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I’m Afraid Debbie From Marketing Has Left for the Day

It all began when I posted an article in Børsen, a business newspaper.


Recently, at a meeting about an in-house strategy roll-out at a large Danish company, the following conversation never took place:

Bert (responsible for the roll-out): “I had a fantastic experience yesterday. Henry – a shop manager – called to say how good the strategy is. He especially liked the concept of ‘customer centricity’. That sealed it for him.

“Apparently, he recently caught himself only considering his own needs and acting arrogantly towards a customer in our shop, but then he picked up his smartphone, logged into our intranet, clicked on tab number four and read our manifesto. At bullet point four – right under the one about us being proactive – the words ‘customer centricity’ jumped out at him.

“The concept had never occurred to him. He found it extremely instructive, targeted and irresistibly easy to translate into specific behaviour. He even said he thought the sample sentence was very useful, and that he’d like more of these kinds of strategies. Can we pass this story on to Debbie from marketing so she can use it for PR?”

Colleague: “I’m afraid Debbie from marketing has left for the day.”



The Parallel Universe vs. the Real World

In the real world, Bert’s roll-out never succeeds. That is because he does not play by the rules that apply in the real world. Instead, he has designed his strategy for a dream team of employees who exist only in a parallel universe, a utopia where employees surf the intranet to gain insight into the company’s values whenever there is a break between meetings, rather than dealing with their 11 red KPIs and 31 unanswered emails. In this fantasy workplace, success is at your fingertips. Everyone is a walking, talking spreadsheet with a perfect side parting and an unlimited capacity for analysis, and everyone does what is best for the company. If employees go off course, you just present them with a graph or a case study and they immediately get back on track. They read all their emails thoroughly, remember all the details and have no trouble focusing on their customers. And if implementing the company’s stated values – “honesty”, “innovation” and “readiness for change” – is difficult, you just print them out on a thousand mouse mats. Problem solved.

Unfortunately, there’s just one problem with strategies created for this fantasy universe – they do not work in the real world. In the real world, different rules apply. This book explains real-world rules and how to play by them. At first glance, the real world is a bewildering place. Here, you indignantly defend the high tax rate to your friends at a dinner party, while in the privacy of your own home you’re having work done off the books. You start on a diet that you really believe will work while you conveniently ignore a graveyard of failed attempts – this time it will be different! After making a commitment to cut out sweets on weekdays, we wait until next Monday to start because, after all, we need a little time to get used to the idea. And in the meantime, what do we do to prepare for this change? Polish off so many sweets between now and Monday that there will be no noticeable results after the first three weeks, which also happens to be the length of time that we stick to our decision. In the real world, we feel very clever waiting until after Christmas to go shopping in the sales to save £20 on a jumper, quite ignoring the fact that we have an unused gym membership that drains £25 a month from our bank account. In the real world, judges give longer sentences to inmates in the days after switching to daylight savings time because they have slept an hour less. In the real world, we buy cookbooks although we never try the recipes. In the real world, one of the most determining factors in how many people attend peaceful demonstrations or vote in parliamentary elections is whether or not it rains on that day. And in the real world, Debbie from Marketing has left for the day because it’s Friday and she has plans.

Laminated Rules

The real world is strange. It is full of surprises, such as that the word subtle is spelled with a b. But the real world also has a set of rules that are so indispensable that they should be laminated and handed out to everyone. The real-world rules challenge our perception of human nature and require different approaches to changing behaviour. Understanding the human nature that makes us behave irrationally in relation to diets, gym memberships, cookbooks and managing our moral compass is very useful when designing and intentionally directing behaviour. This knowledge can be applied in countless ways – to improve your children’s grades in school, to prevent senior citizens from falling ill while in hospital, to influence employee contributions to the company strategy, to improve public health, to ensure that our colleagues follow a set of rules, or to increase sales – to name a few of the examples we will be looking at.

The main intention of this book is to present a set of rules that is essential in the real world when persuading people to do one thing instead of another. Real-world rules can be learned by examining an array of cases in which organizations, governments and individuals have achieved measurable results by combining this set of real-world rules with findings from scientific studies and eye-witness accounts from the front line of organizations.

Another ambition of this book is to translate all this valuable knowledge into action by applying a specific method that you can use yourself. The method is called behavioural design. Behavioural design has been hailed by some as the answer to everyone’s prayers; others have ridiculed it as a way of selling old wine in new bottles. It is probably something in between. However, behavioural design has proved to be a particularly potent tool because it gives us a more realistic image of the people we would like to influence, and provides us with new insight into why behavioural changes are often unsuccessful and what we can do about that. If the work you do involves changing people’s behaviour, this insight is essential to your success, because ignoring human nature will lead you down a dead-end street. If you do not understand how the mind works, and if you neglect to apply this knowledge actively in the work you do to bring about desired change, then you will find yourself in professional free fall. You will end up like Michael Douglas at the end of the film The Game – but with no soft landing and no happy reunion with Sean Penn.
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