
We are not the logical 
rational human beings 
that we think we are. 

Perhaps the two  
biggest drivers of our 

decisions and behaviour 
are our past habits and 

imitating others.
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What can ants teach us about 
innovation?

If you are buying a new car, you can choose 
between one of two options for the seats – cloth 

or leather. Leather is more expensive and probably 
less environmentally friendly – so the logical 
choice, the one which adds more economic value 
is cloth. Simple choice. Except, of course, ‘Value’ is 
completely subjective. Cloth seats are just not ‘cool’ 
but, more importantly, if you have young children, 
you will choose leather nine out of ten times. Why? 
If you’ve ever had a child vomit on your car seats, 
you quickly discover the benefits of leather. 

We really don’t need to go into depth about the 
complexity of human psychology, but perhaps the 
two biggest drivers of our decisions and behaviour 
are our past habits and imitating others. If you look 
back in human evolution around 100 000 years ago, 
whenever we’ve been in doubt, we’ve essentially 
defaulted to these. If I saw a tasty caterpillar and 
was not sure if I should eat it, I’d either do what 
I’ve done before (which is to eat it because last 
time I didn’t get sick) or, if it’s a first time, I’ll watch 
what everybody else does and copy them. If we 
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do whatever others do, at least it won’t be a 
disaster. That’s how our mental models get built. 

If you decide to put solar panels on your roof, 
you will probably hesitate until you see some 
of your neighbours doing the same. If you’re 
deciding on a new school for your kids, you’ll 
probably ask other people like yourself. It’s not 
a perfect way to choose, but at least we won’t 
feel worried about disaster striking. 

And in the modern world, 
we do the same. It may be 
more sophisticated than 
caterpillars or poisonous 
seafood, but the past three 
years have permanently 
changed how we view video 
conferences (Zoom) and 
owning your own car (Uber), 
for example.

And, unlike accounting, IT and engineering, a lot of 
these motivations and decision-making actions are 
not measurable in real terms. Indeed, most of what we 
can categorise as psychology is not measurable – but 
it very powerfully drives our buying decisions. And, as 
an aside, there’s probably no current credible market 
research that will help us uncover these, because most 
people don’t really know their unconscious needs and 
desires, or they try to fool us in order to impress us. 
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For example, a few years back we did some 
research for a chocolate and sweet manufacturer 
to find out what kids favourite confectionery was. 
We discovered that different ages answered our 
questions completely differently. 

For 5- to 8-year-olds one particular sweet was 
particularly popular (let’s call it Sweet A), but then 
from 9- to 11-year olds we found that this same 
sweet was really “just for little kids.” In fact, offered 
a choice, the older kids said they preferred the 
competitor’s product (Sweet B). All very well and 
good, until …

… at the end of these sessions  
we gave each child an empty sack and  

took them to a room where there was a feast  
of sweets that they could fill their bags with.  

And the true lesson came right at the end  

– it didn’t matter!  
No matter what the age,  

most kids chose Sweet A anyway,  
even though they said they preferred B.  
Actions speak louder than words indeed! 

By the way, we replicated a similar study with 
women and handbag preferences, and the bags 
they said they liked were not the bags they 
selected as their gift at the end. And, just in 
case you think that men are not susceptible, we 
saw similar results in two separate studies, one 
with electronic devices and another with sports 
equipment.

Am I suggesting that you ignore your customers’ 
feedback and communication – and throw up your 
hands in despair because you have no idea what to 
believe? Of course not. I’m also not suggesting that 
you make assumptions about human behaviour 
that haven’t been tested, especially when we 
have some traditional conventional models that 
everyone accepts, but which just don’t always 
work. Take pricing, for example. We all accept that if 
you lower prices, then people will buy more. That’s 

exactly what economists tell us. But as countless 
examples – like caffeine-fuelled energy drinks, 
expensive chicken take-away joints, and coffee 
pods attest (not to mention leather car seats) – 
you are possibly leaving money on the table if you 
ignore these illogical motivations.

But, what I am suggesting is that you observe 
and consider the less rational and more emotional 
or psychological factors. For example, let’s take 
the perfect classic – queues at checkout. There are 
many strategies you can use to make the wait for 
customers shorter, but most of the scientific ideas 
will cost you a lot of money. You could build more 
till points, hire more staff, or install automated 
systems. All perfectly rational and logical solutions.

But what if instead you tried to change your 
customers’ perceptions about queues and the 
wait? For example, what if you gave them a real-
time estimate of how long the wait will be? People 
prefer waiting for 10 minutes if they know that the 
wait will be 10 minutes, rather than not knowing if 
it will be five minutes. Certainty.

What if you used your loyalty system to give 
regular or high-spending customers a chance to 
use special fast-track tills? Boost their sense of 
importance. Status. And, by the way, wouldn’t it 
drive you crazy if you saw that customers who 
are buying 10 items or less are rewarded for not 
spending by shorter queues? Fairness.

Or, maybe you can get one or two staff members 
to just be nice to waiting customers – by greeting 
them and starting conversations or paying 
compliments. Relationships and relatedness.
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– and teach the rest of the colony where to find 
food. They’ve been doing it very successfully 
for millions of years. A lot longer than we clever 
humans have been around.

The boldest innovations and 
solutions can often be found by 

looking at things as though you’ve 
never seen them before.
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There’s a great model developed by cognitive 
scientist David Rock in which he proposes five main 
drivers that the brain uses to make us behave in 
certain ways to minimise threats and maximise 
rewards. He called it the SCARF Model and it is 
defined by the following …

Status – our relative importance to others.
Certainty – our ability to predict the future.
Autonomy – our sense of control over events.
Relatedness – how safe we feel with others.
Fairness – �how fair we perceive the exchanges 

between people to be.

It would be a great place for you to start looking 
for the subtle opportunities that you can create 

in order to persuade customers to support your 
business, and to become even more loyal to you. 

Will you get it right all of the time? Definitely 
not, but to be in the game, to get lucky, you have 
to be like an ant colony. If you’ve ever watched 
ants, they all seem to be moving in both directions 
– a straight line one behind the other, occasionally 
bumping into each other and ‘sniffing’ in the face 
of the other ant. But, if you look carefully at the 
whole colony, you will also see a whole bunch of 
other ants, maybe 10 to 20 percent of the group, 
just seem to be wandering around aimlessly. 

These ‘lazy’ ants are vital, because they are 
the ones that innovatively seek new sources of 
food and, once in a while, they hit the jackpot  
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