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  INTRODUCTION




  ‘If you would persuade, you must appeal to


  interest rather than intellect.’




  Benjamin Franklin




  




     

  




  In 1957, a middle-aged American market researcher announced a discovery that so outraged and frightened the general public that the

  CIA was ordered to investigate its potentially terrifying implications. Newsday magazine called it the most alarming invention since the atomic bomb.




  The man responsible for the uproar was James Vicary, a heavyset man with the oversized features and perpetual scowl of a security guard. Vicary was a self-proclaimed expert at

  ‘depth-probing’, or the alleged science of delving into the psyche of consumers. Earlier in the 1950s, he had spent time researching the behaviour of customers in shops, using hidden

  cameras to investigate the relationship between women shoppers’ patterns of eye blinks and their purchasing intentions. The goal was to predict women’s shopping preferences from their

  eyes alone, but his research findings were disappointing and he quietly dropped the topic.




  But it was his innovation in a movie theatre in suburban New Jersey for which he shall forever be remembered. During showings of the movie Picnic over a period of six weeks, he repeatedly

  projected the words ‘Drink Coca-Cola’ and ‘Hungry? Eat popcorn’ on screen at five-second intervals. Each phrase appeared on screen for only a three-thousandth of a second,

  too briefly for the audience to be aware that they had seen advertising messages at all. Rather amazingly though, Vicary reported that he managed to boost sales of Coca-Cola by

  18 per cent and popcorn by a startling 58 per cent. He had invented subliminal advertising.




  The public was appalled. Average Americans worried that they could be made to buy just about anything against their will while the New Yorker magazine condemned Vicary’s

  machinations because, in its view, minds were being ‘broken and entered’. Legislators in Washington, D. C., launched campaigns against what they saw as a clearly unethical technique,

  asking the government’s Federal Communications Commission to ban the use of subliminal advertising.




  There were other concerns too. This was the 1950s, the height of the Cold War against the communist regime of the Soviet Union. The Soviets had just beaten the United States in the space race by

  successfully launching their Sputnik 1 craft into orbit around the Earth. The fact that the Soviets had succeeded in launching the world’s first ever man-made object into space was a serious

  blow to the American public’s belief in capitalism. To compound the problem, communism was establishing a stronghold in China too. The American public felt under siege from all sides and

  paranoia about the threat from communist countries was high. What if a foreign government used this terrifying new subliminal technology for the purpose of political indoctrination, slipping the

  propaganda message ‘convert to communism’ into American movies? Whole swathes of the American public might be coerced into altering their political beliefs or committing other heinous

  acts without even realising they had been influenced to do so.




  The CIA moved swiftly to investigate Vicary’s claims. Assembling a task force of psychologists, behaviour experts, and intelligence operatives to examine the dangers

  of subliminal advertising, they produced a secret report within the space of a year. ‘The Operational Potential of Subliminal Perception’ was thankfully declassified in 1994, so we now

  know the document’s findings.1 1




  The CIA concluded that the power of subliminal advertising had been greatly exaggerated. Despite the furore in the popular press, the effects were short-lived and too unpredictable to manipulate

  people’s behaviour in any meaningful fashion. Certainly, there was no threat that it could be deployed to coerce people to behave dangerously or against their will. Perhaps certain members of

  the CIA were even disappointed that the practice couldn’t be used to compel foreign agents to act in ways that might benefit the United States.




  Reputable researchers from universities around the world were also unable to replicate Vicary’s findings. In identical tests, they reported over and over again that subliminal messages

  either had no effects or only tiny effects that were nearly inconsequential. How could Vicary have boosted popcorn sales by 58 per cent?




  Answer: he hadn’t. A few years later, in 1962, Vicary finally admitted in a magazine interview that he had made the whole story up. He had not collected data about the effects of

  subliminal advertising even once, let alone over the course of six weeks. He had not succeeded in boosting Coke and popcorn sales. In fact, he confessed that ‘we hadn’t done any

  research’. It had all been a hoax, a lie, a patent untruth. He had dreamed up the idea in a desperate attempt to ‘stir things up’, to generate publicity for the floundering agency

  that he ran.2




  To repeat then: subliminal advertising doesn’t work. Yet if you ask most people today, they still think it does. It persists as a legend. It lives on as an urban myth,

  because we all remain fascinated by the psychological methods that can be used to influence us.




  The psychology of influence and persuasion




  I was about 10 years old the first time I can remember really wanting to influence someone, to change someone’s mind. We’d learned in school one week that

  smoking cigarettes was bad for us. Really bad. In a biology lesson, there was a hush amongst the class as our teacher Mrs Beard told us of the poisons contained within cigarette smoke. She

  told us that cigarettes contained a gooey black substance called tar that could clog our lungs. She reminded us that when we went swimming and got water in our mouths by accident, we choked and

  coughed when it got into our lungs. And she asked us to imagine how it might feel if we got tar – which was 10 times thicker, more syrupy, and poisonous too – into our lungs.




  I was horrified. Not because I had ever smoked a cigarette or even planned on trying one, but because my dad smoked. I went home and told him how dangerous smoking was for him. I told him how

  cigarettes led to lung diseases, how he could end up having breathing difficulties, how he could even end up with lung cancer.




  Dad listened stoically to the arguments. He nodded and said he’d think about quitting. Except he carried on smoking.




  I didn’t understand why. He had definitely grasped the arguments against smoking. He even seemed to agree with the points I’d made. I felt confused, frustrated, even a little scared.

  Why wouldn’t he stop?




