
Understanding how a customer’s brain ticks in response to marketing 
messages is driving a new FMCG craze called neuromarketing.  
The potential for pharma is huge – but is this more dark arts than 
innovative market research?    
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NEURoMaRkETiNG

D
o you prefer Coke or Pepsi? According to blind taste 
test television ads in the 1970s and 1980s, Pepsi 
is the winner. Perhaps that makes sense when the 
advertisement sponsor was Pepsi. But what doesn’t 

make sense is that Coke dominated the market. Why would 
people buy a drink they didn’t like?

It was a conundrum that led neuroscientist Read Montague 
to start his own Pepsi Challenge in 2003. Using a functional 
magnetic resonance imaging machine, Montague tracked 
the brain activity of people drinking Pepsi and Coke, and 
found that about half said Pepsi tasted better when they were 
unaware of what they were drinking. But when they were told 
which drink was which, 75% said they would choose Coke as 
their first option. Not only that – a different part of the brain 
lit up when people knew they were drinking Coke. Montague 
concluded the brand image and marketing messages associated 
with Coke were being recalled and overrode those of Pepsi, 
creating a response that drove people to drink Coke even if they 
preferred the other. 

Soon after this revelation, marketers jumped on the 
neuromarketing bandwagon in a bid to get inside the minds of 
their customers and translate neural insight into dollar signs. 
Over the years the industry has grown, with catchy-named 
consulting companies popping up, while brands such as  

Jack Daniels, Daimler-Chrysler and Allen’s sweets have been 
the subject of brain mapping to gauge how customers respond 
to the various marketing messages. In the case of Australian 
brand Allen’s sweets, the company saw a 25% increase in sales 
over six months after using neuroscience to develop a more 
emotional response to the brand. 

It’s not uncommon, says Peter Pynta, director of sales and 
marketing at Neuro-Insight, to see a 50%-100% improvement 
in performance just by making a small change to the brand 
or message. This is certainly one bandwagon pharma could 
be interested in – especially with less than 1% of all launches 
meeting excellence criteria for more than two countries, 
statistics from four IMS Health studies show. And with payers 
penny-pinching, getting the inside track on how doctors’ minds 
tick seems an attractive option. GlaxoSmithKline, for instance, 
helped fund a $7 million study that scanned the brains of 
2,000 people exposed to marketing messages, the results of 
which were published in the book Buyology. 

The fundamentals of this science is that people do not 
make fully rational, optimal decisions, says Dr Stephen 
Rhys Thomas, chief scientific officer at Neuroform, senior 
lecturer at the University of Southampton and professor of 
neuroleadership at the Neuroleadership Institute. “Instead 
they often rely on simpler rules of thumb or even just habit 
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– think of your own common experience when going round 
a supermarket.” Decision making is a complicated business 
that involves an immediate unconscious emotional response, 
followed by a slower conscious response – “think of the 
expensive impulse buy that you subsequently rationalise to 
make sense of”, he says.

As many as 95% of decisions are subconscious and 
happen at a speed 200 times faster than conscious thought. 
Often this creates a gap between what people say and what 
they do. “Direct questioning may provide some surface level 
understanding of how decisions are made, but a series of 
indirect and other types of cues or probes need to accompany 
the direct questions” in order to explore the deeper decision-
making process, says Carol Fitzgerald, president and chief 
executive of BuzzBack Market Research. 

Tracking the emotional response
This is where neuromarketing – or what is increasingly 

being called ‘consumer neuroscience’ – can fit in. Tools 
such as functional MRI (a recent development that creates 
a ‘functional’ image of the brain by measuring blood flow), 
electroencephalography and eye tracking can be used to 
understand the emotional response. “What this means for 
marketing messages,” says Rhys Thomas, “is they will impact 
both fast emotional and slower conscious processes in the 
brain. It’s important to know what the emotional impact of a 
brand or product is, as this is often a better guide to what will 
be chosen than an attractive list of product features.” 

Indeed, research results by Thinkbox, Neuro-Insight and 
Ebiquity show that almost 90% of effective advertisements in 
the marketplace are also more impactful neurologically. That 
is, such ads are associated with higher levels of memory storage 
and recall, particularly at key branding moments, as well as 

higher levels of right brain activity, which is linked to emotional 
response. “The findings of this study corroborate strong 
anecdotal evidence linking creative effectiveness with strong 
financial performance, and suggest that neuroscientific analysis 
may be able to reliably differentiate between creative executions 
that will be successful and unsuccessful in the marketplace,” the 
report concludes. 

However, uptake in pharma is limited and confidentiality 
agreements mean it is difficult to access information from 
case studies. But Rhys Thomas believes the potential for 
pharma is huge. At its most pertinent, neuromarketing could 
be used to understand a doctor’s prescribing choice based 
on manufacturer reputation, brand associations, product 
features and previous drug experience. It could also be used 
to compare branded drug influence versus that of generics, 
compare responses to websites or other marketing material, 
and in clinical trials to understand patients’ reactions to drugs. 
He adds: “Recurrent self-inflicted marketing disasters have 
led not only to product withdrawals, but to an erosion of trust. 
Neuroscientific techniques could shed insight on what elements 
can start to regenerate that trust.”

