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“A brand's mental availability 
is its accessibility from 
memory across the range 
of situations and needs 
that buyers in that category 
encounter”
Jenni Romaniuk and Byron Sharp 
How Brands Grow, Part 2

“A brand's availability varies 
across situations…some 
brands do well in some 
particular situations, some 
do well in many situations”
Byron Sharp 
Marketing Science

Don't it always seem to go
That you don't know what you've got
'Till it's gone
Joni Mitchell, Big Yellow Taxi

Does mental availability matter in the digital age? 

At first glance it's a question that only a marketer would understand or care about! But unpack 
those eight little words and you have a profoundly human story about people's deepest 
needs and motivations that questions whether a marketing culture that defaults to digital and 
substitutes human agency for algorithms is really in anyone's best interests. 

At house51 these are the kinds of big themes we thrive on. We love working at the intersection of 
marketing and the behavioural and social sciences. We were delighted that Newsworks asked us 
to explore this rich and challenging territory with them.

For many in the marketing world Byron Sharp has become the touchstone for understanding peoples' 
shopping behaviour and relationship with brands. So that's where we started. Exploring how mental 
availability works in online retail evolved into a multi-faceted project encompassing a wide-ranging 
review of academic and planning literature and in-depth qualitative and quantitative investigation. 

We honed-in on the unique psychology of both online and offline shopping and found that Sharp's 
central tenet of mental availability should matter to marketers more than ever: precisely because 
it assumes the primacy of human agency and decision making. And that, in turn, supports 
a positive message about the continued power of brands and mass marketing in satisfying 
people's basic need for self-determination.  

But there's a distinctly melancholic note to our story. There is no online substitute for the rich 
human experiences offered by bricks and mortar retail. We find consumers and marketers 
sleepwalking into an atomised world of increased risk and diminished wellbeing and social 
capital. Digital is here to stay and offers many benefits. But it's a mistake to view the decline of 
bricks and mortar as inevitable. Will we find the right balance before it's too late?     

We hope that you enjoy reading this paper as much as we enjoyed researching and writing it. 

Ian Murray 
Co-Founder, house51
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Mental and physical availability are 
central tenets of Byron Sharp's 

seminal work on how marketers 
can deliver brand growth. Brands 
grow by reaching new customers, so 
marketers need to target as widely as 
possible and ensure that brands are 
readily accessible – both mentally and 
physically – in all buying situations.

Sharp's principles have been widely 
embraced by marketers. But the 
places in which we shop are changing 
rapidly. Every day there seems to be a 
new story about the death of the high 
street, linked to the relentless growth 
of online shopping and the inevitable 
rise of smart technology and AI. 

Sharp addresses the rapid evolution 
of shopping in 'How Brands Grow 
Part 2' (written with Jenni Romaniuk) 
and devotes a chapter to it – 'Online 
Shopping…. Is It Different?' Romaniuk 
and Sharp advise marketers to "expect 
the laws of marketing to still apply" in the 
digital world. A few of their conclusions 
really struck us:

• Shoppers are shoppers, online 
or off – shoppers of online stores 
are largely category buyers with 
online access

• Brand loyalty is higher online  
– online platforms offer 
saveable shopping lists and 
recommendations (though there is 
still repertoire buying) 

• Mental availability matters, 
even online – the online 
environment evens out physical 
availability across brands. But 
mental availability is the key to 
“overcoming the tendency to 
loyalty online”

These statements piqued our interest 
because, as Peter Field and Les Binet 
note in 'Media in Focus' (2017), many 
marketers appear to believe that digital 
really is very different and that the 
established laws of marketing no longer 
apply. The digital evangelists tell us that: 

• Online shopping has an 
unassailable advantage in the 
convenience it offers shoppers 

• The future of shopping will be 
driven by further hyper-targeting 
and personalisation  

• The relevance of mass marketing 
(i.e. mental availability) and brands 
will decline as tech enables 

In a world of  
hyper-targeting and 
personalisation, does 
mental availability 
matter any more?

messaging and products to be 
tailored ever more precisely to 
each individual's unique needs  
and characteristics 

To understand what's really going 
on from a consumer perspective, 
and what brands should do about it, 
we decided to take a step back and 
explore the underlying psychology that 
drives people's shopping behaviour 
across online and offline. In this paper 
we present key findings from an 
in-depth literature review and multi-
layered research project, using a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative techniques. 
The findings from the research are 
interspersed with insights from the 
literature review, with a series of science 
and planning and insight boxes. We set 
out to answer the following questions:  

Q. Is it true that 'shoppers are 
shoppers'? Do people really have 
the same motivations when they 
shop online?

• Physical availability may be 
'evened out' online. But does it 
follow that online is always more 
convenient than offline?  

• How are people's wider needs 

(e.g. trust, control, competence, 
autonomy) served by the online 
shopping experience?  

• How do people really feel  
about personalisation? 

Q. What's the role for mental 
availability and brands in  
online shopping? 

• Is increased brand loyalty 
simply a product of technology 
(e.g. recommendation engines, 
algorithms etc?)  

• Or is it the product of  
deeper psychological needs  
of online shoppers?

Our starting point was to recognise 
that digital shopping is not the norm. 
The places we shop are evolving 
rapidly, but most shopping still takes 
place offline (According to the ONS 
19.2% of all retail sales in 2019 were 
online, while IPA TouchPoints reveals 
that online shopping accounts for 3% 
of time online). It follows that, for many 
consumers, online shopping motivations 
and behaviours are still framed by 
everyday experiences in the offline, 
bricks and mortar, shopping world.

In Newsworks' award-winning study  
'How People Buy' we showed that 
consumer journeys are an emotional 
rollercoaster involving significant risk 
and uncertainty. 

We argued that brands continue to 
play a prominent role in these journeys 
because they help people to reduce 
uncertainty and feel confident about 
their choices. 

In this paper, we'll show that while 
the places we shop are changing, 
people's underlying psychology and 
basic needs and motivations have not 
changed. We'll consider how a better 
understanding of the interaction of 
places and people can help brands 
and marketers to support better 
purchase journeys.

Those purchase journeys do 
increasingly involve online, whether as 
part of the journey, or for the purchase 
itself. At the same time, to find growth 
businesses are increasingly looking 
to selling online. It's easy to think that 
these sales work in the same way 
that they do offline — or even to think 
that all you need to do is drive traffic 
to a site through search and social 
advertising to drive sales.  

In fact, we'll demonstrate in this  
paper that the opposite appears  
to be true — the relative riskiness  
of the transaction, the potential  
loss of control and autonomy,  
and the desire to make the very  
most of the purchase, makes 
consumers even more risk averse  
and brand dependent. 
 
The right kind of mental availability  
is crucial in providing reassurance.

This is especially the case for the 
digital buying experience. Before 
people enter the fray, it is essential  
to brands that they have the 
opportunity to register on people's 
mental radar in environments that 
get people's attention and seem 
knowledgeable, considered and 
up to date. We'll show that a key 
environment is the work of journalists 
who create the trusted, information-
rich environments that are needed to 
build brands in the right way. 

Journalism creates a high attention, 
high trust environment for  
audiences — and this environment 
is going to be essential for building 
mental availability in the era of  
digital commerce. 
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We are all omni-channel shoppers now. 
Regardless of age or shopping mission 
we found that all of our research 
participants shopped across online 
and offline channels. 

