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THERE COMES A POINT AT WHICH EVER-INCREASING CONSUMER CHOICE 
DOES MORE TO CONFUSE THAN TO LIBERATE 

 
 

BRANDSPOTTING by Achim Schauerte 
 
Choose life. Choose a job. Choose a career. Choose a family. Choose a big screen LCD, 
choose washing machines, cars, and MP3 players. Choose good health, low cholesterol and 
dental insurance. Choose a cell phone. Choose your friends. Choose sitting on that couch 
watching mind-numbing spirit-crushing game shows, stuffing f*$&n’ junk food into your 
mouth. Choose your future. Choose life...  
 
 
The Freedom of Choice – Self-Determination 
 
Choose choice. Choice is a liberating force and the fundament of our democratic society. This 
is not only true for our political system, but also for a lot of other areas in our lives. Think of 
the variety of products you can choose from, think of the seemingly infinite choice of TV 
channels and websites. Think of the number of alternative designs for life you are able to 
follow, including decisions concerning your family, your career, your social networks that are 
ultimately the different aspects that sum up your personality. 
 
Choice has become the modern mantra of our society. At the core of this mantra is a strong 
belief in individuality and the ability to express yourself in a seemingly unique construct of 
your own identity. Identity: according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, identity is a very 
strong need sitting at the apex of that pyramid. Self-actualization is the “instinctual need of 
humans to make the most of their abilities and to strive to be the best they can.”1 What 
liberates you, is the persuasion that you are free to create your own identity and your own 
concept of life, without anyone imposing something on you. Being, the idea of self-
determination.  
 
 
The Paradox of Choice – Multitude of Options 
 
In his book “The Paradox of Choice”, Barry Schwartz argues that choice is not just confusing 
but is downright oppressive.2 Basically choice means that you have to decide. It’s that easy. 
The confusion of making a decision increases proportionally with the number of possible 
alternatives – hence the expression, ‘Heavy is the head that wears the crown’. That might 
sound pretty exaggerated when it comes to choosing from different chewing gums, but when 
it comes to your own concept of life and your personality, this crown might weigh pretty 
heavy. Being your own master means making decisions. The reverse side of the medal of 
‘self-determination’ is called your ‘own responsibility’.   
 
The multitude of options is a tyranny because the more choices you have, the more depressed 
you get by the feeling of making the wrong decisions and missing something else, something 
different, something better. Whether it is the new computer you just bought, the field of study 
you chose, your job, your partner, your whole life.  

                                                
1 Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-actualization), sorry I didn’t find the definition in English 
anywhere else. 
2 Schwartz, Barry (2004) The Paradox of Choice 
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The Balance of Choice – Defining your Identity 
 
How does your separate identity relate to the choices you have as a consumer? Consumer 
choice means choosing products. Products are expressed by brands, and in our liberated 
society, brands increasingly replace other rituals that endow identity. The point at which ever-
increasing consumer choice does more to confuse than to liberate, seems to depend on three 
interconnected factors and consequently cannot be pinpointed generally. Those are the 
consumer, the category and the brand. 
 
 
The Consumer  
 
The point between confusion and liberation highly depends on your individual perspective as 
a consumer. Take women and men for example. When it comes to product choice, women 
seem to be completely liberated, while most men often feel completely lost and confused 
when confronted with the sheer infinite product variety of the average hypermarket shelf. Or 
think about your parents. Are they still able to follow all the technological innovations and the 
superheated business of media, trends and brands? The way you handle choice highly depends 
on your environment, your age, your gender, your cultural background and your personal 
interests. These influences define the individual needs and the categories in which you search 
for inspiration, inspiration for defining your own identity.   
 
 
The Category  
 
Categories are the framework to make the world of product variety more accessible. They 
structure the chaos. But at the same time the ‘law of division’ implies that the category is the 
main force that drives the explosion of choice, as “the marketing arena can be viewed as an 
ever-expanding sea of categories”3. While you search for orientation, marketers seem to 
confuse you. ‘The Long Tail’4 praises the ‘paradise of choice’ of our new digital age. But the 
examples given mainly concentrate on the category of media goods. When it comes to DVDs, 
MP3s and books, we probably like diversity and choice. Well at least I do? How about you? 
But is this really true for all types of consumers and categories? The Internet might help you 
and me to turn the complicated and confusing variety of goods into clear and manageable 
complexities, but it doesn’t endow identity. And categories become increasingly irrelevant in 
the presence of strong brands.  
 
 
Brands with Identity  
 
Brands are what really navigates us through the chaos of consumer choice. Brands with a 
‘lighthouse identity’5. Brands that represent the category and become visible for us as 
consumers, even if we are not looking for them. 
 

                                                
3 Ries, Al & Trout, Jack (1994) The 22 Immutable Laws of Marketing, see the ‘Law of the Category’ and the 
‘Law of Division’. 
4 Anderson, Chris (2006) The Long Tail 
5 Morgan, Adam (1999) Eating the Big Fish, see the Second Credo: Build a Lighthouse Identity 
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The liberation of defining our own identities is a synthesis of self-expression in a socialized 
world. We want to be individuals but at the same time we are gregarious animals. Identity 
brands satisfy both of these needs. They provide individuality as well as belonging. They 
allow us “to be part of a group that’s different”6. They endow identity. These brands 
overcome the category and liberate us from the paradox of choice.  
 
So what am I doing now? I'm choosing brands. I'm looking for them already. I'm going to be 
just like you: the job in advertising, the family, the f*$&n’ big screen Samsung LCD, the 
Whirlpool, the BMW, the iPod, the Nokia, Fitness Company membership, dental insurance, 
IKEA, H&M, Samsonite, DIY, game shows, Amazon, McDonald’s, children, walks in the 
park, nine to seven, good at golf, washing the car, family Christmas, tax exemption, clearing 
the gutters, getting by, looking ahead … the day you die. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Achim Schauerte 
Junior Strategist, Strategic Planning,  
Ogilvy & Mather Düsseldorf, Germany 
January 2007 
    

                                                
6 Ragas, Matthew W. & Bueno, Bolivar J. (2002) The Power of Cult Branding, see Rule 1 
 
  The intro and the ending are inspired by and partly taken from ‘Trainspotting’, one of the greatest movies of all  
   times. 

 


