
www.olsonzaltman.com
 1

examples from the arts, the university 
admissions office, the retail store, even 
the barbershop. 

 Also, Jennifer Barba of Frame 
Consulting in Mexico City explains mirror 
neurons in  the brain, and the clues they 
give us about effective marketing.

Katja Bressette and James Forr
Directors, Olson Zaltman Associates        

editor@olsonzaltman.com

DEEP DIVES

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s

Route to Enrollment
!e University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC). Images of classy ivy-

covered halls, fresh-faced eager students and wise faculty emerge. However, we 

may not appreciate the tremendous challenges public universities face competing 

for the best and brightest high school students.   

In an a"empt to a"ract and retain those top students, the admissions o#ce at 

UNC sought guidance from Olson Zaltman Associates in 2006. On behalf of the 

school, OZA studied high-achieving in-state boys, who were asked to collect six to 

eight pictures that expressed their thoughts and feelings about their desired college 

experience. 

UNC wanted to develop a deeper understanding of how students imagine the 

ideal college experience. What kinds of people they hoped to meet, how they 

hoped to grow, what kind of learning environment they sought. Ultimately, the 

answers helped the university be"er understand how to communicate with these 

prospects and what might persuade them to choose UNC over other colleges and 

universities.   

ZMET interviews revealed four key Deep Metaphors that structure studentsÕ 

college expectations. First, the college experience is like a System; as this 

Above: A consumer’s digital image of 
their thoughts and feelings about the 

Broadway experience (Page 4).
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the person’s interpretation of 
what happened. Jerry Olson 
explains.
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by Sybil Streeter,
Senior Research Associate

An article in the August 8 New York 

Times chronicles how the Great Recession 
is changing consumers’ spending patterns.  
In 2010, people seem to be less focused on 
the accumulation of material goods and 
instead are putting a greater emphasis on 
experiences.   

One expert argues marketers today 
are facing the challenge of making the 
purchase process less of a transaction and 
more of an event.  “It can’t be just ‘Here’s 
another thing to buy.’  It has to have a real 
sense of experience to it.”

This issue of Deep Dives explains the 
psychology of customer experience, with 

! continued on next page
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respondent explained, all elements of the college 

experience must work together to generate personal 

growth:

ÒMy college search is like a lock with a combination. When 

I !nally decide which school I want to go to, itÕs going to be 

one thatÕs not good with just one of the characteristics that 

I want, but have a great combination of a lot of the ones I 

want. Not just a great communications program. A great 

location. "e right size. EverythingÉClubs where I can 

connect with people who share my faith because if IÕm 

around people who believe strongly the same thing I do, 

then itÕs going to help me grow.Ó

Second, college represents an escape from comfortable 

but con$ning Containers. !ese young men expressed a 

strong desire for freedom - to have new experiences and be 

exposed to new ideas allows them to escape from the 

familiar. Perhaps it is not surprising that also students 

seemed eager to no longer be bound to their parents and 

communities at home. According to one young man:

ÒItÕs not that I never want to see my parents again or 

anything like that. But just to be able to have a li#le more 

$eedom and sort of break away $om them all the time is 

something IÕve been waiting to do.Ó

 Journey was another signi$cant Deep Metaphor; the 

college years are a journey, and students expect to be 

di%erent at the end of their journey than they were at the 

beginning. But college is also a small yet critical step in 

oneÕs life journey, a step that impacts their future in ways 

great and small:

Ò"e motorcycle represents college Ð the vehicle to get me 

$om Point A to Point B.  Point A is being an adolescent. 