But shoppers position each channel 
very differently. And the clearest 

Online 
shopping  
is risky 

distinctions between online and  
offline shopping are based on risk  
and convenience (Figure 1). Online 
shopping is perceived as being 
significantly more risky. And those with 
a high tolerance for risk taking are just 
as likely to feel this way as those who 
are risk averse (Figure 2). 

Offline Shopping

Online Shopping

Risk
Top 3 box

Easy and convenient

Figure 1
Online shoppers trade 
convenience for risk

Figure 2
Risk takers and risk avoiders: 
both see online shopping as risky

42%

Risk takers

45%

Risk averse

% agree that shopping online is risky

Figure 3
Shoppers who perceive online shopping as 
risky have lower confidence, trust and control

Control

-17%

Confidence

-17%

Trust

-26%

And, of course, perceptions of risk 
significantly diminish people's feelings 
of trust, confidence and control when 
making online shopping decisions 
(Figure 3). 
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Our research also busts some 
generational stereotypes. Online 
shopping is assumed to be the natural 
choice for younger digital natives who, 
it is claimed, are wired differently from 
older cohorts who were not lucky 
enough to be born into a digital world! 

Even if we accept that younger 
shoppers have more highly evolved 
digital skills, our research shows that 
this does not translate to a more 
positive overall view of online shopping. 

We find that younger and older 
shoppers see online as equally 
convenient and risky. There are also 
no differences between younger and 
older shoppers in the confidence, trust 
and control they feel across online and 
offline shopping (Figure 4).

The myth of the 
digital native? 

Digging a little deeper, younger people 
are more knowledgeable and digitally 
savvy. But differences between older 
and younger shoppers are not as 
pronounced as received wisdom 
would have it. And we see tensions and 
contradictions in both groups' claims 
of knowledge and confidence — but 
knowledge doesn't mitigate risk. 

Three quarters of all shoppers claim 
they know when they should or 
shouldn't share information online 
(Figure 5). But just over one third 
have "a good understanding of how 
companies use their personal data", 
with younger shoppers feeling no more 
confident on this than older shoppers. 

There's also significant concern about 
digital technology eroding privacy 

and people's sense of control and 
autonomy (themes we return to later 
when we explore shoppers' attitudes 
to online advertising and tech-enabled 
targeting and personalisation). 
But again, we do not find marked 
differences in attitudes between 
younger and older shoppers (Figure 6).

Our research shows that online 
shopping presents all consumers 
(younger and older, risk takers and 
risk averse) with a more extreme 
emotional rollercoaster than bricks 
and mortar shopping. It follows that 
mitigating risk and preserving a sense 
of personal control and autonomy are 
key motivations for consumers in the 
online shopping journey. And as we will 
see, this shapes a more prominent role 
for brands in online shopping journeys.   

Risk
Top 3 box

Easy and convenient

Figure 4
Online shoppers trade 
convenience for risk

Offline Shopping 35-60

Offline Shopping 18-34

Online Shopping 35-60

Online Shopping 18-34

Figure 5
Digitally savvy

18-34 35-60

“I know when I should or shouldn't 
share information online”75% 76%

“I am aware of new technology 
developments. I understand how 

new tools work”
61% 49%

“I’ve got a good understanding of how  
companies use my personal data”40% 36%

Figure 6
Privacy in the digital world

18-34 35-60

“I want more personal control  
over the information companies 

might have about me”
70% 77%

“You think you are in control… 
but actually it controls us”60% 61%

“I am increasingly worried about 
becoming a surveillance society”63% 68%
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It is regarded as self-evident that 
the growth of online shopping rests 
on its superiority in addressing a 

Online shoppers 
postpone 
inconvenience 

further basic human need — ease and 
convenience*. Our research finds  
that consumers have entered into 
a very simple contract with online 
shopping. They offset greater risk  
for superior convenience (Figure 8).
 
But it's not clear that consumers are 
getting enough from this trade-off. We 
find that online shoppers tend to frame 
convenience quite narrowly, focusing 
on price and physical availability 
 

Convenience /kənˈviːnɪəns
the state of being able to proceed  
with something without difficulty

 
People like to take shortcuts  
and make easy choices, 
behavioural economics 
emphasises that people have 
'bounded rationality'. 
 
Rational thought is costly and 
takes effort. But people are also 
highly motivated to reduce risk and 
uncertainty in decision making. So 
models of 'real world' behaviour 
such as The Behavioural Insights 
Team's EAST framework focus 
on the power of convenience and 
how people, generally, like to use 
mental shortcuts (or 'heuristics') to 
reduce effort and make, confident,  
'good enough' decisions.

Further Reading
Thaler, R. 'Misbehaving:  
The Making of Behavioural 
Economics' (2015)
Kahneman, D. 'Thinking Fast  
and Slow' (2011)
The Behavioural Insights Team. 
'EAST: 4 Simple Ways to Apply 
Behavioural Insights'

Science box

70% 59%

81% 43%“I can get the best price”

Online Offline

“I get what I really want”

difference 39% points

difference 11% points

Figure 7

Convenience

1. Immediate/on demand  
“I think the fact is just like 
on demand, you can get it 
straight away. Online, it 

works around me.”

2. Physical availability 
“You have so much variety 

and choice, and you can  
just see it right there in  

front of you...instant access 
to all of that stuff.”

3. Cost and price 
“Being able to compare 
across a larger span of 

places and price… Being 
able to get money off easier. 

Having a virtual basket 
across different places 

as well. You wouldn't be 
able to do that if you were 

physically shopping.”

1. Data risk 
“Yeah, you feel like they've got a bit more 

information from you than you'd want 
them to have… I always make sure that 
that lock is there, that secure lock, just 
to give me that safety and security that 

nothing's going to be hacked.”

2. Physical availability 
“When they're sending you stuff, that sense 

of security is taken away…We're never 
here. So, if you order something online, 
I have to get it delivered to work, it just 

doesn't scream, “I'm super professional... 
or the postmen leave stuff outside my 

door. Like, he left records underneath our 
doormat, you're very lucky you didn't  

stand on them...”

3. Cost & price 
“Also paying for delivery. I hate paying  
for delivery. Because, it's just throwing 

money away…”

4. Dissatisfaction & disappointment 

“Buy the stuff….ended up taking stuff back 
because ended up buying too much of the 

stuff we didn't want.”

Risk

“I'm almost at the point where you accept a certain level of risk is there in some way 
or another… it's not ideal, but it happens and there's not much you can do. You're not 

going to suddenly stop buying anything.”

Acceptance of risk

Figure 8

(e.g. on-demand, anywhere/anytime,  
variety and choice). When we dig 
deeper we find that many aspects  
of the online shopping journey are far 
from easy. Returning to our definition  
of convenience, it's certainly not true 
that all online shoppers 'proceed 
without difficulty' (Figure 8). 

Inconvenience is not avoided, it's simply 
postponed (e.g. delivery hassles and 
unwanted and unsuitable purchases). 
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Marketers tend to focus on the 
satisficing* behaviour of consumers  
(i.e. settling for 'good enough' choices). 
But this is only part of the story. We 
adapt our decision making depending 
on our goals and the environment we 
find ourselves in. 

