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Columinate is the full-service, modern market research agency that’s 

known (and awarded) for making clever simple. Using a range of cutting-edge 

methodologies, we help our clients to understand, satisfy and engage with their customers. 

And we’re modern because we prefer to do everything digitally – via consumers’ mobiles, tablets, laptops and PCs and 

at their convenience. No awkward phone calls or shoulder taps. We offer a variety of market research services, visit our 

website to learn more.

I do, teach, write and talk about marketing and 

psychological research. 

The company that I co-founded, and lead as CEO, is the 

leading digital research company in South Africa (www.

columinate.com). We create innovative full-service online 

and mobile research solutions. My current role involves: 

strategically leading the expansion of Columinate, 

consulting on key client projects and developing 

proprietary research tools in our R&D function. 

Academically I hold a PhD in cognitive psychology and I 

lecture in research methods at a postgraduate level. 

In 2014 I was featured in Survey Magazine as one 20 

“Researchers you should know” from across the world, in 

the category Future Leader. 

I am a frequent conference speaker and I am regularly 

quoted in various media sources, either in-person or 

through my writing, including: SABC TV News, CNBC 

Africa, YFM, Classic FM, 702, Destiny Man, The New Age 

and Times Live.

I joined Columinate in 2016 as research executive. 

Given my strong research and psychology 

background, I was soon promoted to lead 

the Columinate psychology lab and product 

development team; my main focus is scientifically 

applying psychological tools to solve business 

problems. 

I am passionate about research methodology and 

enjoy consulting to both my clients and colleagues 

on research design, methodological innovations 

and its applications. Most recently, I have been a 

core part of the team that developed a brand health 

measurement which incorporates insights of both 

conscious and nonconscious processes, using 

innovative techniques to understand nonconscious 

brand associations. 

I hold a Master’s degree in Research Psychology, 

and I am also a qualified English teacher.
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Why
Nonconscious 

Insights
Matter

Human behaviour is the result of both conscious and nonconscious processes (Baumeister 

& Bargh, 2014). This is a clear conclusion from decades of psychological research. However, 

until recently, marketers and consumer researchers have relied on insights into conscious 

processes exclusively to guide business decisions. 

This way of thinking is evolving, as insight seeking professionals increasingly realise that 

nonconscious insights influence consumer behaviour at numerous points in the consumer 

journey. In fact, its impact is so strong, some estimate the nonconscious processes are 

responsible for up to 90% of human behaviour (Bargh et al., 1997).

Nonconscious insights matter! And these new methodologies for studying things that people 

can’t or won’t say are one of the most exciting recent developments in modern marketing. 
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The 
Unlikely
Conscious
Consumer
The dominant way of viewing human decisions in the 

field of marketing insights has long been rational and 

conscious. We assume that buyers of a brand have 

good reasons for choosing that brand, perhaps because 

of better price, a superior taste, or more benefits. This 

seems to fit our intuitive picture of ourselves; more often 

than not, we are able to justify our choices and actions 

fairly easily. And why shouldn’t we? Surely we are in 

control of ourselves and the decisions we make as we 

navigate through life? 

This stream of thinking has informed market research 

for decades, with researchers working meticulously at 

perfecting various methodological tools – surveys, focus 

groups, interviews, and other such self-report measures. 

These explicit measures based in traditional cognitive 

theories assume that consumer behaviour is the result 

of conscious information processing – where we think 

rationally about the various pros and cons of a decision 

in any given situation – creating attitudes that eventually 

lead to the decisions we make (Dijksterhuis et al., 2005). 

But that’s not necessarily an accurate assessment. Think 

back to recent trip to a grocery store, making your way 

through the aisles, mostly grabbing products swiftly 

as you go, other times pausing and considering the 

various options available to you. Why did you choose 

this mayonnaise over that one? Was it because it offers 

the best benefit to cost ratio of the several mayonnaise 

brands on the shelf that day? 

Not likely. Consider that a typical grocery store holds 

thousands of products across thousands of square 

feet, and that while you navigate through these aisles, 

your mind may easily wonder to your son’s cricket 

game, or the urgent deadline you missed at work the 

previous day (and never mind the multiple in-store 

ads that compete for your attention and bombard you 

with irrelevant information). A ‘conscious consumer’ 

would need to carefully consider and filter all these 

variables – all the while comparing product/brand 

prices, alternatives, food labels, the behaviour of other 

shoppers, recommendations from friends and families, 

and so on. This simultaneous ‘information overload’ 

would overwhelm even the most astute shopper. 