Point B is being a contributing adult member of society.  So 

college is taking me closer to my destination [which is] 

being a lawyer.Ó

Finally, students wish to Connect.  !ey not only want 

to form lasting bonds with other students, but also want to 

feel more in touch with themselves by thinking about their 

goals, values, and what really ma"ers to them. !ey want to 

feel a personal connection to their school (o&en 

accomplished through intercollegiate sports teams), and 

they want to feel more connected to the world, by learning 

about other people and di%erent cultures: 

Ò"is is a busy scene of people $om di%erent ethnic 

backgrounds. ItÕs good to have people with di%erent ethnic 

backgrounds because it gives you a global view of things, 

and you can understand whatÕs going on outside the U.SÉ

It brings a new dimension to your understanding.  It 

widens your tastes.Ó

ÒAs a communicator, I'm always seeking ways to 

communicate complicated information simply. Metaphors 

are a very powerful tool because they are familiar to 

everyone, they help tie together related concepts, and as 

the OZA study revealed, they resonate in the deepest 

possible way,Ó according to Ashley Memory, UNCÕs Senior 

Assistant Director of Admissions. She a#rms that the OZA 

study came along at an excellent time. Ò!e $ndings of the 

Enrollment Task Force Report reminded us that strong 

students want to connect with other strong students, and 

so we began quoting students directly in all of our 

publications and communications,Ó she explains. Ò!eir 

words reinforced the OZA study; we didn't have to 

ÔpromptÕ them at all. !ey spoke about college as a journey 

and the importance of making connections quite naturally.Ó 

Communications quickly moved away from third-person 

narrative and simply let student voices tell the story.  

A cascade of changes followed the ZMET $ndings.   

ZMET a%ected UNCÕs communications materials in the 

most fundamental ways as the admissions o#ce shared 

these deep insights with their marketing partners and 

writers. !e changes are re'ected throughout UNCÕs 

website where they continue to promote messages guided 

by the Deep Metaphors, such as what students can look 

forward to a&er graduation. !e promotional materials 

Route to Enrollment     ∆ continued from page 1

∆ continued on page 7
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Deep Dives (DD):! Tell us more about ÒExperience 
EngineeringÓ Ð what does that mean?

 !!!!!

Lou Carbone (LC): 
Experience Engineering is a 
proprietary approach to 
customer experience 
management that( I have been 
working with for almost three 
decades to help organizations 
optimize the value they create. 
It's also the name of a company I 
founded that has very deep and 
very broad understanding of 

unravelling the puzzle of human experiences so experiences and 
brands become more relevant to customers, engendering strong 
emotional bonds leading to more word of moth referrals, more 
loyal customers and greater perceived value. It's the application of 
21st Century management disciplines and tools providing clients 
with signi$cant returns on the investments made in customer 
experience e%orts.

DD: Why is understanding consumer experiences 
so important?

LC: !e experience is the value created by an organization. 
!e product, price, brand, service, environment and other 
elements of the experience comprise the total experience, and 
the e%ect of that on customers.( How customers are made to feel 
as a result of the experience is the ultimate value created. !e past 
world we lived in was was driven by the tools and perspective of 
the industrial age -- about the naming and selling of products.( 
Today, the world is driven by the e%ect o%erings have on 
constituents. !at's a very di%erent world, calling for a di%erent 
set of tools and perspectives.

DD: How do deep insights about consumers Þgure 
into this?

LC: Deep insights into how customers think versus what 
customers say is fundamental to the management of the "clues" or 
signals that become basis of the e%ect experiences have on 
customers.

DD: You have worked with ZMET, can you give an 
example of how ZMET helped you design a great 
experience?

LC: We have been working with ZMET since its creation.( 
We have numerous examples of embedding those insights into 
experiences to make the experiences more ful$lling for 
customers, clients or patients. 

One of the easiest to talk about is work that was done for a 
hospital emergency department where the essence of creating 
very positive experiences was related to a framework based on 
movement. A sense of movement embedded in the experience 
enhanced perception of the total experience and other critical 
components of the experience. In short, the feeling of movement 
impacted how patients perceived friendliness of sta%, empathy, 
personalization, e#ciency and care.

DD: In todayÕs world there are so many consumer 
touch points and media outlets. How can you 
really control the experiences consumers have 
with a brand?

LC: You can't control the experiences that customers have 
with a brand. You can, however, develop a system that manages 
critical clues that total up to create a consistent e%ect on how the 
customer perceives the experience and the value they derive from 
the experience. Customers will have an experience regardless. 
!ey cannot not have an experience. It's a question of how 
random or haphazard the experience is or whether there is a 
rigorous system to manage clues that are designed, aligned and 
executed to evoke a speci$c perception and response.