Our research shows that the online 
environment encourages and 
facilitates a maximising* shopping 
style where people eschew 'good 
enough' choices and work incredibly 
hard in pursuit of the perfect purchase. 
The prevalence of this maximising 

Online shopping  
is hard work 

behaviour has significant impact 
on how people experience online 
shopping and the satisfaction they 
derive from it. 

Crucially, our exploration shows that 
the structure and dynamics of online 
shopping (particularly increased 
physical availability) create an 
expectation that maximising behaviour 
will be rewarded. So despite the 
channel's strong association with 
convenience, many online shoppers 
are encouraged to work exceptionally 
hard to make the best possible 

decision and achieve the best  
possible outcome in their online 
shopping journeys.
 
Here is Elliot, one of our maximising 
consumers, explaining how he 
approaches online shopping: 

 
“The internet now is so vast in terms  
of companies and cashback offers  
and this and that... So anyone that 
says to me, “I just went to the shop 
and bought them,” I'll be like, “No 
man. You've got to do your research. 

I love it. I am very methodical, and I  
like to feel like a bit of a wheeler and 
dealer and feel like I am getting the 
most for my money. Being in control  
of that, as well.” 

In Figure 9, Elliot explains the flow of 
his purchase journey for some beard 
trimmers. Note that Elliot's search for a 
relatively inexpensive item displays all 
the hallmarks of maximising behaviour. 
He is browsing and interacting with 
a wide range of (product and retail) 
brands. He's using recommendation 
sites and the functionality of online 
shopping to the max. 

He is also driven by a need for control, 
but in the end he still can't fully trust 
what he is looking at. He doesn't 
commit. He delays the purchase. 
He's also working very hard for very 
marginal gains. 

 

Online encourages maximising behaviour

Science box

There isn't a one size fits all model of human decision making. People don't 
always settle for 'good enough' choices. The science shows that people 
adopt 'maximising' or 'satisficing' decision-making styles depending on 
their goals and the context in which they are making the decision.

Maximising behaviour is much  
more deliberate and involves  
far more effort:
• People compare lots of different 

options and exhaustively seek 
out the best option

• But maximisers are often far  
less satisfied with their choices 
and outcomes

• They are much more likely to  
delay a purchase to avoid  
making the wrong choice

• Maximisers are more likely 
to regret purchases and wish 
they could turn back time and 
choose another option

Satisficing fits the behavioural 
economics narrative that has been 
embraced by marketers:
• People accept  

'good enough' choices 
• Don't obsess over the options
• Tends to lead to greater 

happiness with choices  
and outcomes

Figure 9
A maximising online purchase journey 

“The brand I know is WAHL, but you've obviously 
got Philips, Remington…First thing I'd do is go 
down the list and see what websites come up, so I 
can see Gillette, Argos, Boots...I could do Amazon, 
I've got Prime, I could get next day. I could go 
to a Boots, I could go to an Argos, I know they 
have their own searches and ways of buying and 
benefits there...So, now what I'm going to do is look 
at Sainsburys, John Lewis. Okay, so I know I could 
get it from most places. Even though I have it in 
my mind, I'd like to know what the best is at the 
moment, so I'll put in 'Top 10 beard trimmers'.” 

“These companies…they're not silly, and they 
know people are going to be swayed by reviews 
and ratings, so they'll pay Google to put their 
thing top and that's based on them, not on the 
consumer. So, I maybe wouldn't trust their rating. 
Amazon's a giant and I can see it's got ads as 
well, so someone's paid to have it at the top so I'm 
not going pay too much mind to that, so I keep on 
going. This is Expert Reviews, I don't know that 
company, but I would probably start with them, 
because it is the top one underneath the picture. 
I use Google all the time, so I know once you see 
the picture, that is where the unpaid ones start 
coming. So, I would check that.”

“At this point I can't say I trust it, I can't say I 
don't trust it, because they haven't really given 
me anything to judge them with. So now, I would 
probably be making favourites of these or saving 
the URL. I would save this whole page, so I can 
come back to it at a later date.” 

Browsing and  
interacting with a  

wide range of brands
 (product and retail)

Using the functionality 
of online shopping to 

the max, including 
recommendation sites

Doesn't commit yet, 
delays the purchase for 
now. In the end, he can't 

fully trust what he is 
looking at.

Further Reading
Phillips, W.J., Fletcher, J.M., Marks, 
A.D.G. & Hine, D.W. 'Thinking Styles 
and Decision Making: A Meta-
Analysis' Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 
142 No. 3, 260-290 (2016)
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Online shopping 
intensifies  
'choice overload' 
Online encourages shoppers to 
maximise. And what Byron Sharp 
calls the 'evening out' of physical 
availability dramatically expands the 
choice set available to shoppers online. 
This is a bad combination for many 
online shoppers because it leads to a 
phenomenon behavioural economists 
call choice overload*.

Shoppers see large choice sets as a 
normal and expected part of the online 
purchase journey. But more choice 
puts more demands on people's 
limited cognitive resources. 

 
Standard economic theory 
assumes that choice is a good 
thing. But behavioural science 
provides widespread evidence that 
people are vulnerable to 'choice 
overload' and find it difficult to 
make decisions when presented 
with too many options. 

This is because people have 
limited amounts of mental and 
physical energy. People become 
overwhelmed due to the difficulty 
of weighing up too many risks and 
benefits. Thus too much choice is 
associated with a range of negative 
outcomes (increased regret and 

dissatisfaction with a purchase and  
a lower happiness)

Further reading 
Schwartz, B. 'The Paradox of Choice: 
Why More Is Less' (2004)

Science box

Ultimately all shoppers have a deep 
psychological need to reduce choice. 
So they develop strategies to deal 
with choice overload. This includes 
deferring or avoiding decisions entirely. 
But in the end this simply defers  
effort and inconvenience until later  
in the journey. 

The digital shopping experience 
sets an expectation that the perfect 
choice is out there (if you just look 
hard enough). But the maximising 
behaviour that online encourages 
is not sustainable. The combination 

Postponed decisions,  
postponed inconvenience 
“Sometimes you come onto a site where you've got 
loads and loads of choice …sometimes I just don't 
end up buying, or come back to it another time 
because it's just effort to go through them all.”

“You can just keep on ordering loads and then make 
a decision when they all arrive. But even then, 
you've not made a decision because you're sending 
loads back.”

Choice overload dissuades
“I think, having too much dissuades…it takes you 
away from the decision-making process, you feel 
bombarded with all this information, you don't know 
how to make a decision...think when you don't know 
the specific product that you're trying to buy, you are 
a bit overwhelmed with how much there is.”

“Amazon, they pretty much have everything that 
you could potentially ever buy, and I find that a little 
bit overwhelming. Amazon is probably a good one 
when you know what you want to buy.”

Figure 10
The impact of choice overload

of maximising decision making and 
increased physical availability often 
results in a range of negative  
outcomes and experiences (Figure 10). 



newsworks.org.uk22 23newsworks.org.uk

newsworks
Mental availability  
in the digital age

 
The Crisis in Creativity 
Successive studies conducted for the Institute of 
Practitioners in Advertising (IPA) by Les Binet and 
Peter Field have charted the long-term decline in the 
effectiveness of advertising. Peter Field's latest report 
'The Crisis in Creative Effectiveness' (2019) states 
that "creatively awarded campaigns are now less 
effective than they have been in 24 years of data 
analysis and are now no more effective than  
non-awarded campaigns".

