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THE BRAIN'S SHOPPING CENTRE REVEALED BY OPEN UNIVERSITY SCIENTISTS

The part of the brain that becomes active as you make a final choice for one brand of beans over another has been pinpointed by a team led by Open University scientists.

Using a revolutionary method of imaging the brain, they have identified the brain region that becomes active as the shopper reaches to the supermarket shelf to make their final choice.

Beyond the local supermarket, the findings, to be published in the journal Neural Plasticity, could go on to show the brain processes behind the conscious decisions people make when it comes to important life choices – quite apart from helping to shape advertising and marketing strategies.

The team from the OU and London Business School used a technique that measures the minute magnetic fields around the brain to identify its regions that are active during the second or so it takes for a person to make their shopping choice. 

Using the technique of magnetoencephalography (MEG), the team showed subjects an 18-minute videotour of a supermarket. During regular pauses in the tour, subjects were asked to make a choice between different brands and products on the shelves by pressing a button.

The team, which was led by OU Professor of Biology Steven Rose and OU Dean of Science Stephen Swithenby, found that the brain was hugely active during the 2.5seconds it took for the button press to be made.

"Within 80milliseconds their visual cortex responds as they perceive the choice items," said Professor Rose. "A little later, regions of the brain associated with memory and speech become active.
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"Finally, after about 800milliseconds  – and this was the surprising thing – if and only if they really prefer one of the choice items a region called the right parietal cortex becomes active.

"This then is the region of the brain involved in making conscious decisions – in this experiment about shopping choices, but maybe for more important life choices too."

Magnetoencephalography uses devices called SQUIDs (superconducting quantum interference devices) to measure the minute magnetic fluxes around the brain.

The research was organised and financed through Tim Ambler, a Senior Fellow at London Business School. It will be published in the next issue of the journal Neural Plasticity (Vol 8, no 4).

EDITOR'S NOTES
The team's work was undertaken at the Low Temperature Laboratory at Helsinki University of Technology in Espoo, Finland; the UK has yet to have MEG machines powerful enough for its work.
The team is made up of Dr Sven Braeutigam (of the Department of Physics and Astronomy, The Open University); Dr John Stins (Brain and Behaviour Research Group, The Open University), Professor Steven Rose (Brain and Behaviour Research Group, The Open University), Dr Stephen Swithenby (Department of Physics and Astronomy, The Open University) and Tim Ambler (Senior Fellow, London Business School).
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