Information overload: enough already!!

By  Paul Herbig

“Everybody gets so much information all day long that they lose their common sense.”

Gertrude Stein

Information  creation and processing now account for  over half of all economic activity in the United States, compared to less than 18% in 1900.  Scientific and technical information now doubles every 4 to 5 years.  The new knowledge gained in the decade of the nineties exceeded all the information accumulated since the dawn of civilization. In a recent Price Waterhouse survey of 300 British businesses, 71% indicated that while uncertainty was not a problem five years ago, it has become a major one in trying to manage information-processing strategies today. Often, as a result, Customers have become cynical, confused, and frugal with their pursestrings.

Consumers are inundated with selling messages.  Thirty years ago the estimate was 1700 messages per day for the average consumer.  In 1991,  that number was revisited and revised upward to almost double that of before—to 3000/messages per day.  I almost hate to attempt to predict what the number is today—as if 3000 were not enough.  Messages include not just TV ads, spam, newspaper or magazine ads, but the constant noise of marquees, signs, posters, continuously attempting to grab your attention.  This has led to consumers becoming more and more ‘numb,’ that is tuning out the large majority of messages seen or heard.  Technology has brought to us more information through more channels.  Cable TV offers up to 500 channels; the Internet millions of sites; tens of thousands of books are published every year.  This onslaught will only continue to increase.

Changes in communications technology only worsen the effect of information overload: the rise of the internet is certainly one such example.  The result is very  few consumers really comprehend what is being said but often are afraid to look stupid by asking questions. Consumers often respond by doing nothing and/or filtering out the anxiety-creating message. Overload usually occurs when the nature of the information is   uncertain, ambiguous,  novel,  complex, or  intense.
The average American is exposed to 61,556 words from the mass media each day which works out to just under 4,000 words per waking hour, about 60 words per waking minute per person per day.   The supply of mass communications per capita (in the US) is growing at a double digit rate. Advertisements are everywhere.  The constant exposure  results in the almost total unconscious rejection, filtering,  and total ignoring of the messages received. This is the age of consumer information overload.
Studies show that effectiveness suffers when too much information is readily available. Dysfunctional consequences could occur when the imposed information load exceeds the processing capacity of the consumer.

Information overload can be seen in the vast increase in the number and variety of options available to the average American (how many types of headache relief are there—40, 50, 60 or more—count them when you go to the store the next time and don’t forget to include different flavors, delivery options, containers, etc).   Choice operates as an inverted ‘U’ effect: if no choice exists, considerable dissatisfaction results; as the options increases satisfaction and happiness increases but only to a point; as more and more options are available past that peak, confusion, frustration, dissatisfaction and paralysis can result.  Have you ever been to a restaurant with page after page of menu items and found your decision making to take many times what it ordinarily would have? That this increased option phenomena has decreased well-being can be seen in the fact that the American “happiness quotient” has slowly but consistently been decreasing for over thirty years—an entire generation of consumers.  Even in today’s great wealth and plethora of options, a record number of Americans have been diagnosed as clinically depressed (one expert says depression in 2000 is ten times as likely as it was n 1900). 

What are marketers to do?  There is a fine line between enough and too much information (choices/options).  Just as the marquee in a fast food ad had enough options to keep the family reading and discussing for hours, too much can overwhelm.  Provide sufficient options available but do not overwhelm them with choice.  Secondly, providing consumers with “recommendations,”  “Special of the day.”  Or “Manager’s choice,” will assist many overwhelmed consumers with their decision-making.  And finally, control the expectations of your customers; don’t promise ‘everything” you could ever want (nowadays an unobtainable aspiration) but provide a strong selection of what they should need based upon your many years of experience.

If you feel like you are being besieged by infinite information everywhere all the time, you are not alone—but you can do something about it if only you set your mind to do so.

Information overload is the phenomenon of too much information overloading a consumer and causing adverse judgmental decision making; it means sheer increase in information available will seriously impair if not downright inhibit consumer decision making abilities. Consumers are often faced with large amounts and a wide variety of information which is so prevalent and obtrusive in the environment.  Although consumers develop mechanisms for limiting their intake of information, their limited processing capacity can become cognitively overloaded if they attempt to process “too much” information in a limited time, and this can result in confusion, cognitive strain, and other dysfunctional consequences  .  Human assimilation and comprehension abilities are not evolving at the same rate as information production and transmission rates.  A growing number of people are beginning to exhibit  symptoms of information  overload because so much information is being presented  in such a short time that people are incapable of assimilating it all before the next batch arrives. Information overload creates two  major obstacles to decision making:   the inability to locate what is relevant due to sheer volume, and overlooking what is most critical among relevant data.  The challenge to  any user of information is to extract information that is strategically useful and to organize it to serve the decision-making process. Information overload causes society to be data rich and information poor

Therefore,  1) information overload can have adverse affects on consumer decision making; 2) this overload results when the information load exceeds the consumer’s processing capability; 3) most consumers have the ability to ignore or be highly selective of the information available;  4) its existence is leading to a state where many advertisers feel their own message is being lost among all the rest of the clutter in the media; and finally 5) goes beyond consumers to organizations, technologists, and all users of information.