The report attributes the decline in effectiveness and 
efficiency to the industry's focus on short-term activation 

at the expense of long-term brand building. In 'Media in 
Focus: Marketing Effectiveness in the Digital Era' (June 
2017). Field and Binet note that the decline in effectiveness 
has coincided with an explosion in online marketing 
budgets and the rise of digital technology that enables 
tighter targeting and personalisation of marketing. 

Further reading 
Binet, L. & Field, P. Media in Focus; Marketing Effectiveness 
in the Digital Era , IPA (2017)
The Crisis in Creative Effectiveness, IPA,2019

Planning & insight box

Marketing is losing touch with mainstream culture. 
Since 2018, three ground-breaking studies have 
employed behavioural science and cross-cultural 
psychology to chart a dramatic shift in the thinking 
style and culture of the advertising and marketing 
industry and how this impacts on the work that  
it creates.

Two white papers by Reach and house51,  
'Why we Shouldn't Trust our Gut Instincts' (2018)  
and 'The Empathy Delusion' (2019) have shown that  
marketing professionals consistently exhibit a preference 
for analytical thinking and individualistic values and 
morality that contrasts with mainstream preferences 
for holistic thinking and interdependent, community  — 
orientated values.

In 2019 the IPA published 'Lemon', written by Orlando 
Wood from System 1, a longitudinal analysis of UK TV 
advertising that 'shows a shift in attentional style has led to 
advertising losing its humanity and its ability to entertain; 
it has turned sour'. This is due to a significant rise in 
'left-brained style' of advertising (narrow, individualistic, 
focused on the self) in the last 10-15 years. Their analysis 
shows that left brain advertising is less effective than right 
brain advertising that focuses on more holistic creativity 
(e.g. human connections and relationships).  
  
Further reading 
Reach Solutions/ house51. Why we Shouldn't Trust our Gut 
Instincts (2018)
Reach Solutions/ house51. The Empathy Delusion (2019)
IPA/Orlando Wood Lemon (2019)

Of course, marketers understand 
that their job is to help consumers 
make decisions. But our research 
suggests that online tech is 
leading them down the wrong path. 
Personalisation and targeting applied 
universally across the internet are 
seen as a way of reducing friction 
and making things easier for online 
shoppers. It would seem that this isn't 
working as intended. 

People are highly ambivalent 
about personalisation and the 
online advertising model. Digital 
evangelists tell us that mass market 
'legacy' advertising is a blunt and 
ineffective tool. They tell us that 
this outmoded style of 'interruption' 
marketing needs to make way for 
personalisation and more tailored 
forms of engagement. 

However, our exploration clearly shows 
that there's a big gap between the 
industry vision for AI, algorithms and 
personalisation and people's real-
world experience. Many see online 
peddling another annoying form of 
interruption (now with added privacy and 
trust issues) .

In many ways, online advertisers' 
pursuit of strategies based on 
personalisation and hyper-targeting 
is based on a fundamental 
misunderstanding of human 
motivations. There's a growing 

'We' not 'me'
body of industry evidence about 
the link between the decline in 
effectiveness  of advertising and 
marketers commitment to highly 
analytical, individualised and atomised 
approaches that just don't connect 
with real world values and motivations.   

The narrative around online focuses 
on convenience. But extensive 
evidence from social psychology 
has shown that people are driven 
by a more fundamental need for 
self-determination* based on 

achieving autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. Our research suggests 
that hyper-targeting is at odds with 
these needs. 
 
Many consumers feel they are  
being controlled and 'gamed'.  
They also feel bombarded by 
messaging. So online advertising 
technology often increases 
perceptions of risk, increases  
choice overload and works to 
undermine, rather than support online 
shoppers' feelings of autonomy and 
competence (Figure 11).

Personalisation and targeting is not the whole story

 
Science box

• The need for competence — 
people have a desire for control. 
They feel competent when they 
feel they can control situations

• The need for autonomy 
is defined as "the need to 
experience one's own actions as 
originating from the self". People 
need to feel that their decisions 
are intrinsically motivated and 
not dependent on external force.

• The need for relatedness — 
people need to relate to and care 
for others and to feel that others 
reciprocate these feelings  
(Deci & Ryan, 1985)

Research has shown how social and 
environmental factors that hinder or 
'crowd out' these three basic goals 
can negatively impact people's 
wellbeing and happiness. 

Further reading 
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. Intrinsic 
Motivation and Self-Determination  
in Human Behavior. (1985)
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. A 

Motivational Approach to Self: 
Integration in Personality. In  
R. Dienstbier, Nebraska Symposium 
on Motivation (237-284) (1990)

People want to preserve their autonomy

Self-determination theory holds that people have 3 basic needs:

Loss of autonomy Intrusion and interruption Privacy

“...those adverts tailoring and 
knowing what you're doing does 
kind of spook you a bit.  
I think they're probably trying 
to project the view that they're 
trying to help us, but I think: 
'yeah, you're helping us but 
you're taking away… a sense of 
autonomy, so it takes away  
your control.”

“I think brands that do pop up 
get really annoying, and it does 
frustrate you a bit… it feels like 
they just want your attention 
and they're desperate for your 
custom. It kind of cheapens the 
brand, I think. It is an intrusion,  
so they annoy me. They are 
stealing my time. I don't want 
to be reminded of something I 
previously bought or researched 
and didn't buy a year ago.”

“...a bit weird when it's  
something that you've looked  
at previously on a different 
platform and actually some of 
it's really weird. But it is a sly 
invasion of privacy…oh, I wish 
you could leave me alone for a 
bit, you are following me, it is  
an invasion of privacy.”

Figure 11
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Shoppers still value the 
experience of bricks 
and mortar shopping 
In many ways our attraction to online 
shopping is based on psychological 
distance*. The virtual aspect of online 
shopping and the protracted journeys 
it requires (e.g. waiting for delivery) 
encourages people to idealise their 
online purchases and ignore the 
practicalities (i.e. the inconveniences of 
online shopping delivery hassles, returns 
etc. are simply not salient). Offline, 
bricks and mortar shopping is at a 
distinct disadvantage in this regard. The 
cons of offline shopping (time, distance 
etc.) are immediate and tangible 
and often crowd out the risk and 
inconvenience of the online experience. 

However, despite the growth of online 
shopping, people believe that offline, 
bricks and mortar shopping continues 
to offer some significant advantages. 
These focus on the rich experiences 
and sensory inputs that online 
shopping lacks (Figure 12). These 
richer experiences increase trust and 
confidence, particularly in high value 
categories (tech, fashion, beauty etc.) 
and support the basic needs for self-
determination (control, competence, 
relatedness, community etc.) that 
remain difficult to emulate in the 
atomised online shopping journey.

Given the strong affection that people 
have for bricks and mortar shopping 
and the clear sensory and experiential 
advantages that it still retains over 
online shopping, it's worth considering 
whether the high street is responding 
to online in the right ways. 