DD: Can you give us an example of a company 
that is an excellent Òexperience engineerÓ?

LC: I could cite Apple, Zappo's, Harley Davison, Disney, 
IKEA, etc. that everyone talks about. I particularly like !e 
Container Store.( !ey aren't in the container or storage business 
but in the business of helping you feel in control. Another is 
True$" and Hill, a chain of barber shops that realize they are in 
the business of making you feel be"er about yourself...making 
you feel con$dent.

Q&A In this issue, Deep Dives sits down with Lou Carbone, founder and Chief 
Experience Officer of Experience Engineering, a Minneapolis-based 
experience management firm. Prior to founding Experience Engineering, 
he was a senior executive with major advertising agencies in New York, 
Detroit and Minneapolis.
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Brands have become important to companies and 

customers. Some brands are famous worldwide, like Coca-
Cola, Nike, Nestle, Visa, Toyota, and Apple. !ese brands 
represent products and related services Ð tangible things 
like beverages, shoes, food, charge cards, cars, and 
computer equipment. It appears easy and straightforward 

to create brand associations, meanings, and feelings around 
products.  

What about experiences? Experiences are moments 
when we $rst see the snow-capped Alps or watch a blazing, 
rosy sunset over the water, or are exposed to an amazing 

work of art like the Mona Lisa, or when your team scores 
the winning goal at the World Cup.  

How can we think about and study peopleÕs 
experiences in a way that creates a brand that uniquely 
captures the feeling and meaning of that experience?  

Brands built around experiences like Disney World, 
Ritz-Carlton and the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) 
have built their brands around a meaningful metaphor or 
frame.

¥ Disney World is a ÒMagic KingdomÓ for millions 

or children, parents, and grandparents.  
¥ !e Ritz-Carlton is a ÒHome Away From HomeÓ 
for a)uent travelers
¥ !e MoMA is the ÒMecca of Modern ArtÓ for art 
lovers worldwide

!us, one strategy for creating a brand around an 

experience is to uncover a Deep Metaphor, or a frame that 
is deep in peopleÕs sub-conscious, $lled with meaning and 
emotion. A second approach is to uncover a powerful 
archetype or iconography that seems to embrace the core 
of the experience being o%ered. !e highly successful live 

theater of Blue Man Group is built around the Trickster or 
Jester archetype Ð in contrast to the successful theatrical 
brand "e Lion King, which is connected with the Ruler 
archetype.  !e Tate Museum in London conjures up the 
iconic world of the British Empire at its peak, while the 

world famous Louvre in Paris taps into the iconography of 
ancient Egyptian pharaohs, pyramids, Cleopatra, and the 
Nile.

Olson Zaltman Associates has done ground-breaking 
work in the area of arts and entertainment experiences.  A 

ZMET study conducted for !e Broadway League is a 
vivid and classic example of the role of the Deep Metaphor 
of Journey and the emotions, meanings, frames, and 
archetypes that can go into creating the Broadway brand, 
which o%ers a live theater performance like no other.

In the $rst phase of the Journey, planning and 
anticipation are primary Ð a musical, a comedy, a drama?  A 
classic reborn like South Paci!c or a new Tony winner like 
Wicked?  

ZMET also uncovered that the surrounding 

iconography of New York (the Big Apple) and Times 
Square create a sense of excitement during the anticipation 
of Ògoing to Broadway.Ó  

!e experience of going to the show, the second phase 
of the Journey, is full of bigger-than-life symbols and the 

engagement of others. !is is not an ordinary, run-of-the-
mill night at a live performance. !e stars, the buzz, and 
most of all fellow audience members help create Ò!e 
Great White WayÓ experience of a Broadway show.

A&erwards people have the memorabilia and the 

stories to share with friends and family of the restaurant; 
the hotel; the walk through Times Square, Central Park, or 
Rockefeller Center; and the subway or taxi ride Ð which 
completes the Broadway Journey.

