
Eye contact with a kick
09/12/2018 What goes on in the minds of passersby when they see the new Porsche 911? 
Neuroscientist Leonhard Schilbach has answers.  

The object catches the eye in passing. The passerby is jarred. The normal sequence—glance, register, 
and proceed—hits a snag. Then the penny drops: this thing must be new! That’s normally all it takes. As 
complex as the human mind is, seducing it is a disarmingly straightforward proposition: simply show it 
something unknown, something new, and it immediately responds enthusiastically.

“The brain likes novelty” is a truism of cognitive science. A glimpse of something new—a car, a watch, 
or perhaps a cell phone—immediately triggers excitement in the brain of the beholder. Dopamine is 
released, and the brain’s reward center kicks into action. The likelihood of risking a second or third 
glance increases enormously. Everyone has experienced it. The question is: why? How does the 
individual benefit from this reflexive fixation on the new?

Humans love the familiar
The answer, in simplified terms, is that anything new could be dangerous. As a rule, humans love the 



familiar. That was the case in the Stone Age and hasn’t changed in the cosmopolitan context of twenty-
first-century urban life. The chief priority is making sure that everything is safe, understood, and under 
control.

 
Our brain constantly makes predictions of how our environment should look and what’s likely to happen 
next. And that’s immensely useful in helping us make our way through the world with the least possible 
effort. If we suddenly see something new or unknown, it sets off our alarm bells: a prediction error has 
occurred, one might say. The continuously updated forecast “All clear!” is suddenly wrong.

This kind of reaction can be triggered by a new Porsche driving by, the latest iPhone, or seeing George 
Clooney on the other side of the street. For our distant ancestors in the Neander Valley 130,000 to 
30,000 years ago, George Clooney might have been a predator. “Danger!” All systems are immediately 
switched to high alert.

The new provides a shot of dopamine
What used to save lives now provides a kick and a rush of joy. The new provides a shot of dopamine, a 
largely stimulating neurotransmitter of the central nervous system. It’s the elixir behind our most 
private desires: love, lust, passion. Scientists from the University of Bonn recently discovered that even 
photos of sports cars can activate the reward centers of the brain.

 
But how do we notice new things in the first place? No question: the bigger, louder, and more colorful 
the car is, the greater the likelihood that we’ll notice it. If it’s roaring down the street, most passersby 
will turn their heads. But our attention isn’t quite as simplistic as that, because our salience detectors 
spring into action at the same time. These are regions of the brain that evaluate the importance of 
stimuli through continuous feedback loops. If the result is “relevant,” the detectors ensure that we take 
a closer look. Emotions play a central role in this. Experts estimate that 95 percent of all such decisions 
are determined by emotions. So it’s entirely possible for someone to intuitively remember that the card 
with a 911 on it, in a game of Top Trumps played decades ago, was sure to win a trick—a memory that 
informs future behavior in a matter of milliseconds, beyond any rational thought.

The early Porsche advertisement is no fiction
Children lack this process of weighing the consequences. They see a new car and simply make a beeline 
for it with a rush of curiosity and delight. The early Porsche advertisement depicting a young boy 
clinging to a 911 and pressing his nose flat against the window is no fiction—it’s a reality. It’s an 
astonishing, if common, experience to observe little children recognizing a Porsche when they see one, 
which is almost certainly due to the iconographic design, the epitome of a sports car.



The words “recognizing a Porsche” lead inexorably to the Porsche brand. It has—within fractions of a 
second—a definitive influence on our perception process. What do I associate with the brand? What 
image does it have? Is it positive or negative? And then the cultural and societal knowledge that we save 
in our social brain feeds into the process. All of a sudden we don’t see just a car, we see an object of 
desire. A form that stands for wealth, for success, and above all, for freedom. The drive to overcome 
boundaries has been an intrinsic part of the human spirit for millennia. It seems to be useful, and that’s 
why it has been retained.

 
What that means in practice is this: the glimpse of something like a new Porsche allows a momentary 
flight from reality into another life, a daydream. This has nothing to do with whether the person can 
afford it, mind you. A brand like Porsche recruits fans from all walks of life, around the world. Our brains 
spontaneously recognize a new model as relevant, which is a positive event. Emotionally, there are 
certainly many more Porsche drivers worldwide than the number of buyers in the customer files of the 
dealerships.

The 911 as part of one’s own picture of society
Our social brains never sleep. That part of ourselves that’s constantly comparing our own status with 
that of others has a strong influence on our perception of a new car. A key aspect is the owner of the 
object of desire. If we find a similarity between ourselves and the owner of the 911—in terms of age, 
appearance, attire, watch, dialect, dog, or sticker of a favorite soccer team—the conclusion is 
instantaneous: that could be us. And our brains suddenly set off a fireworks display of reward 
neurotransmitters that feels amazing. So we’re happy to take an extended look.

The extraordinary thing about the 911 is the fact that this sports car, which only a small percentage of 
drivers in the world possess, is regarded as part of one’s own picture of society. One’s proud of it, 
despite not owning one personally. It’s a famous friend from back in the day. From Top Trumps.

Consumption data

911 Carrera S (Predecessor model)

911 Carrera 4S (Predecessor model)

*Further information on the official fuel consumption and the official specific CO₂ emissions of new passenger cars can be found 
in the "Leitfaden über den Kraftstoffverbrauch, die CO₂-Emissionen und den Stromverbrauch neuer Personenkraftwagen" (Fuel 
Consumption, CO₂Emissions and Electricity Consumption Guide for New Passenger Cars), which is available free of charge at all 
sales outlets and from DAT (Deutsche Automobil Treuhand GmbH, Helmuth-Hirth-Str. 1, 73760 Ostfildern-Scharnhausen, 
www.dat.de).
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