Retailers' current omni-channel 
strategies may be diminishing rather 
than enhancing the best features 
of the bricks and mortar shopping 
experience. Shopper experience is 
where some of the key advantages  
for offline lie.
 
We've seen that consumers value 
it for the sensory experience and 
human interaction that online simply 
can't deliver. And this experience sets 
the 'real world' norms for risk, trust 
and service that consumers continue 
to implicitly and explicitly benchmark 
their online experience against. 

But the growth of online has led 
to increased focus on costs and 

efficiency of bricks and mortar,  
often to the detriment of the very 
experiential aspects that continue to 
make this it so valuable for shoppers.

Technology has an increasingly 
important role to play in all shopping 
experiences. But currently much  
of the shopper-facing technology  
that has been introduced is 
transactional (e.g. automated 
self-service points etc.) and quite 
transparently aimed at reducing 
retailers' costs and transferring  
effort back to the shopper.  
Knowledgeable and expert 
employees who can 'show and tell' 
are bricks and mortar shopping's 
biggest advantage.

“I think NARS just has a really good reputation. 
Even just its packaging…you can tell the 
products are good. They're all laid out really 
nice. I don't know, it's just up there with all the 
big products in John Lewis.” The physical experience

“Every time you go to the concession in a 
department store of NARS you're always treated 
really nicely. It's just a really good service overall. 
Getting more information from maybe a specialist 
who might be in store, you may not be able to speak 
to someone online. Having things explained to you 
as well, returns policies, that kind of thing.”

Customer service 

“Speaking to humans, which is an important thing. 
It is becoming less and less of a common thing, but I 
think it is still important the physical contact of like 
the actual product and the people as well. I just think 
it's like, it is an experience. People stopped going 
to the cinema for ages. I know this is a completely 
different thing, but me and my mom went the other 
night and…even though you can access all of this 
from home. It's just an experience in itself, and it 
is important to do those things in life, like you go 
out and have that little break away and I feel like 
shopping is that release for people.” 

Relatedness, community 

With online, because you can't see them and it's not 
face to face you can't really read their reactions and I 
think that's important because you can go and get an 
understanding of whether they are telling the truth 
or not whereas online anyone can write anything 
there's so much stuff out there which obviously 
some of it can be very useful and some of it is just, 
what does Donald Trump call it? Fake news.

Trust

Figure 12
Bricks and mortar  
shopping experience

 
Science box

Construal level theory describes 
how temporal and psychological 
distance effects people's capacity 
for concrete and abstract thought. 
In a nutshell, the closer an event or 
object is the more concrete it is. More 
distant events are more abstract. 

Booking a holiday provides a useful 
example of how this works:

When we plan a holiday in advance 
we are more likely to focus on the 
bigger picture; not focusing on details 
(e.g. pleasurable aspects of the 

experience — anticipating fun  
and relaxation).

However, if we are booking the same 
holiday at the last minute, we are far 
more likely to focus on specific and 
practical aspects in great detail  
(e.g. transfer times at airports, flight 
times etc.).

Further reading
Trope, Yaacov; Liberman, Nira 
(2010). “Construal-level theory 
of psychological distance” (PDF). 
Psychological Review. 117 (2): 440–463

Psychological distance affects our decision making
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Figure 13
A serendipitous  
in-store purchase

The personal touch makes a difference 
“I read a lot of stuff online, and I feel like you get a good 
knowledge base, but I think sometimes that when 
you go into a store you get a different experience. And 
sometimes, even if I go in knowing that I like something, 
if I go in and have a good customer service experience 
with the brand, then you're more likely to buy... I mean, 
that's just obvious, isn't it? If you get on well, and people 
are nice to you and kind of want to talk to you about a 
product, then you're more likely to buy it. So I kind of 
went in and just had a look around. It's more helpful to 
go in and see things in real life.”

In-store experience leads to brand reappraisal
“Clarins always seems to me like a brand that I  
would buy for my mum. Because, it just doesn't feel like 
a very modern brand. A lot of their marketing is targeted 
toward people who are my mum's age. I went into John 
Lewis in town, it's always really good, because the people 
who work there are always super nice and friendly. I 
normally go in and have a chat with them about any 
new products, or anything that they might recommend. 
I found Clarins have a new line... it sounds silly, but I 
really like the packaging. Like, the packaging looks 
really nice. I was like, “Oh, that looks kind of cool. Maybe 
I'll go and try that.” So, I was speaking to the woman at 
the counter, and she gave me some samples  
of moisturiser and then some masks as well, because  
we got on quite well! So... it was really nice! Yeah. But 
yeah, on the whole, it's not a brand I would normally 
have tried.” 

"Given the strong affection 
that people have for bricks 

and mortar shopping and the 
clear sensory and experiential 
advantages that it still retains 

over online shopping, it's 
worth considering whether 

the high street is responding 
to online in the right ways." 
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The strength  
of brand loyalty

As we have already noted, Romaniuk 
and Sharp argue that brand loyalty
is stronger in online shopping. Our 
findings are consistent with their 
predictions. When shopping online, 
people are more likely to have a  
brand or retailer in mind, only buy  
from brands and retailers they know  
or "brands and retailers I have  
used before" (Figure 14). 

On the other hand, due to lower 
perceptions of risk and a richer  
variety of cues to aid decision  
making, people are more open to 
serendipity and new discoveries  
when shopping offline (Figure 15).
 
But while Romaniuk and Sharp 
conclude that higher online brand 
loyalty is due to the influence of  
online shopping technology  
(e.g. searchable online brand lists, 
savable shopping lists and baskets, 
automatic recommendations and 
decision aids that remind people of the 

 
Brand loyalty increases when 
shopping online.
"Loyalty to brands is consistently 
higher online than offline" 
(Romaniuk and Sharp, 'How 
Brands Grow Part 2', p. 181)

In 'How Brands Grow Part 2' 
Romaniuk and Sharp argue 
that higher online brand loyalty 
is due to a range of functional 
aspects of the online shopping 
environment. These include 
searchable brand lists, saveable 
shopping lists and baskets and 
automatic recommendations 
and decision aids that remind 
people of previous purchases and 
encourage repeat purchase.

Further reading
Romaniuk, J. & Sharp, B. 'How 
Brands Grow: Part 2' (2016)

Planning & insight box
brands and products they last bought 
etc.). Our research supports a wider 
psychological explanation. 

In 'How People Buy' we highlighted that 
people are motivated to reduce risk 
and uncertainty and establish a clear 
role for brands in helping consumers 
achieve this. In the current research 
we have confirmed that all shoppers, 
young and old, associate online with 
even greater risk and uncertainty. It 
follows that brands should make an 
even more pronounced contribution to 
guiding online consumer journeys. This 
is exactly what we found (Figure 16). 

Figure 14
The importance
of brands

“I only buy from  
retailers I know”

(online shoppers 32% more likely to say this)

“I only buy brands and  
retailers I have used before”

(online shoppers 28% more likely to say this)

Figure 16
Influence is omni-channel

Figure 15
Brand discovery is stronger offline

“I often visit a store  
out of curiousity”

(offline shoppers 28% more likely to say this)

“I enjoy visiting  
unfamiliar stores”

(offline shoppers 28% more likely to say this)

“I usually go to MAC for a lot of my products. That's 
usually just a go-to safe place, whereas I have been 
trying to to reach out to other brands recently. I'll 
want to know a bit more about the science behind 
it. I don't want to put anything on my face that's 
actually going to make me react or something. I've 
been wearing the same stuff for so many years 
and now I'm trying to try out. I know there's load of 
really good stuff out there.”