And yet, somehow, the grocery shopping process is not 

all that traumatic (for most anyway). How is it that with 

such complexity, we are able to quite easily meet our 

goals with fair confidence in our decisions?

...explicit measures based in 
traditional cognitive theories 
assume that consumer 
behaviour is the result of 
conscious information 
processing

How is it that with such 
complexity, we are able to 
quite easily meet our goals 
with fair confidence in our 
decisions?
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Choice
People manage to make decisions without conscious deliberation, 

thanks to the heavy lifting done by the nonconscious mind. In the 

grocery store we can rely on low conscious states (such as habits) to 

inform our shopping. These routines form because we’ve repeated 

the behaviour so often, we don’t need to think about it consciously 

every time. We simply automatically repeat actions that have served 

us well before. We know exactly what milk/bread/shampoo/deodorant 

we’re going to get as soon as we hit that aisle – the behaviour is so 

automated that we can add the desired product to the basket without 

missing a beat.

Away from the aisles, this sort of automatic behaviour occurs too. 

Think back to when you first learned to swim, ride a bike, or drive a 

car! Think about the angst and frustration you experienced trying to 

concentrate on changing gears, clutch control, navigation, direction, 

everything happening simultaneously as you try your best not to kill 

yourself or others. Nowadays, as the seasoned driver that you are, 

you cruise through the neighbourhood thinking about the dinner you 

have planned, while seamlessly changing gears, indicating turns, 

slowing and accelerating to match the ebb and flow of traffic, and still 

safely arriving at your destination. All this, without much conscious 

thought; your brain has placed the behaviour on auto-pilot, freeing 

you up to focus on other things that require your conscious focus - if 

you find yourself behind the wheel quite often, you have most likely 

experienced this highway hypnosis.

Nonconscious Factors

...our behaviour 
can actually 
change based 
on factors that 
fall completely 
outside of our 
awareness and/
or control.

that Influence
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We also imitate the facial expressions, postures, speech and gestures 

of others on an almost daily basis, and multiple experiments have 

demonstrated this phenomenon (known as behavioural mimicry). Did 

you know that people tend to eat more ice-cream when the person 

sitting across the table from them has a larger portion? (Johnston, 

2002). Or that our preference for a product can increase as we watch 

others consume it over another product, even though we initially held 

no preference and were completely focused on another task (Martin & 

Morich, 2011). 

Interestingly, our behaviour can actually change based on factors 

that fall completely outside of our awareness and/or control. A fairly 

well-known experiment demonstrated this fascinating idea by simply 

exposing one group of participants to words related to older people 

(e.g. the game bingo, or the colour grey) during a scrambled sentence 

task. After the experiment was ‘over’, participants in this group walked 

to the elevator at a slower pace when compared to those who were not 

in this group (Bargh et al., 1996). Most certainly, these slower walkers 

would not tell you that their pace changed because they read the word 

‘grey’ and subsequently thought of old people who may walk slower 

than their younger counterparts. 

Or consider the interesting phenomenon of the automatic activation 

of attitudes (Govender & Pratto, 1992). According to this framework, 

the mere exposure to something one has an attitude about, will elicit 

a quick evaluation (good or bad) from memory about that object. So, 

when confronted with  a preferred sneaker brand logo, one would 

automatically be “primed” with a positive association to the brand. This 

idea forms a key part of the priming methodology, but we’ll discuss that 

in a little bit. 

And yet, in consumer research we consistently ask our markets to 

rationalise every choice they make, at every step of the consumer 

journey. Sure, we get some idea, and it is a valuable one of course, but 

the picture we get is incomplete. So how do get to the deeper insights? 

How can we understand nonconscious drivers of behaviour?

 

...in consumer 
research we 
consistently ask 
our markets to 
rationalise every 
choice they make, 
at every step of the 
consumer journey.
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Sometimes-Conscious
Consumer

The preceding examples demonstrate how the methodologies utilised in traditional consumer research give us only a 

piece of the puzzle. Based on the large body of evidence for nonconscious factors in human behaviour, there is now a 

consensus that we should study both conscious and nonconscious drivers of behaviour. How exactly can we do this?

