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So the reason I showed that clip from Mad Men is I think it illustrates what our industry has 
always been really good at – because we can’t credibly claim that we are at the vanguard of 
properly scientific and rigorous consumer research… 

But what we’ve always been able to do exceptionally well as an industry, is intuitively 
understand what people want.  

Not what they say they want, in focus groups, but what they actually REALLY want.  

And the reason we can do that, is because when it comes to what really motivates people, 
luckily for us, the list isn’t actually that long.  

And you’re probably quite familiar with it yourself, because the list often looks something like 
this….  



Our most powerful motivations, are pretty constant. 

And products which tap into these needs in some way will always be motivating 

Food as a product, is frequently wrapped up in a host of meaning and needs, that go well 
beyond their functional and nutritional value. 

So most food advertising, will not only communicate a message about nutrition or benefits or 
a unique selling point for that brand – it more often than not will also be wrapped up in some 
kind of motivational need aswell.  

And this can be done very subtly, or it can be very explicit.  

So I thought it might be a useful exercise, to explore this idea together. 

So I’ve chosen 4 Food advertisements that I think are wrapping up their Food product in a 
motivational need or several motivational needs.  

And as I play each Ad, I’d like everyone to have a go at identifying which need you think the 
Ad is tapping and write it down on a sheet of paper.  
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Snickers 

6 



Denny 
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Donegal Catch 
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When I did this exercise with a smaller group of people, these were some of 
the meanings they attributed to the specific Advertisements. 

And there was lots of overlap but also plenty of differences in opinion – which 
makes sense because meaning is a very subjective thing.  
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And food meaning is especially subjective. In fact, food has already become 
much more than a basic human need, it’s about who you are as a person.  

Because the contents of someone’s shopping trolley can often tell us more in 
an instant about a person’s values and background, than what they’re 
wearing or how they speak.  

We’re starting to see Food emerging as the new Class divide.  

Food preferences and food behaviours aren’t just fashion, they’re becoming a 
morality.  



And the problem with food morality is that our perceptions of which foods are 
acceptable and which foods are not, are often not driven rationally based on 
the nutritional value of that food. 

Which is why we see some high fat foods like Chocolate Lattes or Crème 
Brule or Camembert, being gloried as fine example of gourmet living, while 
the high fat foods of other communities like Fast Food, are villinised.  

The brand perceptions and the social values around that food are just as 
influential and important.  



And these meanings around food also change over time. And they can be 
intentionally altered.  

Even seemingly simple things like the common understanding of what is 
involved in “healthy food” can change relatively quickly. 

It wasn’t long ago that a dominant paradigm in the food industry was to talk 
about nutrition as science. With images of food labs and men in white coats 
and lots of technical jargon and scientific detail. 

Healthy food was about innovative new product developments. 



Now we’re seeing the image of “Healthy food” moving away from those 
pictures into a completely different space  of “natural”. 

All the words and imagery used evoke pictures of local farmers and hand craft 
and artisan produces – whether or not that bears any resemblance to how the 
product is actually produced.   

So food meaning is subjective and food meaning changes over time – and 
this brings me to the second part of the presentation, which is exploring how 
this meaning evolves within culture.  



And when it comes to the spread of ideas, the most important driver is, and 
always has been, word of mouth. 

Because we are all social animals and a substantial segment of our learning 
around food behaviour, comes from seeing what others do and copying those 
behaviours.  
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For example, this is a study which some of you might have seen before, 
which examined the spread of obesity through a social network. 

The yellow dots are people, and the lines between them represent their 
relationships. 

And what the study found, was that over the research period, people who had 
relationships with overweight people were more likely to become overweight 
themselves. 

Now that could have been because of share environmental factors or shared 
genetic factors. But they found that social distance was a bigger predictor 
than geographical distance – and that the quality of the relationship was key.  

People were much more likely to become obese, if a person they liked and 
were close to, was also obese.  



Which illustrates another important point. Not only do food behaviours spread 
socially, but within that network, different people have different levels of 
impact. 

So this is Malcolm Gladwell’s segmentation which is a useful framework for 
thinking about the different roles people play in the transfer of knowledge. He 
outlines three types of people:  

Connectors know lots of people 
Maven’s know lots of things and  
Salesmen are good at persauading people.  

To be a really influential person, you ideally need to be all three things.  



And there’s an interesting example of why this is important,  in one of Jamie 
Oliver’s previous initiatives which was the “Pass it on” campaign.  

Jamie set up his Ministry of Food campaign, aimed at getting Britain cooking 
again, and had the very sensible and intuitive insight that Food behaviours 
and recipes are something that spread through communities from neighbour 
to neighbour and mother to mother. 

So his simple solution was to start with a small circle of people, encouraged 
to go out there and pass on 1 easy recipe to two people they know, who 
would be encouraged to pass that on to two people they know, and so on. 
And the hope was that it would create a ripple effect and these new cooking 
behaviours would spread. 

But the campaign struggled.   

And the reason it struggled, is because Jamie hadn’t considered the varying 
levels of influence of the people he had chosen in his original test group. 
Because they weren’t chosen based on their number of connections, 
knowledge about food or ability to persuade.  

 Ironically, someone like Jamie Oliver scores highly on all those attributes, 
which is exactly why he has become such an influencer himself.  



But the spread of ideas has been made infinitely easier, because of the 
growth in communication technology.  

And what’s really interesting about all of this new technology, is not that it 
changes human behaviour or motivation – because it doesn’t – but what it 
does do, is amplify the speed and the ease, with which we can share 
behaviours and ideas. 

Which means ideas can be spread by many more people, who traditionally 
wouldn’t have had the breadth of network that a typical “influencer” had.  



And we’re seeing more and more ways for people to share – from blogs to 
social networks to video sites – which all allow us to talk to people outside of 
our geographical network.  

And it’s opening up some really fascinating possibilties for us, in terms of the 
kind of data we can gather.  

Tweet what you eat for example, is a really interesting example of how people 
are using technology to both monitor their own food behaviour and also to 
share it publically with anyone who’s interested. 

It’s like having access to a thousands of willing participants from a research 
study. And because it’s entirely self-motivated, could probably be more 
accurate self reporting.  



And there are countless sources of data available to us  - which would all be 
useless, unless we had a way to analyse it.  

And luckily there are plenty of these tools aswell.  

So Google Insights for Search, for example, is a completely free tool which 
allows you to see the patterns of search traffic for any search term.  

So we can look at what people are searching for and how this is changing – 
like the growing popularity of the cupcake you see here.  



And it gets even better, because not only can we access information about 
people’s past behaviour, but we also have access to real time information, so 
we can literally see how ideas are spreading and changing, as it happens.  

So this world and technology and social media has a huge amount of 
potential to give us both qualitative and quantitative data, quickly and 
continuously. 

Which should offer us the ability to predict trends and shifts in behaviour, 
much faster than before.  



So to sum up and  go back to the original questions posed by this conference 
– how can be understand what people want and predict how this will change. 

There are two simple conclusions:  

1) when it comes to food, in order to really understand people, we need to 
look beyond nutritional meaning and deep into the social and motivational 
meaning of food. 

2) To predict how this will change, it’s about constant and continuous 
monitoring of how ideas are travelling and spreading through culture.  
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