology. The dating app Tinder 
has given its name to the rapid, seemingly instinctive 
choice process that can lead to a date within seconds or 
discard a hapless ‘no’ into the digital trashcan. And other 
brands have been taking advantage of an opportunity 
that’s arisen essentially because of improvements 
in touchscreen technology, plus app and processor 
capability. You can shop for shoes, or clothes, look for 
jobs or read only the news you want - using apps with 
what’s coming to be called the ‘Tinderface’. 

Rapid and seemingly unmediated decisions drive it all. 
Decisions taken fast and without a sense of cognitive 
depth. Not a lot of pre-frontal action from the brain, you 
might say. All rather…limbic?

In fact, much speculation and analysis around the subject 
feels rather shallow. The technology may be new, and 
commentators have been assessing its potential for 
brands mostly from the technological perspective. 

But the bigger story has been going on for longer than 
Tinder – since at least 1941 in fact. Swipe technology 
simply writes the latest chapter in a story of the breaking 
down of data into ever-smaller bites. A study in 2013 
by the San Diego Supercomputer Center (SDSC) at 
the University of California suggested that by this year 
the sum of digital media asked for on average by every 
US consumer would take over 15 hours a day to see 
or hear. Across the country, that’s 6.9 zettabytes (6.9 
million-million gigabytes), or the equivalent of a daily 
consumption of nine DVDs worth of data per person per 
day.

Which isn’t to say that this new chapter isn’t going to 
contain some surprises and plot twists for brands and 
marketers. It is – but it’s also going to restate some 
decade old truths that some brands understand and 
some do not. 

The fi rst effect of instant interfaces of 
this sort will be to widen the existing gap 
between Digital Native brands and the 
rest. Marketing teams populated with a 

generation of people who read Kotler, 
lived and died only by Brand Temples, 
Brand Onions and Brand Ladders (with 
their neat, deterministic ideologies 
imported from Personal Construct Theory 
of the 1950s) are suddenly looking old.  

A new generation has entered business which matured 
in the era of what David Shenk calls ‘data smog’, and 
old ‘consideration’ processes that might once have been 
employed (which in truth were never as rational and 
consistent as the Brand models wished them to be) have 
been replaced by a new set of heuristics. 

Thinking that speaks to this new era does exist, in fact 
it’s not even new. Andrew Ehrenberg’s ‘Weak Theory’, 
developed in the 1970s and 1980s, is an approach that 
seems built for the Tinder era, for high speed scrolling 
through Tumblr, or the high speed channel switching at 
which my teenage children are adept.

Awareness
(Tell the customer you exist)

Trial
(Driven by curiosity)

Reinforcement
(Provide reassurance, after the fact)

Nudging
(Remind, repeat, drive word of mouth etc)

- Ehrenberg (1974)
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Beyond this, so called ‘Tinderisation’ 
restates some truths that marketers 
would do well to remember. The speed 
and brutality of choice that technology 
is making possible means brands must 
communicate faster than ever before. With 
a couple of seconds on a screen before 
a potential customer connects with or 
discards your brand, the simplicity and 
clarity of your proposition has to be beyond 
doubt. So does its differentiation.   

Product design – instantly recognisable – as a vessel for 
visibly and non verbally communicating a proposition 
will become increasingly vital and it’s no surprise that 
markets where aesthetic choices are well established 
(fashion, you might also add dating) are embracing touch 
screen, swipe technology. Both Apple and Samsung 
know this well, and so too will furniture retailers, jewellers, 
and lighting brands.  In the car industry, increasingly 
fi lled with identikit technologies, a rapid aesthetic initial 
choice may become increasingly valuable and elsewhere, 
holiday companies can look forward to showcasing their 
experiences for a rapid upfront assessment.  

Advertising will increasingly learn from the practices at the 
heart of the Tinder technology. As platforms emerge on 
which brands can advertise, communications will need 
to be even more immediate, disruptive and impactful. 
Having created instant curiosity, the yes swipe will lead to 
purchase faster (in some instances) or immediate, tailored 
attempts by the brand to get into a relationship with the 
customer that creates trial. 

