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Recent advances in our understanding of the brain suggest that we may be able to use neuroscientific data to predict consumers’

attitudes and behavior. This roundtable will discuss promises and challenges of using techniques widely described in the popular press

as “mind-reading”, and their implications for theories of consumer behavior.
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Topic and Motivation
“Mind Reading” and Predicting Cognitive States: Can we predict behavior of consumers from their brain activity? Can we generalize 

predictions about behavior, generated from the brain activity in our subject samples, to the population at large? In short, are we able to “mind 
read”?  These are provocative questions that may seem to be squarely in the realm of science fiction, but progress in the intersection of neu-
roscience, psychology, and machine learning is making this an increasingly likely proposition. Early examples have demonstrated how neu-
roimaging data can be used to predict the cognitive states, including whether participants were viewing faces versus non-faces, tools versus 
non-tools, and, more ambitiously, the contents of natural scenery images. More recently, these studies have scaled up to more complex and 
abstract constructs, including the contents of specific scenes that participants were watching, or the efficacy of social marketing campaigns. 

Not surprisingly, these studies have been widely reported in the popular press, and have fueled expectations that we will soon be able 
to probe into the mind of consumers and predict when, where, and what they will buy. This leap from reconstructing our perception of the 
physical world to our inner thoughts and feelings, however, is a formidable one, and only recently are we starting to grasp the conceptual and 
technical hurdles. To use an analogy, this would be akin to predicting not only what moviegoers are watching, but also what they are thinking 
and feeling. 

Bridging Neuroscience and Consumer Behavior: In essence, these so-called “decoding” studies have taken the traditional approach in 
neuroimaging and turned it upside down. Historically, neuroimaging studies have sought to map the set of brain regions that respond system-
atically to experimental manipulations of cognitive states and/or behavior. In consumer neuroscience, for example, there have been several 
studies that have investigated brain regions that respond differentially to branded vs. unbranded items, or when making inferences about 
brands vs. about people. 

In contrast, decoding studies ask the question, “Are there patterns of brain activity that can be used to identify, or reconstruct, the outputs 
of the experiment, either in terms of the cognitive states, or the elicited behavior?” In particular, two new areas in cognitive neuroscience raise 
the provocative possibility of being able to do just what consumer researchers have sought for years: to be able to look into the mind of a con-
sumer, by-pass socially desirable responses, and predict a consumers decisions based on patterns of neural data alone. The first area involves 
the prediction of individual level behavior based on patterns of neural data. Using machine learning techniques that allow for multivariate 
statistical analysis, algorithms can be developed which classify behaviors based on prior behavioral exemplars. The second area involves neu-
ral “focus groups” which seek to utilize neural data to inform population level inferences beyond the ability of behavioral approaches alone.

Goal of the Current Roundtable
Despite the similarities in purpose between these new techniques, however, many differences exist that make it difficult for researchers 

with diverse backgrounds to initiate collaborative efforts: first, these methods make different assumptions regarding the relationship between 
neural structures. Second, the data required for machine learning analyses necessitates novel experimental design compared to traditional 
neuroimaging designs. Third, the two methods require substantially different levels of neurocognitive theory.    

This roundtable will serve as the starting point for discussion and collaboration between researchers interested in utilizing neuroscien-
tific data for predictive studies and those behavioral researchers interested in merging neural study data with secondary data. We have drawn 
together a diverse panel of experts in neuroscience and decision research to explore the strengths and limitations of each emerging technique. 
Several specific issues to be discussed are:

1. Conceptual and technical background of predictive methods.
2. Discussion of past experiences of panel members who have researched worked with multivariate imaging data.
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3. The most promising conceptual and methodological frontiers for applying predictive methodologies.

Interested and Likely-to-Benefit Audiences
This roundtable should be of interest to all consumer researchers, including both those who use biological methods and those who do not. 

Those interested in prediction of individual level neural data would find this roundtable stimulating and informative regarding the application 
of emerging techniques to address existing consumer research issues. For traditional consumer researchers, the discussion of existing and 
emerging techniques from the intersection of neuroimaging, machine learning, and decision-making, would provide a broader scope which 
would allow more nuanced discussion about appropriate analysis techniques. 

A primary challenge to wider adoption of these approaches in consumer behavior is the complexity of the tools involved, and requires 
considerably more technical expertise than traditional neuroimaging approaches. However, despite their interest in predicting behavior, 
consumer researchers in each area are only infrequently exposed to the key assumptions and existing limitations of the other. Hence this 
roundtable’s key contribution lies in actively addressing the assumptions and limitations of each predictive method.

Facilitating Pre-Conference Discussions
In order to facilitate pre-conference discussion that is both provocative and informal, we plan to utilize the ACR knowledge exchange 

forum and moderated emails between participants. Participants will be encouraged to provide informal summaries of existing research efforts 
along with discussion points focused on the challenges faced in applying predictive methodologies. These materials will be collected by the 
organizers and distributed to the finalized list of participants. Thus, these preconference efforts should maximize the value and vigor of the 
session itself.