Branding an Experience
by Joe Plummer, Ph.D, OZA Senior Advisor, 

Adjunct Professor at Columbia Business School

∆ continued on page 8

DEEP DIVES • EARLY FALL 2010
 VOL. VI: CONSUMER EXPERIENCES

Space Mountain, part of the rich brand experience of Disney World.

http://www.OlsonZaltman.com
http://www.OlsonZaltman.com


www.olsonzaltman.com
 5

!e human brain is a lump of 'esh weighing about 

three pounds that you can hold in the palm of your hand.( 

But it can contemplate the vastness of interstellar space, can 

contemplate the meaning of in$nity and ask questions 

about the meaning of its own existence; one of greatest 

mysteries confronting human beings is how it manages to 

do all this.

!e brain, as you know, is made 

up of neurons.( !ere are 100 billion 

neurons in the adult human brain 

and each neuron makes from a 

thousand to ten thousand contacts 

with other neurons. !is means that 

the number of permutations in brain 

activity exceeds the number of 

particles in the universe.

An important recent research discovery by researchers 

in Italy (Giacomo, Rizola"i et al.) is of a group of neurons 

called MIRROR NEURONS that are in the front of the 

brain in the frontal lobes.(In the frontal lobes we also $nd 

motor command neurons, which $re when a person 

performs a speci$c action, like grabbing an apple. What is 

important is that a sub-set of these neurons, around 20 

percent, will also $re when I watch someone else grab an 

apple. It is as if the neurons were adopting the other 

personÕs point of view, almost like a simulation or a virtual 

reality that occurs in the brain.

!ere are also mirror neurons for touch. In other 

words if somebody touches my hand, a neuron in the 

somato-sensory region of the brain $res; but the same 

neuron in some cases will $re if I simply watch someone 

else being touched. So the neuron is empathizing with the 

other person being touched. !e question arises: If I simply 

watch someone else being touched why do I not get 

confused and literally feel someone touching me?

We have touch receptors in our skin, so when these 

mirror neurons $re, the touch receptors that go back into 

my brain tell me: ÒDonÕt worry you arenÕt being touched.( 

Empathize, but do not actually experience the touch.Ó( A 

feedback signal vetoes the signal of the mirror neurons and 

prevents you from consciously experiencing that touch. But 

if you remove the arm or anesthetize it to numb it and then 

watch someone being touched you will literally feel it on 

your own hand.( In other words you have dissolved the 

barrier between yourself and other humans.

( Ramachandran (a neurologist best 

known for his work in the $elds of 

b e h a v i o r a l n e u r o l o g y a n d 

psychophysics) calls them ÒGandhi 

NeuronsÓ or empathy neurons. All 

that separates you from the other 

person is your skin. !is is the basis 

of much eastern philosophy Ð we are 

connected not just by Facebook and 

Internet, but literally by our neurons. 

!is means that we are beginning to uncover a blurring of 

boundaries between one personÕs consciousness and 

anotherÕs.(Mirror neurons allow us to empathize with other 

humans and begin exploring the philosophy and science of 

a common human consciousness.

From a marketing perspective, mirror neurons are 

important for two reasons. First, they provide further 

support for the concept that motivation and a"ention are 

key aspects to cocreation and the e%ectiveness of creative 

strategies. Secondly, the location and structural 

understanding of mirror neurons provides marketers with 

the ability to more accurately measure the anatomical 

reaction to a promotion, which is an indication of learning. 

!is marks a signi$cant enhancement over current brain 

wave studies, and provides marketers with a more e%ective 

form of message research. Promotions that simply and 

bluntly tell the consumer to buy this product or brand fail 

because they do not connect with the motivations of that 

consumer and hence activate few or no mirror neurons.

Shared Consciousness? by Jennifer Barba, 
Frame Consulting, Mexico City

Do Mirror Neurons Explain a
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Seminal books by Pine and Gilmore (1999), Carbone 

(2004) and others, point out the critical importance of 

customer experience. Figure 1 (below) shows three ways to 

think about customer experience.