Underpinning all this will be a new universe of data, 
as marketers can understand an individual’s choices 
(to buy or not) at a detailed level and algorithms tailor 
choices ever more precisely so customers are offered 
choices most likely to appeal. Amazon and many other 
brands already do this on their web platforms, and 
it won’t be long before buying a book (for example) 
online will mean one swipe, to be followed by another 
choice tailored to you and an invitation to read or buy 
by swiping too. In fact, with one click buying, it’s pretty 
close. Grocery retailers – who hold detailed data of 
our regular purchases, can make powerful use of this 
too (your regular shop presented to you, swipe right to 
repurchase, left to move on.) What’s been called the ‘fi lter 
bubble’ will develop stronger walls, and those walls will 
be constructed by brands. Good news for the marketer, 
imprisoning the customer in a universe of their curated 
choice. Dystopian, Orwellian perhaps too. 

And that’s something Bulova probably didn’t have when 
they made their ground breaking move into television 
back in 1941. They couldn’t tell who engaged with 
their $9 fi lm and who ‘swiped’ it out. Doubtless many 
were lining up to tell them that showing a 10 second 
‘commercial’ to an audience like this was pointless. 
That such a rapid and transient message could achieve 
nothing - it was just too fast. 

My guess is that their bold disruptive idea created a 
transfi xed television audience that day – and as a new era 
dawned just before the fi rst pitch they had no idea at all of 
what they’d started. 

History doesn’t relate how many watches they sold.

The Brand Strategist
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Co-Created Conclusions
Tinder – and the touch screen technologies that underpin 
it – offer choice but not meaning. Human beings seek 
meaning in what they do.

Mechanisms have consistently emerged at moments in human development 
when the speed of data delivery has taken an exponential leap forward 
outstripping human capacity to process it. Catalogue shopping (and the 
behaviour of ‘thumbing’ through catalogues) appeared in the 19th century 
as the delivery of goods became more reliable through the formalisation of 
postal services – effectively putting choice in the hands of new audiences 
who previously could never have shopped in this way. Other practices to 
shorthand decision making when the quantity of potential information on offer 
has felt too daunting have also emerged – from listings magazines to Electronic 
Programme Guides. Indeed the idea of brands themselves – sets of symbols 
designed to contain a series of associations and understanding quickly and 
easily brought to mind - fi ts into this ‘heuristic model’.

In this sense, ‘swipe right/left’ behaviours are really re-mediations of old 
practices. Tinder, and the other apps that are employing similar approaches 
are catering to a familiar need, with new technology.

But ever accelerating methods of inspecting ever smaller pieces of data to 
make judgements does not replace the need for meaning. Choice without 
meaning is empty, unsatisfying and unreliable and brands that focus their 
attention only on the sterile ritual of ‘picking’ one alternative versus another 
will struggle to inject the experience with value. The choices they encourage 
amongst their customers will be cursory, shallow and unembedded. Just 
like the ease with which you can pick or discard a date on Tinder does not 
change the fact that the vast majority of those you ‘select’ will turn out to be a 
disappointment, or not what you’d hoped for, when you meet them. 

The search for ‘organisation’ goes on. People need 
structures and models to hold on to and with which to 
make sense of their own responses and behaviour. The 
creation of approaches that just allow the individual to 
process ever greater quantities of data, or more options, 
without providing structure or meaning to help arrange his 
or her thinking will be self-defeating.   

The process of superfi cial choice will get faster and easier, but less meaningful 
and more unsatisfying.
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‘Organisation’ is enabling. We seek it in 
all aspects of our lives, from social and 
cultural support mechanisms (family, home, 
job) to the stories we tell ourselves about 
the choices we make and our reasons for 
doing so. 