Pynta goes as far as to say neuromarketing could 
revolutionise how the industry approaches marketing, 
especially in minimising marketing wastage and maximising 
the positive role that pharma plays in social health and 
wellbeing. “We are now in an era where wastage is not 
acceptable at any level, including marketing resources, and 
this financial and social pressure will continue to build on 
all aspects of health.” Communication strategies “need to be 
sensitive and respectful to a wide range of emotional responses 
of consumers” but, he says, it is “difficult for traditional 
research to understand that at a granular level”, which is why 
inside access to doctors holds promise. “We simply can’t go on 
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doing what we have done in the past and expect to be relevant 
to consumers now and in the future – we are not on marketing 
or research autopilot anymore. We have to innovate.”

Fear of brandwashing
However, there is a fear that mind-mining techniques 

used by the industry could turn into “brandwashing”, where 
marketing messages are fine-tuned to subconsciously influence 
doctors’ prescribing decisions that may not be in the patient’s 
best interests. It’s a genuine concern for the industry – still 
struggling with the profiteering label – when research suggests 
neuromarketing findings can be used to predict a product 
purchase. 

One pharmaceutical company approached by PharmaTimes 
Magazine declined to be named because of how its comments 
might be perceived. The spokesman noted that neuromarketing 
has an undercurrent that makes it seem more “dark arts” than 
innovative market research. He fears that, even if pharma 
uses the technology in a balanced and ethical way, the public 
could take a negative spin on it and call it “manipulation”. He 
declined to confirm whether his company had ever used the 
technology to improve its marketing messages, but said its use 
could jeopardise the trust and transparency the industry is 
trying so hard to create. 

Despite such concerns, Rhys Thomas says the belief 
that neural mapping knowledge could lead to subliminal 
messages and brainwashing is misleading. It is about better 
understanding consumer preferences and being more efficient 
with marketing messages, he says. 

Observation not intervention
“Neuromarketing is based on observation not intervention, 

so there is no direct ‘brainwashing’ as is sometimes hysterically 
claimed,” notes Rhys Thomas. Instead, neuromarketing can be 
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used to understand prescribing habits and craft more informed 
marketing strategies – so a tool to improve strategy, rather 
than as a direct influence technique. It’s a smarter way to 
understand how prescribers or consumers actually think about 
a product, their preferences and how they might, therefore, 
make decisions.” 

In addition, Carla Nagel, director of the Neuromarketing 
Science and Business Association, says there is a tendency 
for people to brand new technological innovations negatively, 
which is the case with neuromarketing. However, she struggles 
to see the difference between neuromarketing and “normal 
advertising” in this case, which could also be criticised as 
brainwashing. “It’s in the best interests of everyone to better 
understand what people really like and which products are the 
best to answer their needs.” 

Pynta says neuromarketing can’t be generalised because 
not all neuro metrics and methodologies are the same, and 
he stresses that independent validation is needed to maintain 
a gold standard. Neuro-Insight has also published an ethics 
charter, and Pynta says the firm is selective in the products 
and clients it takes on. “We do not work with products that are 
harmful when used as recommended by the manufacturer, such 
as tobacco.” Checks and balances will increasingly be put in 
place – the Advertising Research Foundation in the USA has 
started a NeuroStandards Initiatives project, for instance –  
but there is still a fear that neuromarketing will replace more 
traditional market research techniques. However, this is 
unlikely, says Fitzgerald. Neuromarketing can be an effective 
tool but “I don’t believe it can replace many of the tools that 
provide more actionable and evaluative findings – marketers 
still require a mix”. Nagel agrees: “It is simply a better 
understanding of what customers really want.” 

In addition, the technology can be expensive – several 
thousand dollars per subject – and does require analysis to 
integrate the findings. Yet the benefit of neuromarketing, adds 
Pynta, is it really can “help marketers spend their advertising 
dollars more effectively”. And in-roads are being made to 
explore this, he says: “We’re seeing some innovative marketers 
taking some very positive steps to make future research  
a) more forward looking and predictive, b) more actionable, and 
c) timelier.” Neuromarketing is just one of the tools being used. 

Dawn of the neural age
So is there a future for reading brain waves? Rhys Thomas 

says more research is required but, he adds, the industry is 
at the “dawn” of the neural age. “In our view, the translation 
and application of neuroscience advances into commercial 
practice is a fundamental shift rather than a fad and will come 
to be seen as a rational component of future strategies, be they 
marketing, innovation, leadership or management.” 

That coupled with the “now ample evidence” that purchase 
intentions can be predicted through neuromarketing does 
make the technology particularly attractive for commercial 
applications, Rhys Thomas says, adding: “It would be 
prudent for pharma to invest comparable time and effort in 
understanding how it can be applied to their specific challenges.”

The evidence in the fast-moving consumer goods area 
shows neuromarketing could establish a place in the marketer’s 
arsenal. But it will be a tricky road for pharma to follow. PT
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