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Behavioural Science expert Richard Shotton explains further:

"Whether we’re trying to get customers to switch from a 
competitor, to buy a greater range of our products or to pay a 
premium, marketers are in the business of behaviour change. 
Behavioural science - the study of how to e!ectively change 
behaviour - should therefore be a topic all marketers are 
interested in. There are many areas that behavioural science 
can be applied commercially but music is one of the least 
exploited. Startle are at the forefront in this area."
"
If you forgive us for blowing our own trumpets for a moment, 
we certainly are ahead of the curve, and passionate 
practitioners of behavioural science. That is why we have 
compiled our Top Ten Charts of Behavioural Science, just for 
you, to help improve the customer experience with little 
changes that could have a big impact.

Let’s go.

“WITHOUT BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE, YOU 
JUST END UP WITH A SOUNDTRACK OF 
NICE SONGS AND WISHFUL THINKING."

‘Freedom Day’ finally saw the lifting of the restrictions that have 
proven to be so challenging for the retail and hospitality 
industry for well over a year.
"
Businesses are once again unshackled in providing their 
customers with an x-factor experience. Yet it is crucial for 
businesses to remember that in cultivating these experiences, 
atmosphere and music are a whole lot more than 
nice-to-haves; they are drivers of sales, repeat custom, brand 
reputation and more, all working towards real-world business 
objectives.
"
As we like to say,

- Freedom ’90, George Michael.

(Gotta have some faith in the sound)
Freedom



Ensure you have a music playlist attuned to your customer 
demographic. As Danny Dove said on our In The Booth 
webinar; “I believe that no one should be more than 15 
minutes away from a song they should like. If you haven't 
heard something you like after 15 minutes, it’s kind of 
disappointing and puts you o! the venue.”"

Ensure your first impression is as strong as possible. This is 
why the importance of a good launch of a new store is 
vital. But even beyond first opening, ensure that the entire 
experience and atmosphere are all in sync, from service to 
the music and ambience, as this sets the standard. A brand 
should also care as much about smaller, less profitable 
stores as they do about their flagship stores - because 
these are setting a brand impression through which 
subsequent brand experiences are viewed.

Two actions you can take right now

Quite simply, first impressions are hugely important. And the first 
impression you give could be something you are entirely unaware of. 
For example, if you are positioning yourself as a relatively high-end 
restaurant but for reasons of budget put cheap outdoor furnishings 
outside the front of your restaurant, this will create a negative first 
impression before customers even step inside.

What does this mean for me?

2 descriptions of a person (below) were circulated to 
respondents, who had then had to rate the person on a scale 
of 1-6:

A) Tom is intelligent, industrious, impulsive, critical, 
stubborn and envious.

B) Tom is envious, stubborn, critical, impulsive, 
industrious and intelligent.

Despite the sentences containing the same information, 
respondents were twice as likely to give Tom the highest 
rating if his positive attributes came first.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

THE PREMISE THAT THE ORDER IN WHICH WE HEAR AND 
RECEIVE INFORMATION AFFECTS HOW THE INFORMATION IS 
INTERPRETED, WITH THE FIRST INFORMATION WE RECEIVE 
HAVING THE SUPERIOR IMPACT.

Top Tip No. 1

2



Music that is in sync with your customer mood can 
increase recall, dwell time, and reduce price sensitivity, 
amongst other great e!ects. Consider implementing the 
Iso-Principle; using music to take customers from a lower 
to a higher mood by intentionally matching music to their 
mood firstly, and then gradually changing the music which 
has the e!ect of changing the mood of the customer.

We’re much more likely to absorb messages when we are 
happy. Target consumers when they are likely to be happy, 
such as during enjoyable activities.

Two actions you can take right now

The influence of mood highlights the importance of reaching, 
communicating and engaging with the right person at the right time. 
A consumer’s emotions should always be taken into account, be that 
in-store or elsewhere, and how their emotions’ impact on their 
behaviour.

What does this mean for me?

Fred Bonner, Professor of Media and Advertising Research at 
the University of Amsterdam, asked 1,287 participants in his 
experiment to flick through a newspaper and then answer 
questions about which ads they remembered."
"
Dividing the data according to the reader’s mood showed 
that those who were relaxed noticed 56% of ads, far more 
than the 36% noticed by those who were stressed. So, 
consumers who were in a relaxed state of mind were much 
more likely to notice ads.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

THE IMPACT OF THE CONSUMER’S MOOD ON THEIR 
CAPACITY FOR NOTICING ANYTHING, BE IT ADVERTS, IN-
STORE SIGNAGE OR STAFF GOING THAT EXTRA MILE.