Proper organisation in the digital world has yet to arise 
– the new winners will not be the companies that can 
provide the user with (literally) never ending content, 
but those that can effectively help the user arrange that 
content in a way that is meaningful and accessible to him 
or her. In many arenas (from ‘Favourites’, to ‘Bookmarks’, 
to ‘life-organising’ software) online businesses are 
reaching for this, but still often couch the principal 
purpose of what they are doing in terms of ‘convenience’ 
or ‘time saving’. This can feel empty – you arrange your 
links in your browser’s bookmarks list but then lose track 
of your intentions or the structure you’d envisaged and 
fi nd the quantity growing out of control. Or you forget you 
did it at all. 

At best such systems offer a sense of ‘temporary 
permanence’ – brief and fl imsy organisational structures 
with the illusion of meaning but which soon become 
obsolete, inaccessible or unwieldy (as we empty our 
browser cache, buy a new laptop, or – the new cultural 
disaster – suffer an unrecoverable hard disk failure). 

The need for proper organisation goes much further than 
this.

Content without useful, personally relevant, 
organisation is useless. This is what brands 
need to strive for. Not just fi ring content at 
their customers but offering them personal 
and individualised ways of choosing and 
arranging that content, and using it in their 
lives. 

Within all this is the nature of ‘choice’ in 2015. Much 
work has been done to suggest that in many settings 
increased choice can be disabling to consumers rather 
than liberating.

 

An exploration of the pre versus post Industrial world and 
how brands operate within the psychological models that 
may be in play within developing economies versus those 
of mature, secure economies throws up some insights.

In the developing world, the novelty of choice may 
still speak loudly (for a while). Memories of scarcity, 
or restricted supply, or of controlled economies, may 
exist within the national consciousness, and availability 
can be seen as an attractive notion. In many ways, 
these markets play out a narrative fi rst heard in the 
West in decades following the Industrial Revolution, 
as the capitalist model of mass consumption began to 
gather momentum (growing choice, competition driving 
quality up, customers drawn by increasing access to 
goods previously denied them).  In this model, the best 
guarantee of fi nding quality is for the market to contain 
huge quantity (and for the customer to work his or her 
way through it all).

In the developed world, however, the conversation is 
changing. Many markets offer products with equivalent 
features. Detergents, cars, and chocolate bars are now 
all good. Customers are faced with scores of identical 
fi nancial products and the endless supply of content on 
their hundred tv channels is increasingly the same. 

Brands must answer this not by offering 
the customer even more choice, 
or dodging the issue by focusing only on 
technologies that make the parsing of that 
choice faster and faster (a never ending 
‘arms race of more’ between data and the 
mechanisms invented to process it).

The answer must be in giving people the 
opportunity to make quality decisions for 
themselves rooted in their own needs. 
Quantity of options is no longer enough. 
People will turn away.   

Don’t swipe left
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This phenomenon is arising in many areas of life. 
Customers in the UK are abandoning huge supermarkets 
with their ranges up to 80,000 or more lines, in favour 
of stores that sell just 3000 products. Price is part of the 
reason, but our belief is that some supermarkets are also 
(perhaps instinctively) tuning in to an emergent need from 
the customer to get help in managing the choice process 
more effectively. How many brands of cereal do i want? 
Need? How different can they be? And how much of my 
life do you want to take up while I make (what can feel 
like) futile comparisons?

In the UK, Aldi and Lidl have seen this. Paradoxically 
these brands offer the customer choices that competitors 
– overwhelmed with quantity – do not. They offer the 
chance to spend money saved on other things elsewhere, 
or not at all. They offer the customer the chance to feel 
a new sort of safety – secure in the knowledge that they 
have managed their fi nances prudently. They offer the 
customer a choice over the amount of time that needs to 
be devoted to the shopping experience. Now I don’t have 
to spend an hour navigating my way around 100,000 
square feet of superstore. I can do it in 20 minutes, 
having made decisions of an acceptable quality – for me. 

