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CXO : Customer Experience Optimisation 

Delivering Sustainable Customer behaviour 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The shopping habit is an example of 
a learned behaviour which is 
sustained by enjoyable, rewarding 
experiences. 

Recent studies have provided new 
insights into the mechanics of the 
learning process and the 
neuroanatomy and physiology which 
underpins habitual behaviour.  

At Watson Gill we know how the 
frequency and timing of rewarding 
experiences determine the nature of 
shopper behaviour.  

We understand the way we acquire 
habits and the most effective ways 
to create and sustain habitual 
shopping behaviour. 

And we know how to design reward 
schedules which optimise the 
customer experience and deliver 
long-term value for the retailer. 

Digital Customer 
Experience 

Optimisation 

From Watson Gill 
trevorw@watsongill.com 

Call us on +44 (0) 114 270 9102 
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Digital retailing has delivered some of the most 
profound changes to shopper behaviour since the 
advent of the supermarket in the 1960s.  It has 
become an integral part of daily life.  Digital 
shopping delivers tangible benefits for shoppers: 
competitive pricing, easy access to product 
information and market research, convenient, rapid 
home delivery and increasingly easy sale or return. 

But even today, less than 10% of US retail sales are 
made on-line1 and many established digital 
retailers are now investing in bricks and mortar 
stores - Amazon, Bonobos and Blue Nile are good 
examples.   

One driving factor for this new wave of store 
investment is the realisation that for some 
products there is a physical ‘see touch feel’ 
imperative.  In fact the attraction of physical store 
shopping often has much more to do with the 
overall rewarding experience and much less to do 
with product information, convenience or even 
pricing.  It is compelling because it actively engages 
all of our motor and sensory systems and delivers a 
predictable reward - a purchase.  These are the 
prerequisites for active learning and the formation 
of habitual shopping behaviour - a primary 
objective for both traditional and digital retailers.   

Digital channels may not be able to reproduce the 
‘see touch feel’ factor of physical store shopping 
but they can certainly provide rewarding 
experiences which are just as enjoyable, compelling 
and, crucially for the retailer, just as habit forming.   
 
The digital gaming sector, for example, has 
exploited our underlying reward ‘pathway’ 
physiology to establish habitual gameplay. Recent 
digital gaming crazes - Candy Crush and Pokémon 
Go - deliver rewarding experiences which become 
habitual very quickly.  They tap into our reward 
mechanisms and hijack them. 

 

Physical shopping is compelling 

because it engages our sensory 

and motor systems and delivers 

a predictable reward - the 

prerequisites for the formation 

of habitual shopping. 

Recent digital gaming crazes - 

Candy Crush and Pokémon Go 

- deliver rewarding 

experiences which become 

habitual very quickly. They tap 

into our reward mechanisms 

and hijack them. 
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As behavioural scientists we 
see these habits as examples 
of ‘instrumental’ or ‘operant’ 
behaviour, a term established 
long ago in the late 1930s by 
B.F Skinner.  
 
Skinner was one of the first to 
study the fundamental 
mechanics of learning, 
showing how habits were 
formed and sustained and 
eventually became 
extinguished when rewards 
were withheld.    
 

 
Customers begin their relationship with retailers with ‘goal seeking’ behaviour; they are 
looking for products. However, if your customers develop the habit of shopping with you, 
they also come to you to browse, often without any specific product in mind, simply 
because the experience is rewarding. 
 
Recent research2 has shown that these two sorts of shopping behaviour activate two quite 
different reward pathways.   

 goal seeking (goal directed) 
shopping directly involves our 
frontal, thinking, cortex.   

 

 habitual shopping behaviour is 
primarily controlled by the 
sensorimotor cortex, which 
manages ‘automatic’ behaviour in 
response to sensory cues. 

  
These pathways are activated and 
sustained by different reward schedules 
– different frequencies, timings and 
values for reinforcing events and, 
importantly, different visual and 
auditory cues.3  Retailers are very 
aware, for example, that seemingly 
trivial events which interrupt habitual 
behaviours can be very damaging.
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This research has important implications for the fast moving digital retail environment:  
 

   two quite different neural reward pathways can be 
activated when we shop.  The first mediates our 
initial ‘goal seeking’ shopping behaviour and the 
second mediates habitual shopping behaviour 

   they are activated by different reward schedules 
and they both have to be explicitly targeted by 
retailers if the customer experience is to be 
optimised 

   the development of the shopping habit is a two 
stage process because habits only emerge from 
goal seeking behaviour   

   early goal seeking behaviour has to be captured 
and transformed into habitual shopping behaviour 
very quickly.  Managing this transition is critical.   

At Watson Gill, our unique reward algorithms ensure 
that transitions happen quickly and that sustainable, 
cost effective, shopping habits emerge.  Our analytical 
consultancy services map customer journeys, marking 
actual and potential reward points.  We identify and 
strip out unfocused digital material which costs load 
time and disrupts the consolidation of habits.  We 
train our A.I pattern recognition technologies to 
identify different customer behaviours in real time 
and switch reward schedules as required.   

In fact we can use our predictive modelling expertise 
to anticipate and ‘shape’ customer behaviour towards 
key retail goals: 

 sales uplift         

 increased retention 

 increased cross category sales 
 

For more information about our consultancy and specialist algorithm design services  
Call us now on 

+44 (0) 114 270 9102 or email trevorw@watsongill.com 
 

1 1st Q 2016 data released by US dept. of commerce May 17 2016 
2 J. Neurosci., August 1, 2007 • 27(31):8181– 8183 
3 Lei Phillip Wang1, Fei Li1,2, Dong Wang1, Kun Xie1, Deheng Wang1, Xiaoming Shen2, and Joe Z. Tsien, #Neuron. 2011 

December 22; 72(6): 1055–1066. doi:10.1016/j.neuron.2011.10.019 

                                                           

Habits emerge from goal 

seeking behaviour. 

 

We use pattern recognition 

to recognise key customer 

behaviours and manage the 

transition from goal seeking 

to habit in real time. 

Our most advanced digital 

platform systems actively 

‘shape’ customer behaviour 

towards predetermined 

behavioural goals.   
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