Although useful, direct observation of Òwhat 

happenedÓ is not really experience (How many brands do 

consumers examine in the cereal aisle? What do people do 

when lined up in a queue at the bank?). True experience 

resides in a customerÕs interpretation of Òwhat happened.Ó  

Consumers literally create experience as they interpret the 

meaning of Òwhat happened.Ó !at experience is stored in 

memory where it can be retrieved and relived (experienced 

again).  

A phenomenological approach to experience seeks to 

capture customersÕ interpretation of Òwhat happened,Ó as it 

occurs. However, measuring phenomenological reactions 

to complex real world happenings (e.g., a grocery shopping 

trip) in real time is quite di#cult. And, more critically, 

measuring consumersÕ interpretations as they occur 

invariably disrupts and probably distorts the meanings you 

are trying to capture.

A more tractable indicator of customersÕ experiences is 

their memories of Òwhat happened.Ó All memories are 

interpretations; some are shallow while others are deep and 

perhaps unconscious. Direct requests to remember Òwhat 

happenedÓ are likely to yield relatively shallow meanings of 

experience. To identify the deeper aspects of experience, 

including customersÕ unconscious interpretations of Òwhat 

happened,Ó we need more sophisticated measures. !e 

Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET) uses 

metaphor to help customers access and describe the 

deeper, o&en unconscious meanings associated with an 

experience. During a ZMET interview customers tell 

stories about their remembered experiences, o&en in rich 

meaningful detail.  

In a past ZMET study, we directed patients at the 

Pi"sburgh ChildrenÕs Hospital--along with parents, doctors 

and nurses--to $nd images that express their experiences 

Customer Experience by Jerry Olson, Managing Partner

Thinking Deeply about
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Approach to 
Experience Interpretation Possible Measures Example

Observed  
behavior 

What happened An external observer’s account of 
events that occur and resulting 
customers’ behaviors. Captured by 
direct observation, ethnography or 
video recording.

Susan waited in line at Starbucks 
for 3.45 minutes.

Immediate, 
phenomenological 
experience

The feeling of “what 
happened,” as it 
occurred

Physiological measures or self-
reported thoughts and feelings taken 
during the situation. However, the 
act of measuring will degrade the 
validity of the responses.

Susan felt only slightly frustrated 
by her wait as she was intrigued 
by the product displays around 
her.

“True,”  
remembered 
experience

The meaning of what 
happened, as stored 
in memory

Retrospective interpretation of 
one’s behavior and feelings in a 
situation.  This process blends the 
memory of what happened with the 
currently activated mental frame to 
co-create the thoughts and feelings 
that are the experience, now. 

Over lunch, Susan told a friend 
about her recent visit to 
Starbucks. Her feelings about 
waiting in line to be served were 
not a relevant part of her 
remembered experience.  
Rather, she described two 
products that caught her interest 
during that time.

Figure 1: Three Approaches to Understanding Experience

∆ continued on next page
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within the hospital. !e stories they told about Òwhat 

happenedÓ in various places within the hospital revealed 

several deep mental frames that structured how they 

interpreted their experiences in the hospital. One 

important frame was Container. As people moved in and 

out of the various spaces in the hospital, they experienced 

thoughts and emotions of being constrained and even 

trapped in hospital Òcontainers.Ó !is insight inspired the 

architects to redesign key hospital spaces (patient rooms, 

waiting rooms, corridors, and relaxing spaces) to feel more 

open and free (less constricting).  

Another deep mental frame was Transformation, the 

core bene$t of a hospital. Of course, parents and medical 

personnel want to improve the health of the child patient.  

However, peoplesÕ experiences in the current hospital did 

not always feel transformative. In fact, many patients and 

their parents described experiencing uncertainty and 

pessimism. !ese negative experiences inspired the 

architects to introduce bright colors and bu"er'y mobiles 

on entering the hospital. !ey also created a long mural 

illustrating the life cycle of bu"er'ies (a classic symbol of 

transformation). !ese and other cues were designed to 

activate the deep frame of Transformation and create a 

more optimistic experience of anticipated transformation.  