  Thankfully, the tale has a happy ending. Dad did stop smoking. But it took nearly three years of constant nagging and pleading, encouraging and cajoling from myself

  and the rest of the family before he quit. Surely there had to be a better, less frustrating way of changing someone’s mind than that?




  Fast-forward 10 years and I was looking for my answers, to uncover the methods and manoeuvres that could change people’s attitudes and alter their behaviour. Studying for an undergraduate

  degree in psychology at the University of Bristol, I came across one particular research report that resonated deeply with me.




  In 1964, the Surgeon General in the United States published a definitive report linking cigarette smoking to lung cancer. The connection between the two is widely accepted nowadays, but at the

  time it was sensational news and a shock to many people. Shortly after the announcement, two academics at UCLA in California conducted a survey of several hundred people in nearby Santa Monica,

  gathering their views on the Surgeon General’s conclusions.3




  They found that the vast majority of non-smokers acknowledged there was enough evidence to prove that smoking could cause cancer. Perhaps rather predictably though, smokers were far more

  sceptical of the link between the two and tended to play down the health risks; they dismissed the overwhelming medical evidence by making arguments such as ‘Smoking is better than excessive

  eating or drinking,’ and ‘Many smokers live a long time.’ My favourite retort was when smokers claimed, ‘Lots of things are a hazard.’ Yes, lots of things are

  dangerous, but doctors don’t recommend swimming with sharks or jumping off tall buildings without a parachute either.




  The study confirms what most of us have long suspected. People are rarely convinced by facts alone. Even when faced with a well-crafted argument and irrefutable evidence about why they should

  stop doing something or start doing something else, they can still choose to ignore it.




  Think about your own experiences of trying to influence and persuade the people in your life. I’m willing to bet that you’ve been frustrated on plenty of occasions that your words

  and arguments weren’t enough to change people’s minds. Maybe you have tried to get a member of your family to do a couple more household chores, perhaps to take the rubbish out or not

  to leave wet towels on the bathroom floor, only to find yourself being the one to have to do it time and time again. Perhaps you’ve explained to colleagues why they should do a project your

  way only to discover it all went wrong because they chose to ignore your good advice. Or you’ve tried to coax a child to eat her greens, but still saw her feeding her broccoli to the dog when

  she thought you weren’t looking.




  People can be irrational, fiercely obstinate, self-indulgent, capricious, and even childish. Telling them how they should behave rarely gets them to change their ways. No matter how

  logical and sensible our advice or recommendations, they can decide to continue regardless. Worse than that, by telling people what they should or shouldn’t do, we may actually make them feel

  like doing exactly the opposite.




  I decided to write this book because I felt frustrated. There are a fair few books that claim to reveal the secrets of influence or hidden techniques for persuasion. You’re probably

  familiar with the genre. Do their techniques work? Maybe some of the time. But because they are based only on their own personal experiences rather than the proven science of persuasion, they may

  not work for everyone.




  Well, this book isn’t about my theories or the ideas of any single person, no matter how well meaning but perhaps misguided they may be. It’s based on proven studies published

  by eminent researchers, lauded professors, and even the occasional Nobel Prize-winning academic; these studies come with proof that certain tactics and techniques can

  work for completely ordinary people. You’re in the right place if you wish to understand the psychology of influence and persuasion without all of the hype and outlandish claims that are

  sometimes made about the field.




  Over the last few decades, a stellar cast of researchers including psychologists and anthropologists, neuroscientists and economists all over the world have been quietly amassing evidence about

  the forces and methods that genuinely change minds and alter behaviour. In field studies and laboratory experiments covering situations ranging from dating and children’s education to

  business negotiations and the promotion of environmentally friendly behaviour, pioneering scientists have gathered a remarkable body of evidence about the approaches that encourage or even compel

  people to change their attitudes and actions.




  How can we make requests that others won’t want to refuse? How can we use our body language to change how people see us? How can we motivate people to work harder? How can we encourage

  people to behave more honestly? How can we encourage friends and family, customers and colleagues to heed our advice and do as we say? These are the sorts of questions we’ll explore. In

  attempting to answer such questions, I’ve structured the book into nine chapters and a conclusion, each of which covers a major theme as follows:
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          Chapter One: The Wisdom of Crowds. Anxious parents worry that peer pressure could push their children into dangerous behaviours such as trying drugs or having

          underage sex. But it turns out that people of all ages are swayed by social pressures. No matter how independent we might think we are, it turns out that we’re actually pack

          animals, following the crowd and going along with what everyone else is doing. The good news is that this revelation can help us to influence others in situations ranging from winning over intransigent family members and customers to conquering unruly children in the classroom.
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        Chapter Two: Secret Signals. Scientists have made remarkable discoveries about how our body language sends secret messages directly into the minds of other people,

        somehow bypassing their conscious awareness yet still boosting our chances of success when we ask people out on a date or want to make a great impact during a job interview. Really,

        there’s a lot of nonsense on television and in popular magazines about body language, but in this chapter I’ll share with you lessons that are proven by science.
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        Chapter Three: The Power of Words and Labels. We’re so used to communicating with language that we don’t always appreciate the power of the words we

        choose. In fact, psychologists know that changing even a single seemingly insignificant word in a sentence can have astonishing effects on our ability to convince and persuade others.