Mood.
Top Tip No. 2
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The power of hearing a song you love in a store (peak) and 
getting to take home the 'gift' of the playlist (end) could be 
a powerful tool. Or how about a customer receiving a 
personalised '100th co!ee purchase' fanfare, or even 
choosing your own entrance music (an idea we love at 
Startle!).

To be truly di!erent and memorable, a business should 
concentrate on improving peak aspects of the customer 
experience and crafted a pitch-perfect ending.

Two actions you can take right now

Events, experiences, the buying process; all are remembered for their 
most stand out and final moments, be they positive or negative. Yet as 
Richard Shotton said on our Hospitality experience Webinar ‘Are you 
Ready for Love?’, “Most brands are keen on making a good first 
impression, very few think about the final moment of an experience.”

A rude and inattentive salesperson can ruin an afternoon-long retail 
therapy session, yet a restaurant bringing out a desert with your name 
written in chocolate calligraphy can make up for forgettable food.

What does this mean for me?

Participants were subjected to two di!erent trials of an 
unpleasant experience;

A) The subjects put a hand in 14°C water for 60 
seconds.

B) Participants put the other hand in 14°C water for 
60 seconds, but kept their hand underwater for 
an extra 30 seconds, during which time the 
temperature was raised slightly to 15°C.

Participants were asked to choose a trial to repeat. Curiously, 
participants were more willing to re-take the second trial. The 
researchers concluded that this supports the theory that 
people judge experience on how the event ends, in this case, 
warming their hand up a little.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

A PSYCHOLOGICAL HEURISTIC IN WHICH AN EXPERIENCE IS 
EVALUATED AND REMEMBERED BASED ON THE PEAK (MOST 
INTENSE) POINT OF THE EXPERIENCE AND/OR THE ENDING 
OF THE EXPERIENCE.

The Peak-End 
Rule.

Top Tip No. 3
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“For a business to be truly 
customer-focused, it needs to 
ignore what people say. Instead 
it needs to concentrate on 
what people feel.”
Rory Sutherland, Alchemy

5



Setting the right ambience in a store or restaurant is hugely 
important. For example, scented candles that evoke 
memories of Greece may lead to increased sales of the 
Moussaka main course. Having the music and lighting 
working in tandem to create pitch-perfect atmospheres as 
evening falls can result in customers dwelling longer and 
thus potentially spending more.

Consider all senses, not only sight, when influencing 
behaviour and be wary of relying on people’s own 
explanations of their behaviour. They are not completely 
conscious of their subconscious.

Two actions you can take right now

There are probably very few other industries where pretty much all the 
senses can play a part in contributing to a great customer experience 
and making sales. From the smell, sight and taste of great food to eye-
catching spectacular fashion displays and the music played in-store, 
all are powerful tools that drive sales and real-world commercial 
objectives.

What does this mean for me?

A wine shop carried out an experiment to investigate the 
e!ect of in-store ambience on sales of specific wines, French 
and German music was played on alternating days. On days 
when French music was played, French wines outsold 
German wines by a ratio of 5:1. On days when German music 
was played, German wine outsold French wine by 2:1.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

OCCURRING AT A VERY SUBCONSCIOUS LEVEL, OUR 
BEHAVIOUR CAN BE TWEAKED BY SUBTLE EXPOSURE TO 
WORDS, SMELLS, SOUNDS AND SIGHTS THAT WE ARE NOT 
CONSCIOUSLY AWARE OF AND CANNOT LATER RECALL.

Priming.
Top Tip No. 4
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This bias favours replicating an atmosphere at scale, so 
that all experiences are of a consistent level that is 
synonymous with and expected of the brand. Don’t stop 
the music. Our Mind the Gap Retail and Hospitality 
customer research reports highlighted this. For example, 
half of post-Covid pub goers thought the atmosphere 
would be improved by the use of music.

This e!ect can especially help in categories where the 
perceived value of products and brands are very similar. 
The key to get this to work is to ensure the visual, 
perceptual link between marketing communications and 
the packaging and point of sale is consistent and in sync 
and optimised.

Two actions you can take right now

If you can create the perfect atmosphere and replicate it at scale, 
you’re e!ectively constantly embedding positive brand vibes with your 
customers and this can help build familiarity - which creates great 
cognitive ease for spending - and strong long-term brand perception.

What does this mean for me?