It is unlikely asking direct questions about Òwhat 

happenedÓ in the hospital would have uncovered these 

deep insights. By using research tools like ZMET to reveal 

the deep and rich aspects of consumersÕ (interpreted) 

experiences, marketers can develop more e%ective ways to 

improve the experiences of their customers.

Carbone, Lewis P., Clued In: How to Keep Customers 

Coming Back Again and Again. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Financial Times Prentice Hall, 2004.

Pine, Joseph II and James H. Gilmore, "e Experience 

Economy: Work is "eatre & Every Business a Stage, Boston: 

Harvard Business School Press, 1999.

Zaltman, Gerald, How Customers "ink: Essential 

Insights into the Mind of the Market.  Boston: Harvard 

Business School Press, 2003.

changed, as did the recruitment le"ers. !e focus now 

suggests that if a student chooses UNC, he can expect to 

form satisfying connections to peers, school,  the world 

and himself.  Ms. Memory says that the ZMET results 

Òforced [us] to think from studentÕs perspective in every 

way.  Not just in admissions, but even communication with 

other departments. Changes in communications involve 

persuading and educating. Students were able to picture 

their lives immediately at Carolina.Ó  

!is innovative application of ZMET has also piqued 

the interest of at least one prominent education columnist.  

Jay Mathews of !e Washington Post calls the 

implementation of ZMET ÒintriguingÓ and suggests that a 

picture-gathering assignment might even be more 

informative than the traditional college application essay.   

Ms. Memory sums up UNCÕs experience by concluding, 

ÒWhen you put students $rst and listen Ð really listen Ð to 

students, amazing things happen. It was a signi$cant 

investment that de$nitely paid o%.  Nobody questions that.Ó 

Ultimately, thatÕs what all marketers want Ð deep insights 

that lead to new and successful ways of telling your story. 

Route to Enrollment     ∆ continued from page 2

Sybil Streeter, Ph.D, recently joined OZA as a Senior 
Research Associate.  Her past research topics have 
included olfaction, physical attractiveness, attachment and 
food preferences. 
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Part of a ZMET study is asking 

the par t ic ipant who had the 
experience to collect a set of 5-7 
images which express their thoughts 
and feelings about that experience. 
!e respondent creates, with the help 

of a graphic artist, a digital collage or 
combination of the images. !e 
collage and quotes above from one of 
the participants in the ZMET study 
for !e Broadway League captures the 

relevance of the Journey Deep 
Metaphor and brings forth the core 
emotion of excitement, which the 
Broadway experience can trigger. It is 
a special, bigger-than-life excitement 

which delivers a unique escape from 
the routine of our daily lives and more 
accessible entertainment formulas, 
like television. !e idea of celebration 
seems to be lurking beneath the 

surface for this respondent, and that 

could become a central element of the 
Broadway brand strategy.

You can and should brand the 
uniqueness of the experience you are 
o%ering.  !e brand should be created 

from the metaphors, archetypes, and 
emotional iconography associated in 
peopleÕs minds and not from a factual 
description of the experience. A trip 
on the Shinkansen Train in Japan can 

be a trip on a high-speed train from 
Tokyo to Osaka or it can be Òa ride on 
the Bullet Train.Ó Which brand 
experience is more enticing and 
engaging for you?
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Branding an Experience      ∆ continued from page 4

Joseph Plummer is a Senior Advisor at 
OZA and Adjunct Professor at Columbia 
Business School. He has had a long 
career in advertising, including serving 
as EVP at McCann Worldgroup.

• Ò!e exuberant woman means it is something that you 
anticipate. ItÕs an experience that you can get so excited about. 
An out-of-the-ordinary special occasion that you can really 
look forward to being involved with.Ó

• Ò!e eye represents how the Broadway experience involves 
all your senses. You get to see it, taste it. YouÕre talking to 
people, youÕre hearing music, youÕre listening to the sounds 
around youÉIt takes you to a place where youÕre not thinking 
about yourself.Ó

• Ò!e champagne means itÕs a special event. YouÕre nervous. 
YouÕre excited. YouÕre on your best behavior. You are trying to 
make an impression on yourself and others. ItÕs a festive kind of 
feeling.Ó
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