        Want to know how? In this chapter, I’ll reveal how a little more care with language and the labels we use to describe others can help us to shape both people’s expectations and

        their behaviour.
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        Chapter Four: From Small Steps to Big Effects. How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time, of course. The old riddle tells us that we should break down large,

        daunting goals into smaller steps, which seems eminently sensible advice. Along similar lines, when we want someone to agree to a huge request, we might be better off getting them to agree to

        a smaller one first. Because when people invest even a seemingly insignificant amount of time or effort in an activity, it can create a snowball of momentum that can lead to powerful changes

        in behaviour.
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        Chapter Five: Invoking the Imagination and Telling Tales. Human beings are the only species on the planet with the ability to conceive things

        we’ve never seen. We’re also the only species that tells stories. We tend to think of conjuring up imaginary scenes and telling stories as the provenance of children, but it turns

        out that both tap into the way the brain is wired, giving us further hooks for influencing and persuading others.
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        Chapter Six: Friendship and Favours. It’s hardly news that people are more likely to be wooed and won over by folks they know and like. While lasting

        friendships can take months or even years to develop though, psychologists have isolated the social forces that accelerate how people bond and connect with each other. So if you’d like

        to win friends and influence people, this chapter will show you not only how but also why it works.
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        Chapter Seven: The Perils of Prizes. Of course we can change people’s behaviour by rewarding them with gifts and bonuses for doing something. But research

        tells us that incentives – not only in the workplace but also in the home and even classroom – can often have unintended, disastrous consequences too. Thankfully, researchers do

        not leave us in the lurch and tell us exactly how we can use the right kinds of rewards to motivate and guide people in ways that benefit us all.
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        Chapter Eight: The Peculiar Power of Circumstantial Persuasion. In the world of fine art, the curators of galleries go to great pains to find the right frame to

        display portraits. The right frame can help a work of art to become breathtaking; the wrong one can make it seem humdrum or even amateurish. It turns out the same is true in human

        decision-making too. People are swayed by so-called framing effects. We don’t simply listen to offers or requests and calculate in a cool-headed fashion the one that suits us best.

        Instead, we’re highly sensitive to the circumstances in which we find ourselves and the contexts in which information is presented. Even when those circumstances should be irrelevant,

        they often are not, which causes at times both miraculous and frightening results.
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        Chapter Nine: Instant Influence: Speedy Techniques for Persuasion in a Hurry. Most of us get into habits, routines, and customary ways of thinking. We get used to

        saying ‘no’ to certain requests because that’s what we’re used to doing, for example when an unwanted caller tries to sell us something over the phone or when a

        stranger on the street asks us to sign a petition. In this chapter, we’ll discover how the art of surprise and breaking people out of their reverie can encourage other people to take

        our requests more seriously.
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        Conclusions: Practising Principled Persuasion. At the risk of sounding a little melodramatic, the techniques contained within this book are so powerful that they

        could equally be used for good or evil. We could choose to influence people in mutually beneficial ways or manoeuvre people into doing what they might not really want to do. So this

        concluding chapter talks about the psychology of manipulation – and why it might not ultimately be such a great idea.


      

    


  




  

    As we delve into the psychology of influence and persuasion, we’ll cover all sorts of territory. We shall look at studies in which hapless research assistants asked

    women out on dates or even begged for money from strangers on the street – all in the interests of science, of course. We will expose the inner workings of the human mind with the aid of

    modern brain-scanning technologies as used by the world’s leading neuroscientists. We shall even look at observations of monkeys by animal behaviourists to understand not only the

    psychology of changing minds, but also the very evolutionary origins of humanity.


  




  The research on influence and persuasion is endlessly varied and I promise it’s going to be a fascinating journey with occasionally unexpected insights and

  conclusions. Shall we start in Chapter One by exploring what Nazism, people’s likes and dislikes in pop music, and meal choices in Chinese restaurants can teach us about the science of

  changing minds?




  

    

      

        

          

            ‘So what?’




            After finishing my studies (I spent three years as an undergraduate psychologist, one year working as a research assistant, and a

            further three years researching my PhD in psychology), I decided to leave the world of research. I’d had enough of the gentle pace of academic life and wanted something a little

            more dynamic. My first job was as a junior consultant at The Boston Consulting Group, an international management consultancy.




            As a junior consultant, my job for the two years I spent at the firm was to gather and analyse data about organisations and the markets in which they

            operated. Once I’d ‘crunched’ the data for a client organisation, I typed up my conclusions and recommendations as a set of PowerPoint slides. Before sending them to the

            client, I’d show them to my manager, who would frequently ask me, ‘So what?’




            Time and again, he’d go through my slide presentation with a pen, scribbling the phrase ‘So what?’ when I wasn’t clear enough

            with my line of thinking. He explained that clients weren’t interested in the data or even really the analyses that I’d performed; what they most wanted to know were the

            conclusions, what the data meant, the implications, and actions they should take.




            In that spirit, I’ve included a number of boxes to capture the ‘So what?’. If you’re reading this book because you want to

            become more influential and persuasive, I’ll pop key recommendations about the actions you might take into these boxes.




            If you get to the end of the nine chapters and conclusions but find that you’re still hungry for even more practical advice, the book

            doesn’t stop there. I’ve also included a separate collection of resources at the very end of the book, which I’ve called The Influence Toolkit. It starts on this page and

            includes not only brief summaries of the key findings from each chapter, but also exercises and activities that will help you to incorporate the tools of influence and persuasion into

            both your professional and personal life.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  the wisdom of crowds




  ‘When people are free to do as they please,


  they usually imitate each other.’