Firstly, it is clear that surveys, interviews, and other self-report methods still hold respectable value as methods to study 

the consciously reportable parts of behaviour, but their value can be optimised through the integration of innovative 

techniques that access nonconscious aspects:

Biometrics: 

Biometrics measure physical, and often nonconscious, signals from the body. Eye tracking and galvanic skin response 

(GSR) measures are such techniques that attempt to quantify and identify sources and levels of emotion, awareness, 

and attention that research participants may have, in response to say, a TV ad.

Samples for these tests tend to be fairly small, and when conducted in-person, tests may be fairly expensive even on a 

smaller scale.

Neuro: 

Neuro-imaging refers to a range of ways to image the functions and structures of the brain and the rest of the nervous 

system. Two of the more famous of these techniques are EEG (electroencephalogram), and MRI (magnetic resonance 

imaging). These methods also aim to provide insight that help us understand cognitive and emotional processes at a 

nonconscious level. A major drawback of this class of methods are the lack of scalability and very high costs involved, 

and some level of discomfort that can be experienced by the research participant. 

Implicit associations: 

Encouragingly, nonconscious processes can also be investigated and quantified using innovative techniques that are 

non-invasive, don’t require expensive hardware, or in-person test administration. Developments in the field of cognitive 

psychology have seen advancements in psychological testing, whereby implicit or nonconscious processes can be 

measured and derived using simple cognitive tasks. 

Studying the 
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Self-report (habits): 

It is also possible to study nonconscious processes with self-report questions. This may seem strange to some, 

but consider the fact that reporting that you were asleep last night is exactly such a phenomenon. The study 

of habits also has a history of self-report measures asking about the degree to which people feel a specific 

behaviour is automatic (“When buying a toothpaste brand I do it automatically, since I have done it so many times 

before”). These methods have the advantage of scale since they can be asked to a large sample on a regular 

basis, with no need for in-lab testing or expensive hardware. 

One of the most popular and most rigorously tested and validated methodologies in this space is based on the 

concept of priming. Priming is the process whereby exposure to a stimulus activates nonconscious processes 

(memories, attitudes, associations), and subsequently influences the completion of a cognitive task. Say, for 

example, a respondent is exposed to a brand logo and then asked to sort an attribute (e.g. innovative) into a 

positive or negative category. A respondent who has a strong association between the brand and attribute would 

complete the sorting task much faster when compared to a respondent who holds a weaker association. This 

‘facilitation’ or ‘debilitation’ is measured in milliseconds, and reveals the immediate, nonconscious ‘gut-feel’ 

consumer response and association. 

Implicit reaction time testing is a fast-growing approach that, with its flexibility, can be adapted to address 

numerous objectives (e.g. measuring brand associations, responses to campaigns, packaging designs etc.) 

Beyond the fact that priming eliminates the overclaim or underclaim effect typically created through respondent 

bias at a self-report level, priming is inexpensive and easily scalable. In fact, priming experiments can be 

implemented reliably remotely, or in person, and can easily be utilised in online studies (which works out quite well 

for us, since we do everything digitally).

But where 
should you start?
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Start by calling us on +27 (0) 11 782 7246 
or email us on Info@Columinate.com 

The Columinate Psychological Science lab specialises in applying nonconscious methods to consumer insights 

questions. Whether the question is how well an ad or concept performs, which logo will resonate most, or how 

a brand is positioned; we deliver the insights that underpin good decisions. 

There are multiple advantages to your brand when measuring these nonconscious processes – whether you’re 

conducting a tracker study, or testing an ad concept – the added layer of nonconscious intelligence can give 

you a much clearer (and potentially much more accurate) description of the research subject’s emotions and 

desires – an undeniable edge among the competition. 

If you want to bullet-proof your brand, experience modern insights, or have us evaluate your market’s 

nonconscious processes, invite Columinate for an obligation-free consult – you’ll get access to Doctors (PhDs, 

not MDs), Researchers, Psychologists, even marketing specialists, and you can experience first-hand what the 

Measure of Tomorrow looks like. Book a coffee now on info@Columinate.com 
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Thank You.

info@columinate.com 

011 782 7246 

www.columinate.com 
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