The only di!erence in the images is the positioning of the 
fork. Why did this image have a higher uplift in purchase 
intention? Simply because most people are right-handed, it 
fits better to what we normally perceive, and is thus easier for 
the autopilot to process.

The two images below were used in a test to see which image 
would generate the highest purchase intent. The images are 
exceptionally similar, yet the result was that the image on the 
right had a 20% increase in purchase intention compared to 
the image on the left."

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

WHAT WE ARE FAMILIAR WITH REQUIRES LESS EFFORT TO 
PROCESS AND IS THEREFORE VALUED MORE HIGHLY BY THE 
AUTOPILOT PART OF OUR BRAIN. THIS SUBSEQUENTLY 
INFLUENCES JUDGMENTS OF THE QUALITY OF THE 
EXPERIENCE.

Top Tip No. 5
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Sell a concept, an expectation and lifestyle choice that 
goes beyond merely selling a functioning product. For 
example, Startle put NFC stickers on shoes for a famous 
high street footwear retail brand, which triggered lifestyle 
videos on a nearby screen when you picked them up.

There are multiple opportunities, with the most immediate 
being investing as much time and e!ort into a brand’s 
physical presentation as the product.

Two actions you can take right now

Quite simply, presentation is just as important as product. 
Expectations can generate as much value as the actual product, a 
value which can be generated from the crockery used by a restaurant, 
or the time and cost put into the visual merchandising in store of a 
luxury fashion brand.

What does this mean for me?

A 2006 experiment centred on giving customers at a cafeteria 
a free sample of a brownie if they answered two questions: 1) 
How much would they be prepared to pay for the brownie 
and 2) how do they rate the taste?
"
175 brownies were given out, each one the same size, made 
from the same recipe, and with the same powdered sugar 
coating, but (unbeknown to the customers) a third of them 
were presented on a napkin, another third on a paper plate, 
and a final third on a china plate.
"
The brownies served on a napkin were rated ‘OK’, those on a 
paper plate were rated ‘good’ and those on a china plate 
‘excellent’.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

EXPECTANCY THEORY CONCERNS HOW OUR EXPECTATIONS 
OF A PRODUCT OR SERVICE INFLUENCE HOW WE FEEL 
ABOUT WHAT WE EXPERIENCE OR THE PERCEIVED 
PERFORMANCE OF A PRODUCT.

Expectancy 
Theory.

Top Tip No. 6
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“Emotions constitute an 
integrated element of the 
seemingly most rational 
decision-making. Whenever 
thinking contradicts with 
emotions, emotions win.”
Giep Franzen, The Mental World of Brands
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According to a 2020 report from McKinsey, 80% of 
customers want personalisation from retailers, extending 
to the entire customer experience and throughout their 
interactions with a retailer — with multiple, personalized 
touchpoints that enable them to allocate their time and 
money according to their preferences.

You need to resist the temptation to follow the herd, as 
your messaging will get lost in a sea of sameness. There is 
no safety in numbers, and if you’re doing something very 
similar and indistinguishable from your competitor, then 
how can the consumer tell the di!erence?

Two actions you can take right now

Being distinctive makes brands memorable. This may sound obvious, 
but it is so often ignored. Creating a unique in-store experience is 
often the Holy Grail for brands. Yet what makes you distinct does not 
need to cost a fortune. Five Guys, for example, gives all their 
customers free extra chips, which certainly makes them memorable 
and heightens recall.

What does this mean for me?

In 1933, as part of her study on memorability, Hedwig von 
Restor! gave participants a long list of text, consisting of 
random strings of three letters interrupted by one set of three 
digits, for example: jrm, tws, als, huk, bnm, 153, fdy. The 
participants were then asked, after a brief period of time, to 
remember the items. The result was that the 3-digit item was 
the most recalled.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

THE VON RESTORFF EFFECT PREDICTS THAT AN ITEM THAT 
STANDS OUT FROM THE REST IS MORE LIKELY TO BE 
REMEMBERED THAN OTHERS. IT IS A BIAS IN FAVOUR OF 
REMEMBERING THE UNUSUAL.

Top Tip No. 7
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Slow music encourages people to slow down and take 
their time – a useful tactic when you want to increase 
dwell-time and spend.

Avoid communicating when people are rushing. A brand 
will ideally advertise to an attentive audience. And 
crucially, all comms need to be as relevant and contextual 
as possible, such as a digital display board advertising a 
range of wellington boots on a rainy day.