  Eric Hoffer




  




     

  




  At around the same time as James Vicary was conning the world with his subliminal advertising, a respectable professor of

  psychology named Solomon Asch was also deceiving people in his own way. In a series of landmark experiments in the 1950s, Asch demonstrated that individuals’ actions were unduly swayed by the

  behaviour of the people around them. For over half a century, his studies have been interpreted as evidence that we smother our intentions and conform to peer pressure in order to be accepted.

  However, the advent of brain imaging technology in the last handful of years has uncovered that the truth may be even more startling: social pressures may change not only how we behave, but how we

  see the world itself.




  Born in 1907, Solomon Asch grew up in Warsaw in Poland but moved to the United States in 1920, where he was drawn to the study of human behaviour and became a professor at the prestigious

  Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania. When the rise of Nazism in Germany ignited the Second World War and led to the occupation of Poland, he took a very personal interest in understanding how such

  hateful ideologies had managed to sweep across not only his homeland but so much of Europe. He felt driven to ask: was there something fundamentally wrong with the German people or could

  Nazism have happened even in the heart of the US?




  In his most famous experiment, he invited college students to participate in a psychological experiment on visual judgement. Imagine for a moment that you’re one of

  these student volunteers. You arrive at a classroom to find six other students there with you. The researcher, a pipe-smoking gentleman with receding white hair and quizzical eyebrows, allows you

  all to sit down before he begins. With the merest hint of an Eastern European accent, he asks you and the rest of the group to settle in a row of chairs facing him.




  The researcher explains that he will hold up two large white cards. One card will have a single black line on it; the second card will have three lines on it. Your task is simple enough: you

  must pick which of the three lines (marked 1, 2 or 3) is identical to the single line in length.




  [image: ]




  During each round, the researcher says that he will show the group different pairs of cards and, without conferring, everyone must call out their answers in turn, starting with

  the person on his right and ending with the person on his left. Finding yourself sat on his far left, you will be the last person in the group to speak.




  The researcher turns over the first pair of cards. Looking at the two cards, you’re certain it’s line 3 that matches the single line. Indeed, the other subjects in the experiment

  call out, ‘Three,’ unanimously. When it gets to your turn, you confidently say, ‘Three,’ as well.




  On the second round, everyone agrees this time that the match is with line number 2. Despite some initial apprehension about taking part in a psychological experiment, you relax a little.




  On the third round, you think the matching line is number 1. However, the first person in the group says, ‘Two.’ You turn to look at him but the next person

  also says, ‘Two,’ and so does the third person. You look back at the lines and scrutinise them carefully to make sure that you didn’t make a mistake. Squinting at the lines and

  flicking your eyes back and forth, you’re not quite so certain now. Maybe it is one of the other lines after all?




  By the time it’s your turn to speak, you’re feeling distinctly uncomfortable. Sure, you initially thought it was line number 1, but all six of the other people in the room have said

  they think it’s line 2. All eyes are on you. Will you trust what you thought was the right answer and say, ‘One’ or go with the crowd and say, ‘Two’?




  In Asch’s rather devious original study, what subjects didn’t know was that there was only one real participant every time: the one who was last to answer. All of the other members

  of the group were accomplices who had been instructed beforehand to give unanimously incorrect answers during specified rounds of the experiment.




  Nowadays it’s common knowledge that research investigators – especially pesky psychologists like me – often deceive experimental subjects in the interests of science. Being

  savvy citizens of the twenty-first century, you and I would probably suspect that we’re being hoodwinked under similar circumstances. But back in the 1950s, only a handful of subjects

  suspected that the rest of the group was colluding together.




  Removing those few subjects from his data, Asch found that 75 per cent of the remaining, unsuspecting participants bowed to majority rule and, in seeming defiance of their senses, called out the

  incorrect line at least once. By comparison, when subjects were allowed to match the lines without the presence of the other alleged subjects, they made mistakes less than 1 per cent of the

  time.4




  Many commentators have interpreted Asch’s findings as evidence that people are weak-willed and unable to speak the truth in the face of unanimous peer pressure. In the context of the

  Second World War, some observers opined that maybe the people of Germany were not remarkable for having let Nazism spread. Faced with such strong social forces, even the most

  questioning and morally observant individuals – in any nation – may perhaps have found it almost impossible to resist the majority view.




  In our own lives, most of us have at times found it easier to conform and go along with the group’s judgement than to stand out as a lone dissenter. When five of your friends all want to

  dine at the new Italian restaurant in town, it seems churlish to declare that you ate Italian two days ago and that you’re craving Mexican. Instead you smile and agree that Italian would be

  great too. Or when your boss and seven colleagues stridently agree that the company should open an office on the other side of the city, you may decide to keep your reservations to yourself rather

  than risk being labelled a naysayer.




  Asked individually, we may state one preference. But when everyone else seems to be heading in a particular direction, it doesn’t always pay to speak up. We sometimes go along with the

  crowd to avoid their scorn or gain their favour.




  Even when we believe that a behaviour or practice is wrong, we’re more likely to go along with it simply because others do. But other recent studies suggest that there’s more to the

  tale. Something else more complex is going on. It’s not just that we suppress what we want to say in order to avoid kicking up a fuss. No, it seems that social pressures can affect not only

  our public behaviour, but our attitudes and private beliefs too.




  Social sways in private tastes




  What kind of music do you like? Perhaps you love The Beatles, Elvis Presley, U2, or Madonna. Or maybe you prefer The Black Eyed Peas, Coldplay, or Lady Gaga? Whatever you

  think of such artists, you can’t deny that they’ve sold a lot of records. But were they talented and their songs so sublime that success was inevitable or were

  they … lucky?