“I go to John Lewis and House of Fraser and 
literally look at all of the brands and try a few 
things... It's like, NARS just has a really good 
reputation. Even just its packaging, you can tell 
it's expensive. I don't know, it's just up there with 
the big products in John Lewis. A lot of make-up 
artists use it in their videos on YouTube. You know 
it's part of most people's make-up bag. I just feel 
like all of those things put together, you kind of 
trust that it's going to be a good product. And every 
time you go to the concession in a department 
store of NARS you're always treated really nicely, 
and you can tell the products are good. They're  
all laid out really nice. It's just a really good  
service overall.”

Brands are a safe place

The in-store experience 
remains a key source of 

influence
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Mental availability 
matters more  
than ever
Here, it's important to fully understand 
how mental availability is defined.  

As we highlighted in our introduction, 
mental availability is "the accessibility 
from memory across the range of 
external situations and internal needs 
that buyers encounter".

Our investigation shows that  
many facets of the online buying 
situation create a different balance  
of internal motivations and needs. 

• The online situation — offers  
often poorer not better support  
for decision-making. It lacks 
sensory cues (sight, sound, 
touch, smell) and human 
contact. Furthermore, the choice 
architecture of online technology 
creates unintended consequences 
 

• Online motivations and needs 
— despite its reputation for 
convenience, online creates 
stronger perceptions of risk and 
greater needs for control.  

Essentially there is a trust gap.  
And brands provide the additional 
diagnostic information* that fills  
these gaps.

Brands also provide shoppers with an 
important tool for offsetting the tendency 
for maximising behaviour online. Brands 
are a key way of dealing with the choice 
overload that we described earlier.  

The tendency to maximise in online 
purchase journeys and the increased 
risk of choice overload present a win, 
win for the role of brands. In the case 
where the maximising consumer may 
prefer to select from large choice sets 
to mitigate risk, brand associations 
play a key role as a decision shortcut 
that reduces the list to a manageable 
level and gets them 'over the line' in 
making a final decision (Figure 17). 

In the case where the satisficing 
consumer wants to make a 'good 
enough' decision, working from a 
limited repertoire, brand associations 
are a key shortcut that reduce effort 
and identify the good enough choice. 

As we have shown, online shopping is 
risky and hard work. Shoppers need 
help and support. Mental availability is 
so much more than awareness. It plays 
a key role in providing the diagnostic 
information and psychological resources 
people need to feel in control and make 
confident decisions (Figure 18).

 

Brands reduce online risk and 
uncertainty because they fill the gap 
left by the absence of sensory cues 
(touch, smell, etc.). 

The accessibility-diagnositicity 
model (Fieldman & Lynch 1988) 
states that the importance given 
to any piece of information in 
consumer decision-making depends 
on the accessibility of that piece 
of information, the accessibility 
of alternative information and 
the perceived relevance of the 
information to the decision.
 
Senses of sight, sound, smell and 

touch are highly diagnostic and have 
a powerful influence on shoppers' 
decision-making. The absence of 
this type of experiential and sensory 
information in the online environment 
means that consumers seek to 
compensate by relying more heavily 
on other types of information that 
can support their decision. This 
increases the accessibility and 
weight given to brand associations in 
online purchase journeys. 

Further reading 
Saini, Y.B., 'The Role of Brands in 
Online and Offline Consumer  
Choice' (2015)

Science box

Brands provide online shoppers with vital diagnostic information

 “When I was looking for the trainers …there were websites coming up  
that they were selling it cheaper but they weren't websites I recognised.  

I just wouldn't go to them. If you don't know them, I tend not to trust them.  
I tend to stick to the big retailer names that I know, and, in some cases,  

you might pay a little bit more, but you know you're not going to be 
scammed in some way.”

Mental availability reduces risk

£ £££

“It's a great big world out there. And I don't want to look at that much of it. 
If I wanted to look at golf clubs I would type in, for example, Mizuno golf 

clubs. I wouldn't just say 'show me your golf clubs' because I don't want to 
look at 50 pages of golf clubs. I really hone in to what I want to see. 

So when we were talking about how you make a decision and the decision 
could be forever going, actually if the brand is already there, that's doing 
a lot of the job for you. It's cutting a hundred percent down to like twenty 
percent. if I hadn't had the TV brand in mind I would've taken longer than 

a month trying to figure out a TV and I know some people they'll spend like 
six months trying to find out what TV they want to buy.”

Mental availability helps people to feel in control

Figure 17

Figure 18



newsworks.org.uk34 35newsworks.org.uk

newsworks
Mental availability  
in the digital age

Physical brand 
experiences create 
richer memory 
structures
Of course, stronger online brand 
loyalty makes it harder for new brands 
to disrupt online shoppers' repertoires. 
Romaniuk and Sharp emphasise that 
this makes it even more crucial to build 
mental availability  in the richer and 
more serendipitous, offline world. 

In Chapter 6 of 'How Brands Grow Part 
2' Romaniuk and Sharp explain that 
building mental availability is about 
building the "widest and freshest" 

network of cues and associations. 
Crucially memory structures are built 
in a variety of serendipitous ways as we 
go about our daily lives. It follows that 
marketers must ensure their brands 
are encountered in diverse contexts 
if they are to maximise relevant 
associations and retrieval. 

Again, online personalisation and  
hyper-targeting seem to be at odds  
with this. The online environment has 

 

Building mental availability
"Our brain notices what it notices…When we encounter 
a brand, we may generate thoughts and feelings 
about that experience. When we do, brand memory 
structures develop and these are at the centre of a 
brand's equity"
(Romaniuk and Sharp, 'How Brands Grow Part 2', p. 63)

In 'How Brands Grow Part 2' Romaniuk and Sharp 
emphasise that mental availability is about maximising 
the mental market share, mental penetration and the 
network size of brand associations in memory.
 

Marketers can maximise mental availability by ensuring 
that brands are encountered in as many aspects of our 
daily lives as possible: 

• Using, consuming or buying
• Seeing other people use or buy
• Seeing advertising 
• Seeing a branded delivery truck
• Interacting with the brand 
• Reading or hearing about it from someone 

— a friend or spokesperson.  

Further reading
Romaniuk, J. & Sharp, B. 'How Brands Grow: Part 2' (2016)
Sharp, B. 'How Brands Grow: What Marketers Don't Know ' (2010)

Planning & insight box

the potential to create filter bubbles that 
narrow the range of brand experience. 
This highlights a further advantage 
of bricks and mortar shopping. It 
remains a key channel for serendipitous 
experiences, brand discovery and the 
creation of rich memory structures and 
enhanced mental availability.
 
Quality media also plays a key role 
in building associations that address 
these needs.

“marketers must ensure 
their brands are encountered 

in diverse contexts if they 
are to maximise relevant 

associations and retrieval”

Figure 20
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Audience targeting and  
programmatic implementation  
has focused marketers on buying 
audience exposures at the lowest 
possible cost irrespective of 
environment. This shift in the 
commercial imperatives of marketers 
has taken place against the backdrop 
of 'meta-trends' such as the public's 
declining trust in advertising and of 
course, the wider alienation and trust 
gap which has been vividly exposed  
by Brexit.
 