Two actions you can take right now

You may think that your customers’ buying habits are shaped entirely 
by their personality; choosing a garment as it is their favourite colour, 
selecting a dessert with chocolate as that is their favourite sweet 
thing, but they are often just as likely, if not more so, to be influenced 
by the context they are in. These can be a myriad of di!erent things, 
like a guy choosing a healthy vegetarian dish from a menu to impress 
a first date even though it contains a vegetable he dislikes.

What does this mean for me?

Lee Ross, Professor of Social Psychology at Stanford 
University, recruited 36 students to take part in a quiz. Half 
were randomly made questioners, with the rest being 
contestants. The questioners had just 15 minutes to think of 
10 challenging questions on a topic of their choosing, then 
the contestants would answer them.

Most contestants, quite predictably, struggled to answer 
these super tough questions. All participants then had to rate 
each other’s general knowledge. Contestants rated their 
questioners’ knowledge as significantly higher than how high 
the questioners’ rated the contestants’ knowledge.

What had occurred was that both parties mistakenly 
attributed the other person’s performance to their personality 
rather than the context of the situation. 

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

THE TENDENCY TO OVERESTIMATE THE IMPORTANCE OF 
PERSONALITY AND TO UNDERESTIMATE THE INFLUENCE OF 
CONTEXT AS THE KEY IN DRIVING HUMAN BEHAVIOUR.

The Fundamental 
Attribution Error.

Top Tip No. 8

11



Also, make it known that the short supply is due to high 
demand. This is actually an example of another highly 
useful heuristic called social proof; the notion that we tend 
to copy the actions of those around us to try and conform 
to a behaviour that we believe to fit the situation.

Limit the number of certain products that consumers can 
buy. On the face of it, this may not seem to be logical, but 
there is scientific evidence that capping the number of 
items a consumer can buy increases sales.

Two actions you can take right now

Scarcity is often seen in evidence within retail and hospitality. From 
limited edition trainers, launched in partnership with a pop star (Cardi 
B and Reebok, or Led Zeppelin and Vans, for example), to limited 
edition menu items from McDonald’s. Such items can drive demand, 
heighten media coverage, and ultimately drive more people to store.

What does this mean for me?

A 1975 experiment recruited 134 undergraduates and asked 
them to rate the quality of a batch of cookies. The students 
took the cookies from glass jars that contained either ten or 
two biscuits. The cookies that were seemingly in scarce 
amount were rated significantly more likeable and attractive, 
and the undergraduates were also willing to pay 11% more for 
them.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

THE TENDENCY OF THINGS TO BECOME MORE APPEALING 
WHEN THEY ARE IN LIMITED NUMBERS.

Top Tip No. 9
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“Your brain is constantly 
listening, whether or not 
you are conscious of it”
Joel Beckerman, The Sonic Boom
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You can achieve big impacts with small interventions. Tech 
integrations can play a huge role here, via the impact of 
music and display. Powering your digital screens and 
syncing your audio to enhance your displays with the most 
relevant and eye-catching content can occupy your 
customers’ minds as they queue.

For queuing, if brands want to reduce irritation, then the 
length of a queue is not the only consideration. Brands 
should prioritise minimising the tedium of unoccupied 
waiting.

Two actions you can take right now

Businesses often default to trying to reshape objective reality. This can 
be very expensive and time-consuming, and increasing satisfaction 
doesn’t always require costly service improvements – sometimes 
shifting expectations is equally e!ective for much less investment.

Queues were always a reality in retail and hospitality, but in a post-
Covid world they will be even more so.

What does this mean for me?

In 2002, three Dutch researchers – Gerrit Antonides, Peter 
Verhoef and Marcel van Aalst – undertook a study on the 
perceived length of waiting among 236 telephone callers. 
They found that when people heard hold music, they felt that 
their wait was 7% shorter than when they had nothing to 
entertain them.

HERE’S AN EXPERIMENT TO 
DEMONSTRATE IT

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE IS AS MUCH ABOUT PERCEPTION 
AS IT IS REALITY.

Top Tip No. 10
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These are but 10 of many behavioural science biases and heuristics that could prove vital 
in improving your customer experience and now, more than ever, the importance of a 
distinctive brand experience is huge in di!erentiating you from your competitors.

The unique mix and integration of science + music + tech could be the key to success.

If you want to talk more on anything that has caught your eye and interest here, or 
anything else for that matter, then here’s our number, so call us maybe.

0203 991 4412

Cheers to creating 
a better customer 
experience.

Cheers to creating 
a better customer 
experience.
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