  The search for an answer tells us something about the risks of working in the music industry, of trying to turn new artists into superstars. More importantly for us though, it also tells us

  something rather fundamental about how people make decisions about what they like or dislike.




  Matthew Salganik, a young sociologist with round features and round, wire-rimmed glasses who lists New York-based rapper Jay-Z amongst his favourite artists, is something of an authority in the

  field of online social research. Early on in his career,while a graduate student at Columbia University, he conducted an ingenious experiment, recruiting over 14,000 participants from a

  teen-interest social networking website to listen to up to 48 new songs from previously unheard-of artists.5 Visitors arriving at his website were invited

  to rate the songs from 1 star (‘I hate it’) to 5 stars (‘I love it’), with the ratings published to help other users decide what to listen to. In return, the visitors were

  allowed to download the songs for free.




  However, participants weren’t told that they were being directed not to the same website, but to one of eight nearly identical portals. Each of the websites operated in its own

  self-contained bubble, with its visitors listening to songs, rating and downloading them, and producing unique league tables, charts of what was hot or not.




  Within the space of a couple of months, the researchers found that entirely different songs became hits in each of the eight online worlds. Hits and misses couldn’t be predicted. For

  example, the rock/Motown song ‘Out of the Woods’ by the band Shipwreck Union could be the most downloaded track on one website, but come 37th out of 48 on another. The track

  ‘Miseries and Miracles’ by the guitar collective A Blinding Silence could be top of the pops in one online world, but placed 43rd out of 48 elsewhere, and so on.




  Witnessing these results, Salganik and his collaborators concluded that visitors to each website were heavily influenced by what earlier visitors had enjoyed and rated. New

  visitors didn’t tend to make their own independent assessments of what was good or not; they simply went with the crowd, choosing to download and rate what was already popular.




  The implications for the musical landscape as we know it are startling. Artists such as The Beatles and Lady Gaga should be deliriously grateful for their success. Salganik’s research

  suggests that their remarkable triumphs involved more than a smattering of luck. When such acts accrued some initial popularity, other people probably followed the crowd, creating a

  self-perpetuating cycle of success begetting further success, which exploded into the musical phenomena that we know. At the other end of the spectrum, struggling artists and their record labels

  can take solace from the fact it’s not lack of talent or the quality of their music that may be holding them back, but simply not being in front of the right numbers of people at the right

  time.




  What does the experiment say about the exercise of influence in the real world? Salganik’s work suggests that even our personal tastes are formed much more through social influence than we

  generally believe. While Solomon Asch forced his participants to call out their answers in front of other people, Matthew Salganik allowed his participants to visit his websites with complete

  anonymity. Even though website visitors were free to rate songs however they wished, the reality was that they didn’t. They were influenced more by popularity than any perceptions of inherent

  song quality.




  Of course most of us believe that we’re independent-minded consumers; we all think that we like the songs and artists we listen to because they’re good. We can defend our song and

  band choices, citing perhaps clever lyrics, the arrangement of melodies and harmonies, or the ways they’ve been choreographed and produced. Whether we’re talking

  about our musical tastes or other consumer decisions – such as the dishes we order at a restaurant, the films we choose to watch, or even the cars we buy – most of us would disagree

  strongly with the suggestion that we simply follow the crowd. However, research by people like Salganik suggests that we’re wrong.




  Halfway across the world in China, for example, applied economist Hongbin Cai persuaded the owners of a restaurant chain in Beijing to participate in an experiment looking at the effects of

  information about popularity on diners’ orders. Across the chain of 13 restaurants, some patrons were seated at a table with a plastic plaque listing the five best-selling dishes at that

  particular location. Other patrons were given a plastic plaque listing five randomly chosen dishes, on the pretext that these were the restaurant’s recommendations. In a third, control

  condition, patrons were given no further information when placing their orders. All customers were also given the restaurant’s full menu, listing dozens and dozens of dishes.




  Analysing the bills for a rather impressive 12,895 tables, Cai and a fellow researcher found that the information that a particular dish was amongst the top five dishes ordered by others boosted

  sales of the dish by an average of between 13 and 20 per cent. However, giving customers information about the restaurant’s alleged recommendations didn’t increase sales of those dishes

  as compared with the third, control condition.




  As patrons ignored the restaurant’s recommendations, it clearly wasn’t just the plaque that led to the uplift in sales of certain dishes. Customers were only swayed by the knowledge

  that other people in the same restaurant had also eaten certain dishes. The patrons were free to choose whatever they liked from the main menu, but it seems that their individual dining choices

  – their personal tastes – were influenced by their awareness of what was popular.




  Additionally, customers seated at the tables with the additional list of best-sellers were statistically more likely to say that they were ‘very satisfied’ with

  their dining experience than customers in the other two groups. In other words, the mere knowledge about the most popular dishes eaten by total strangers seemed to enhance customers’

  enjoyment.6




  In study after study, we see repeatedly that people are swayed by knowledge of what’s popular. Individuals tend to follow the people around them even when making private decisions about

  their health and wealth; they tag along in a herd-like fashion in everything from choosing health insurance7 and pension plans8 to stock-market investments.9 Surveying the mass of research, we can only reach one conclusion: the somewhat unpalatable truth is that

  both our public tastes and private choices are in fact quietly shaped by social forces, by the reviews and recommendations of the people around us, by mere popularity.