In this context, there is ample 
evidence that ignoring the media 
environment in which brands are 
placed results in reduced impact and 
performance for advertisers. 

Encountering brands in the right 
context can make a big difference. 

And media brands have been shown 
to have a powerful role to play in 
creating 'brand rub' where the values 
communicated by the media brand 
and its content are transferred to the 
advertised brand. 

All media channels have different 
and important roles to play. The role 
of news brands in building consumer 
confidence has been strongly 
reinforced in successive Newsworks 
research projects:

'The Company you Keep' 
(Newsworks and Conquest)  
shows that readers trust and personal 
identify with their news brand. This 
has an unconscious context effect 
for the advertised brand, driving 
significant uplifts in brand love, buzz 
and consideration.

'The Battle for Attention'  
(Newsworks and PwC)  
shows that published media is 
particularly effective at generating high 
levels of solus attention (i.e. readers 
don't consume other media at the 
same time) and that this drives strong 
performance on metrics like 'ads 
give me ideas about brands' and 'ads 
encourage me to consider purchase'

'What Should I use News brands for?'  
(Newsworks and Future Thinking) 
shows that news brands help to  
create a brand story by increasing 
brand knowledge:
• News brands help to drive sales by 

increasing purchase intent
• News brands sustain customer 

loyalty and influence other 
purchasing by prompting word of 
mouth and brand advocacy.

Context matters
How news brands help people get the most out of online shopping

Figure 20
Media associations map

Commercial 
Radio

Down-to-earth

Considers my feelings

Popular

Trendy

Shallow

Social Media

Fake

Shares my 
interests

Insincere

Magazines & their websites

Realistic

Up to date
Understands me 
and my friends

Shares my point of view/values

Has strong opinions
Prepared to challenge my opinions

Considers things carefully
Provides different points of view

Tells it like it is

Knowledgeable
Mature

News brands

Reliable

Bold = most important recommender qualities

Commercial TV

What is the source of this confidence? 
We find that news brands work in a 
way that is analogous with the messy 
world of real families and networks of 
friends. Just like familial relationships 
or friendships news brands are 
valued for subjectivity and honesty. 
People recognise that objectivity is an 
unrealistic standard. The transparent 
subjectivity of news brands is seen as 
a strength, not a weakness. And it is 
these human attributes that give the 
information that people encounter in 
their news brand additional salience 
and currency. 

We asked people to rate the qualities 
that they found most important in 
someone they would trust to give them 
help or advice in making a decision. 

The top five attributes were:

• Reliable

• Knowledgeable 

• Realistic

• Understands me 

• Tells it like it is

News brands have strong associations 
with all these qualities and outperform 
all media on 'reliable', 'knowledgeable' 
and 'tells it like it is'. Interestingly, 
social media performs poorly on 
these dimensions. We've seen that 
consumers are becoming more aware 
and ambivalent about personalisation, 
filter bubbles, AI, etc. They question 
the authenticity of social media ('fake', 
'shallow', 'insincere' etc.). This has 
implications for its status as a quality 
environment for advertising. 

Consumers certainly value the  
social proof that they get from friends, 
families and their various communities 
and these inputs play an important 
role in purchase decisions. But there is 
a growing sense that social platforms 
are 'social' and 'community' in name 
only. When people move beyond their 
immediate networks (i.e. the people 
they know in the real world), the 
strength of social media is  
significantly diluted. 

Other media including TV are less 
differentiated on human qualities that 
would help you make a decision. This 

is important. Many brands believe 
that if they do TV and social, that is 
sufficient to cover brand building and 
activation. Our research shows that 
there's a rich set of human qualities 
that people value for decision making, 
which can be tapped into by adopting 
a more holistic approach to media that 
includes news brands in the mix.

Our current research builds on recent 
work that shows that news brands 
have a competitive edge in providing 
people with a sense of 'community'. 
People emphasise community values 
of universalism and benevolence 
above all others. They have a 
collectivist thinking style that focuses 
on being part of a larger 'whole'.

Communities also offer certainty.  
They offer defined boundaries, 
relationships and established values 
and norms. In a world that seems 
increasingly atomised and uncertain, 
what 'people like you thinks' really 
matters. This is what news brands offer 
— a reliable point of view based  
on a relationship that has stood the 
test of time.  

“I think, with The Telegraph, 
you generally get stuff which 
is reported which is true. 
It obviously has an opinion 
to it but they're reporting 
facts with an opinion. Quality 
journalism is about standing 
for something. People are 
accepting of, and value, 
different points of view.”

The power of subjectivity Shared values Social proof

“Because of their values and 
the other things that they 
write about are very similar 
and in line with what I would 
be interested in, I would 
instantly think that the 
brands they bring into that 
would also be in line with 
that… I think that we would 
like the same things.”

“If The Guardian featured 
or recommended a brand, 
I know it is acceptable and 
what other people are doing. 
Yeah because I feel like The 
Guardian is quite trendy and 
cool, where people my age 
tend to be on the spectrum 
of things. Political views and 
world view and your beliefs. 
It's like the circular effect, so 
that if it's in the Financial 
Times and you know it's a 
certain type of person that's 
using it and that makes you 
trust it, and then the fact that 
it kinds of reinforces it.”
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Geoff de Burca, Chief Strategy Officer, at MediaCom discussed the importance  
of brands appearing in trusted contexts when talking to consumers. 

“It's great to see that in a world of hyper-targeting and personalisation that a multi-
channel media plan is even more vital to create mental availability, that helps brands cut 
through. At MediaCom, we know that context matters more than ever before, and where 
your advertising is seen has a big impact. What was fascinating about this research was 

the insight into consumer psychology, and media's role in helping to mitigate the risk 
that is often experienced in the online shopping environment.”

Media

Barry Louth, Director of Media Strategy, Innovation and Investment, at Sky  
reflected on the applications for online marketing. 

“I am reassured to know that mental availability is more vital than ever before  
whether your brand is offline, online or indeed both. In an era of increasing digital- 
first thinking, this is a great reminder of the need for brand discovery, and getting  

on to people's brand shortlists.”

Marketing

Figure 22Conclusions
The growth of online shopping is widely 
attributed to its superiority in addressing 
the basic human need for ease and 
convenience. Our investigation of the 
psychology and behaviour underpinning 
online shopping shows that it delivers a 
very limited version of convenience. 

Online shopping may be a normal 
and growing part of everyday life. But 
we have uncovered a story about 
shoppers' low expectations of online, 
acceptance of risk, their willingness 
to expend considerable effort and 
develop strategies to make online 
shopping work for them. 

Fundamental gaps in the online 
experience including lack of human 
interaction and sensory experience 
(touch, smell, taste etc.) continue to 

make online a more difficult place  
to trust and make confident decisions. 
You can also have too much of a 
good thing. Freed from the structural 
constraints of bricks and mortar,  
online 'evens out' physical availability 
and offers boundless choice. But this 
also means more choice overload  
and many unsatisfactory  
purchase experiences. 