Many businesses are seeing a similar phenomenon 
play out within their own internal cultures too. Big Data 
continues to make headlines. This is the Industrial 
Revolution moment for information services – with digital 
data collection across many fi elds echoing the scale 
and complexity of mechanised production techniques 
of a century and a half ago. Once more, we are in thrall 
to quantity, with companies eager to consume as much 
data as possible, and suppliers keen to fi nd for them 
faster and easier ways to fi lter it. Predictably, much of 
this material runs into the familiar problem – without an 
organising thought, or a model with which to arrange 
it, it just resembles a fl ood. Unsurprising perhaps that 
few businesses have effectively got to grips with Big Data 
yet – as Behavioural Economist Dan Ariely has said, “Big 
data is like teenage sex: everyone talks about it, nobody 
really knows how to do it, everyone thinks everyone else 
is doing it, so everyone claims they are doing it...”

The future will be about quality and personalised, relevant, 
enduring management of choice…not just quantity. And 
considered choice – not simply ‘picking from options’. 
This narrative chimes across many aspects of our lives. 
From the growing distrust of unrestricted consumerism, 
to an increased interest in ecology, to our seemingly 
irreversible sense of time poverty. 

And what does quality mean – if the model of throwing 
quantity at the customer and allowing the best to rise to the 
surface, or having him or her try and fail to sift through the 
fl ood, doesn’t work?

Certainly technology has something to say about this. 
Looking at previous choices can drive models that describe 
the individual’s behaviour. Prediction algorithms can derive 
likelihoods – and show the prospect options crafted from 
this previous behaviour. But this can only go so far. Far 
from adding to real choice, this can potentially narrow it, as 
it is diffi cult to build into this experience the random or the 
unexpected.  Whilst brands might covet the management 
of their customer’s expectations down to an ever more 
predictable list of needs they can meet, this rather dystopian 
scenario can rule out the fresh. It can rule out trial. It can rule 
out the random and the powerful surprise. 

More than this, we need challenge, and to be 
asked to consider futures that aren’t simply a 
replay of our past. What is the best use of our 
time, energy?  What will help us get the most 
out of life?  

These are questions for which we as 
consumers also need to step up and take 
responsibility, and taking that responsibility 
adds to our senses of agency, self worth and 
inner meaning.  Give us the structure and 
space to be choosers not pickers.  

Brands that can speak to these needs 
will have much to offer, using emerging 
technologies powerfully. Not simply being 
used by them.

And that’s going to mean a lot more than just 
swiping right. Or left. 

Co-Created Conclusions
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Key Takeaways

Tinder, ‘Tinderisation’ and 
other similar on-screen 
processes are not new. 
They are a remediation of other 
older processes.

The

1
Choice without meaning is 
unsatisfying. Brands need to 
communicate meaning and value to 
individuals that resonate and remain 
with them.

2

Human beings seek organising structures in their lives. 
Spraying choices at them without offering them effective and 
robust ways to arrange and keep what matters to them is 
ultimately pointless. Potentially even counterproductive. 3

More and more, its about organisation. Brands should focus less on quantity of choice and 
more on providing ways to arrange it within frameworks which can make sense of it. Help the 
individual retain an understanding of why they are making a certain choice and what matters to 
them. There is real value in organisation – and it goes way beyond themes of convenience. It’s a 
human need.

4
Free your customer from overload. Organisational structures – allowing the individual to 
make quality choices – make sense everywhere but particularly in the saturated markets of the 
West. Real choice in developed markets is coming to no longer mean quantity of options but 
freedom from overload. Brands need to start freeing us from overwhelming options, and the 
data fl ood.

5
There are big implications for brand ranging, and for 
stocking policies of retailers. If Apple can dominate the 
market for mobile phones with essentially one model, what 
future for a hundred variants of breakfast cereal?

6
Remember and surprise. Brands can understand a great deal about 
what matters to the individual via timely data collection. But this is always 
retrospective. Alongside the familiar, we have a hunger for the new. Brands 
must speak to this need too, offering surprise and the random.7

Let us take control of our consumption. Overall, we’re happiest doing so – just as we also seek 
to take control of other parts of lives - imbuing our actions with internal meaning and understanding 
the stories we tell ourselves. Brands that allow us to choose them and to meet this need as we do 
so are the ones to which we will repeatedly feel drawn and which we will seek out. 8
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