  

    

      

        

          

            Adopting persuasive language




            Whatever the ways in which you’re trying to modify people’s behaviour, you might be shrewd to tap into the power of

            collective influence. Perhaps you’re trying to get people to behave in a more environmentally conscious manner. You may be trying to get a group of people – or maybe just one

            specific person – to drink less alcohol, eat less saturated fat, or slap on more sunscreen. Or maybe you’re simply trying to get customers to buy your goods and services. If

            you have genuine facts that something is already popular with other people, make sure you convey that message to your target audience.




            Think about the kind of language that advertisers use. They tell us that a product is the ‘top seller’, or the

            ‘fastest-growing’. Even simply reporting that ‘most people’ or ‘countless others’ either do something or don’t do something

            else can be a motivator. I saw a recent advert saying that ‘the majority of people who expressed a preference said they preferred our [product]’. Ker-ching! I’m sure

            their sales went up.




            But you don’t have to be a major advertiser to harness the might of collective influence. Say you work as a physiotherapist treating people for

            knee pain. There’s research showing that the majority of patients who expressed a preference said they preferred physiotherapy over surgery.10 If you’re a physiotherapist looking to boost the number of patients you treat, simply telling people that honest fact may be enough to convince more patients to

            seek your services rather than those of a surgeon.




            I heard a story about a teacher who fortuitously learned how to pacify trouble-makers in his class. Rather than simply pointing out the undesirable

            behaviour, he pointed out the fact that everyone else in the class was not participating: ‘Peter, you’ll notice that there are 19 other students in the class all

            sitting quietly and waiting to learn. Are you going to disrupt the lesson for your 19 classmates or are you going to stop playing silly games and join in with the rest of the

            class?’




            In trying to coax elderly relatives to take their medication, some people may say, ‘You should take your medication.’ However, a more

            effective approach may be to argue, ‘Most people with the same condition take this medication. Perhaps you should too.’


          


        


      


    


  




  Crowd pressure in the real world




  Here’s a poster campaign that caught my eye many times in recent months. This was an unavoidable campaign supported both by the office of the Mayor of London as well

  as Transport for London, the organisation that oversees all of the capital’s buses, trains, trams, and even river boats as well as the London Underground.




  [image: ]




  Can you see why the poster works? By saying that 99 per cent of young Londoners do not commit serious violence, the poster is saying that the vast, vast majority of

  youths in the capital get along with each other and are responsible members of society. Without having to spell it out, the implicit message is that if you’re one of the

  tiny minority who considers violence acceptable, you must be a loser, a freak, a strange outlier to be shunned – certainly not one of the in-crowd no matter how cool and tough you might have

  thought you were.




  By tapping into people’s unsuspecting inclinations to follow the herd, it’s an inordinately powerful social message. I think it’s going to be a startlingly effective

  campaign.




  Of course savvy marketing executives have long appreciated that we tend to follow the lead of others, even total strangers. The fashion retailer Topshop recently summoned news crews to report on

  the dozens of customers thronging outside their flagship London store. The customers had been lining up for hours, waiting for the doors to open so they could get to the new clothing range designed

  by Kate Moss. The moment the news broadcasts went out, the crowds got larger and larger.




  Every Christmas, toy retailers warn parents that demand for the latest must-have toys and gadgets is likely to outstrip supply. For years, I used to wonder how manufacturers could fail to keep

  up with demand in producing enough Nintendo Wiis, Sony PlayStations or whatever else was hot that December. But nowadays, I strongly suspect that these are simply marketing tactics: telling us that

  everyone else is buying one is designed to make us covet one too.




  Even highly sophisticated customers fall into the trap. In 1995, business consultants Michael Treacy and Fred Wiersema published a business strategy book, The Discipline of Market

  Leaders, which received unflattering reviews. However, the wealthy authors organised a secret campaign to buy 50,000 copies of their book from stores across the US. The authors orchestrated it

  so that they bought the books from stores whose sales were monitored by the New York Times best-seller list, ensuring that the book leapt into the chart. Once on the

  prestigious list, the book gained its own momentum, riding high in the chart for 15 weeks. Seeing it on the best-seller list, new customers assumed that the book was a good one and bought it,

  ensuring that the book stayed on the best-seller list, which brought it to the attention of yet more book-buying customers.11




  When it comes to the way our brains work, it seems we can’t help it. When we see other people behaving in a certain way, we really are more likely to follow their lead – even when

  they’re doing something stupid or even illegal. We think: ‘If lots of people are doing it, then I probably should do too.’ If we were equivocal about something beforehand, the

  mere knowledge that other people are doing it may be enough to change our minds and behaviour.




  The invisibility of social influence




  You probably accept the argument that many people are guided in their decisions and behaviour by the deeds of other people. But perhaps you feel that you’re

  different, stronger. You may not believe that you are so impressionable or vulnerable as to be affected by what other people are saying or doing. Thing is: scarcely anyone believes that they

  are influenced by information about what other people are doing.




  One of the most exciting areas in which the psychology of collective influence is being used is the promotion of environmentally responsible behaviour. In an intriguing study published in 2008,

  University of Arkansas social scientist Jessica Nolan and her colleagues decided to look at the relationships between people’s stated attitudes towards energy conservation and their actual

  behaviour. She began by asking residents in California four questions about their motivations for cutting their energy consumption:




  

    

      	

        

          (a) 


        


      



      	

        

          In deciding to conserve energy, how important is it to you that using less energy saves money?


        


      

    




    

      	

        (b) 


      



      	

        In deciding to conserve energy, how important is it to you that it protects the environment?


      

    




    

      	

        (c) 


      



      	

        In deciding to conserve energy, how important is it to you that it benefits society?