And at the heart of our story is the 
importance of mental availability, 
trusted brands and quality mass 
marketing. Despite all the claims made 
for personalisation and hyper-targeting 
it is brands that emerge as the key 
decision aid that helps people mitigate 
risk, provide reassurance and cut 
down the boundless online shopping 
environment to a human level.  

Above all, in the present risky and 
uncertain online world, people need 
brands that give them confidence  
and certainty.  

It's also clear that our digital future will 
continue to pose significant threats to 
people's sense of self-determination. 
The cumulative effect of transferring 
many decisions to algorithms or 
automated decision tools could be 
significant for consumers overall 
satisfaction with the online experience.  

So what are the implications of  
the findings for brands, marketing,  
media and people?

We previewed the findings with some 
marketers and agencies to get their 
views (Figure 22).

 
Mental Availability and Brand loyalty  
in the Digital Age
Writing for WARC, Ben Felton (2017) considers an 
online shopping environment set to be increasingly 
dominated by automation and connected home 
devices. He asks the following questions: 

• In a world where convenience is king, where new 
technologies are being released into the market that hand 
over the discovery and purchase of brands to machines, 
how can brands still be successful? 

• How can brands create loyal customers who keep  
buying them, when machines are increasingly making  
the decisions? 

Felton's reading of behavioural science leads him 
to conclude that it is likely that people's "desire for 
convenience will trump our desire for choice". Kantar 
TNS are on similar territory in 'From Mental and Physical 
Availability to Mental and Physical Disruption' (2017).  
Phil Sutcliffe imagines a near future when the devices  
can move beyond a single choice and select the 
best option (e.g. combination of preferred brand, format, 

lowest price, on special offer etc.) from a repertoire  
of acceptable choices. Given the emphasis that the 
scientific literature places on people's motivations to 
reduce cognitive effort (bounded rationality), and the 
anxiety and risk associated with making bad decisions  
(e.g. choice overload), it's difficult to imagine that 
consumers won't embrace these technological 
innovations when they become available. 

As Felton and Sutcliffe both recognise, this presents a 
considerable challenge for brands. Sutcliffe notes that: 
"building mental availability" to be considered in more 
buying situations won't be as relevant when those buying 
decisions have been delegated to bots. In this scenario, 
brands will need to find a way to disrupt consumers 
sufficiently so that they deem it worthwhile to make 
the effort to insert new decision criteria into the bots' 
consideration set.

Further reading
Felton, B. 'Brand Loyalty in the Digital Age' for WARC (2017)
Kantar TNS. 'From Mental and Physical Availability to 
Mental and Physical Disruption' (2017)

Planning & insight box

Emma Stacey, Head of Marketing and Engagement, at TSB Bank commented  
on the requirement for brands to be consistent in their behaviour across both  

offline and online. 

“The research supports the need for brands to provide a seamless omnichannel 
experience. And especially online they must go the extra mile in offering reassurance 

for customers. At TSB we offer that reassurance through practical offerings such  
as our fraud guarantee.”

Brands

David Graham, Strategy Partner, at Wavemaker remarked on the insights  
into the psychology of people's shopping behaviour.

“The research is a good reminder that we are marketing to real people who tend to buy 
things and shop at places that make them feel good. Yet, choosing the right brand when 
buying or researching stuff can be as much stressful as it can be enjoyable, with context 
being a huge factor. Communications need to reflect the underlying psychology of what 
influences peoples' decisions, recognising that we will often behave very differently in 

the online shopping environment.”

People
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Literature review
• Reviewing relevant academic literature in fields such as cross-cultural psychology  

and behavioural economics

Qualitative 
• 16 x 2hr in-home interviews

• Exploring purchase journeys to understand dynamics and behaviours online vs. offline 
• Including pre-task – diary exercise recording recent purchase journeys
• 8 x 18-30 yrs old, 8 x 50-65 yrs old
• Gender split
• Mix of lifestage
• Mix of BC1C2
• Mix of locations: Glasgow, London, Manchester, Nottingham 

• 2 x 2hr workshops
• Exploring current digital behaviour and future digital expectations
• Including pre-task – response to a digital detox & some examples of future digital technology
• 8 participants per group
• 1 x 18-30 yrs old, 1 x 50-65 yrs old
• Mix of lifestage
• Mix of BC1C2
• 1 x Manchester, 1 x London

Quantitative
• Online survey to profile shopping attitudes and behaviour online & offline
• n=2,008 20-minute online interviews
• UK nat rep, all aged 16-60
• Demographic quotas on gender, age, region, social grade
• Fieldwork conducted by PDS

About house51
house51 is a research and strategy collective. They blend market research with the latest thinking from the behavioural and 
social sciences to help clients build brands, products and services for the real world.

They work internationally, specialising in brand, communications, innovation and social research. They combine quantitative 
and qualitative methods with leading edge frameworks from psychology, economics, sociology and decision science.

Science

Thaler, R. Misbehaving: The Making of Behavioural Economics, (2015)

Kahneman, D. Thinking Fast and Slow, (2011)

The Behavioural Insights Team. EAST: 4 Simple Ways to Apply Behavioural Insights

Phillips, W.J., Fletcher, J.M., Marks, A.D.G. & Hine, D.W. Thinking Styles and Decision Making: A Meta-Analysis,  

Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 142 No. 3, 260-290 (2016)

Schwartz, B. The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less (2004)

Trope, Yaacov; Liberman, Nira (2010). Construal-level theory of psychological distance (PDF). Psychological 

Review. 117 (2): 440–463

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behavior. (1985)

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. A Motivational Approach to Self: Integration in Personality. In R. Dienstbier, Nebraska 

Symposium on Motivation (237-284) (1990)

Saini, Y.B., The Role of Brands in Online and Offline Consumer Choice (2015)

Planning and Insights

Felton, B. e for WARC (2017)

Kantar TNS. From Mental and Physical Availability to Mental and Physical Disruption (2017)

Sharp, B. How Brands Grow: What Marketers Don't Know (2010)

Romaniuk, J. & Sharp, B. How Brands Grow: Part 2 (2016)

Binet, L. & Field, P. Media in Focus; Marketing Effectiveness in the Digital Era , IPA (2017)

The Crisis in Creative Effectiveness, IPA,2019

Reach Solutions/ house51. Why we Shouldn't Trust our Gut Instincts (2018)

Reach Solutions/ house51. The Empathy Delusion (2019)

IPA/Orlando Wood Lemon (2019) 

Newsworks/Conquest. The Company you Keep (2015)

Newsworks/Flamingo/Tapestry/ Nick Southgate. How People Buy (2015)

Newsworks/PwC. The Battle for Attention (2016)

Newsworks/Future Thinking. What should I use news brands for? (2019)

Methodology Further reading
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dmg media
Daily Mail

i
The Mail on Sunday

MailOnline
Metro

ESI Media
Evening Standard
The Independent

Guardian News & Media
The Guardian
The Observer

JPI Media
i *

News UK
The Sun

The Times
The Sunday Times

Telegraph Media Group
The Daily Telegraph

The Sunday Telegraph

Reach
Daily Mirror

Sunday Mirror
Sunday People
Daily Express

Sunday Express
Daily Star

Daily Star Sunday

Backing British Journalism

*Although dmg media completed the acquisition of the i in November 2019, there is currently a review of it by the Competition and Markets Authority
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