      

    




    

      	

        (d) 


      



      	

        In deciding to conserve energy, how important is it to you that a lot of other people are trying to conserve energy?


      

    


  




  

    Indicating the strength of their preferences on a series of rating scales, the survey respondents said that the protection of the environment was the most crucial factor (b),

    followed by the benefits to society (c), and then the fact that it saves money (a). The awareness that other people are doing it (d) was rated the least significant reason for trying to conserve

    energy.


  




  Now that’s what residents said was important. However, would people change their behaviour, their actual energy consumption, when presented with such arguments? Nolan and the team

  decided to find out by sending one of four different messages about energy conservation to several hundred households in San Marcos, a perpetually sunny district of southern California.




  Remember that respondents said that the protection of the environment was the most essential reason they might cut their energy use (as in question (b) above). So some of the households received

  messages highlighting that energy conservation protected the environment:




  

    

      

        Protect the Environment by Conserving Energy. Summer is here and the time is right for reducing greenhouse gases. How can you protect the

        environment this summer? By using fans instead of air conditioning! Why? According to researchers at Cal State San Marcos, you can prevent the release of up to 262 lbs

        of greenhouse gases per month by using fans instead of air conditioning to keep cool this summer! Using fans instead of air conditioning – The Environmental Choice.


      


    


  




  Two further notes explained either that people should reduce their energy usage because it benefited society (question (c) above) or because it saved them money personally

  (question (a)). A fourth message encouraged people to conserve energy simply because other people were doing it (question (d)):




  

    

      

        Join Your Neighbours in Conserving Energy. Summer is here and most people in your community are finding ways to conserve energy at home.

        How are San Marcos residents like you conserving this summer? By using fans instead of air conditioning! Why? In a recent survey of households in your community, researchers at Cal State San

        Marcos found that 77% of San Marcos residents often use fans instead of air conditioning to keep cool in the summer. Using fans instead of air conditioning – Your Community’s

        Popular Choice!


      


    


  




  In order to monitor which of the four messages was the most effective at actually reducing energy usage, the investigators asked for permission to read homeowners’

  electricity meters. You’ll recall from the initial survey that people said that they didn’t care whether others conserved energy. They said that the fact other people were reducing

  their energy usage was the least important reason for trying to do the same. However, the results proved them wrong. The message encouraging energy conservation simply because most people in the

  area were doing it turned out to be the most effective.12 Again, as we’ve seen in study after study, the news that

  other people were doing something was enough to modify people’s private habits. More than that though, it also showed that people are remarkably unaware of the power of social information.

  People simply don’t believe that their attitudes and behaviour are affected by knowledge about what other people are doing.




  Danger, danger!




  The knowledge about what other people are doing can steer people’s behaviour in undesirable directions too. Consider the predicament faced by Arizona’s

  Petrified Forest National Park. Visitors were warned that taking pieces of the irreplaceable petrified wood was an act of theft. All over the park, prominent signs announced:




  

    

      

        Your heritage is being vandalized every day by theft losses of petrified wood of 14 tons a year, mostly a small piece at a time.


      


    


  




  Can you see how the signs were failing to prevent further theft? The park administrators estimated that around 3 per cent of visitors were taking pieces of the precious wood

  home with them. With many tens of thousands of visitors every month, the seemingly insignificant acts were adding up to the tune of over a ton of wood a month.




  Step forward Robert Cialdini, a seasoned researcher from the nearby Arizona State University, who offered to bring the psychology of social persuasion into play. The wily social scientist first

  gained permission from park officials to place surreptitiously marked pieces of petrified wood along certain popular visitor paths to see how many of them disappeared into visitors’ bags and

  pockets. Then, on consecutive weekends, he put up two entirely different versions of the sign.




  The first sign had a picture of three visitors stealing chunks of wood along with the words:




  

    

      

        Many visitors have removed petrified wood from the Park, changing the natural state of the Petrified Forest.


      


    


  




  The second sign had a picture of a single visitor purloining a piece of wood, with a red circle-and-bar symbol superimposed over his hand. The picture was accompanied by the

  message:




  

    

      

        Please don’t remove the petrified wood from the Park, in order to preserve the natural state of the Petrified Forest.


      


    


  




  Which do you think was the more effective message in reducing theft?




  The first version of the sign mentioning that ‘many visitors have removed petrified wood’ increased theft to 7.92 per cent. The wording and the picture of multiple visitors

  stealing wood seemed to trigger people’s herding instincts, making the undesirable behaviour even more popular. Thankfully, the second message simply pleading with visitors not to remove wood

  from the park – and the picture of the lone and lonely visitor being reprimanded for his heinous behaviour – reduced theft to 1.67 per cent.13




  The park custodians had made a mistake with their original warning signs. By telling people that ‘many’ visitors had removed petrified wood from the park, they had inadvertently been

  encouraging the activity. Visitors seemed to interpret the original sign as condoning the act of walking off with mementos from the park.




  

    

      

        

          

            Understanding that social influence can work in either direction




            When lots of people are engaging in an undesirable behaviour, it’s definitely not a good idea to point it out. If a

            significant chunk of the people at work are handing their expense claims in late, don’t send out an indignant email telling people the fact: it’ll only encourage the ones who

            are currently handing them in on time to follow the crowd and slack off! Or if you find that most of the kids at your child’s school have cheated on their homework, you might be

            better off staying quiet about it.




            The warning that worked in the Petrified Forest National Park deliberately included a picture of a lone visitor stealing wood. The implication was:

            ‘Most of our visitors don’t steal wood. You’d be in a tiny, lonely minority if you do.’




            So if you’re trying to persuade people not to do something that they’re thinking of doing, you may wish to imply that they would be the

            exception, that they would be shunned for joining in with such reprehensible behaviour.


          


        


      


    


  




  The neuroscience of social influence




  Why are we so heavily influenced by the behaviour of our fellows? Why do we so unwittingly rely on others rather than making our own assessments, coming up with our

  own judgements about what we should be doing?




  For the answers we turn our attention to the work done by Emory University professor Gregory Berns and his colleagues. With his halo of curly brown hair and an unlined face that breaks easily

  into a broad smile, Berns looks barely older than the undergraduate students that he teaches. Yet he holds three degrees in medicine, physics, and biomedical engineering and

  is at the forefront of a wave of researchers using the hot young science of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) procedures to peer into the way the brain works when confronted with social

  pressure.




  Updating Solomon Asch’s 1951 study with twenty-first-century technology, Berns and his team invited experimental volunteers to respond to a series of mental tasks on a computer while their

  brains were scanned. Here’s an example. Imagine you’re presented on a computer screen with a pair of three-dimensional shapes. Your challenge: to decide whether the two are exactly the

  same object rotated through three-dimensional space, or different.




  Try it for yourself. Same or different?




  [image: ]




  And here’s another example. Again, the question is the same: are the two the same object or subtly different?




  [image: ]




  You can flick to the notes at the end of the book if you’d like to check your answers.14 Straightaway

  though, you’ll notice that the task is considerably more challenging than the test that Asch used in his experiment. Add in to the mix the fact that volunteers were only given 12 seconds in

  which to respond and you can understand that they got the answers wrong about 14 per cent of the time.




  As in Asch’s experiment though, the participants were told that they were taking part in a study looking at group decision-making. Each participant was told that he or she was part of a

  group of five participants, who would each be able to see the judgements that everyone else had made. However, the truth was that these other ostensible participants were in fact – you

  guessed it – actors, hired to play the role of innocent experimental subjects.




  Each real participant was briefed alongside the four fake participants. Corralled together in one room, the entire group was informed about the nature of the experiment. They then signed consent

  forms for taking part in the experiment and were given 20 practice trials of the mental rotation task on a network of five laptop computers. Only then was the sole real participant escorted into

  the imaging room and seated within the fMRI machine in front of a computer.




  As the fMRI whirred into life, the experiment began properly. During initial rounds of the mental rotation task, the participant was asked to judge whether the pair of objects was the same or

  different, just as in the earlier practice rounds. On a handful of later rounds though, the participant’s computer flashed up with additional information, telling them what the other four

  members of the alleged group had chosen. In half of these social influence rounds, the actors all chose the correct answer as to whether the two objects were the same or different; in the other

  half, they unanimously made an incorrect choice.




  You probably won’t be surprised to hear that participants made nearly three times as many errors when they were given wrong information by the other members of the

  group. The mere knowledge that other people had chosen a particular answer was enough to steer participants into making the incorrect choice 41 per cent of the time. Remember that they only made

  mistakes a mere 14 per cent of the time when they weren’t given any further information. But recording their error rate wasn’t the main point of the study.




  By looking at the brain scans taken during the experiment, Berns and his investigative team were able to observe the brain regions that buzzed with activity during different rounds. Previous

  research had shown that the prefrontal cortex tends to fire up when we make deliberate judgements about the world around us. So if we see that a colour is black but decide to claim that we see

  ‘white’, a brain scan would show a spike of activity in the prefrontal cortex. Similarly, if we believed that we were seeing two objects that were the same, but felt we had to go along

  with the rest of the group who were claiming they were different, we’d see commotion there too.




  But the prefrontal cortex remained cool and quiet when participants were given information about what the rest of the group was doing. Participants weren’t making a conscious decision to

  follow the crowd. Instead, the area that lit up was the visual cortex, the part of the brain responsible for sight. Translating that from geek-speak to plain English: when given wrong information

  about whether two objects were either the same or different, participants genuinely believed that they were seeing the same answer as the rest of the group.15 The participants weren’t making a conscious decision to play along and say that they saw something or not. A deep-seated part of their brain was choosing to

  interpret reality differently, purely on the basis of what the rest of the group was saying.




  The research team also made a second, significant observation. When participants struck out on their own to make a choice that went against the group, a part of their

  brains called the amygdala pulsated with activity. This brain centre usually fires up when we’re experiencing negative emotional states such as pain or anxiety. So the researchers’

  finding suggests that choosing to disregard the recommendation of others causes the brain something akin to discomfort or even distress. Our brains are literally wired to follow the lead of those

  around us and we suffer when we don’t.




  Abhijit Banerjee, a notable economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has observed – in the typically dry language that we might expect of his profession – that our

  tendency to be swayed by the words and deeds of others is ‘inefficient’.16 He’s right. From the cold, analytical stance of an economist,

  human beings are definitely inefficient. But the reality is that we don’t have the time, energy, or brain capacity to be more efficient.




  Our brains are marvels of biological engineering, testament to hundreds of thousands of years of evolution. Yet to weigh up all of the options we face on a daily basis would cause our brains to

  stall. We simply don’t have the processing power to compute everything in depth all the time or we’d end up paralysed by indecision.




  The brain is a very special organ. Even when resting, it’s permanently in an extraordinarily high-powered state. Despite representing only 2 per cent of the body’s overall weight,

  it’s a disproportionately hungry organ, greedily consuming between 20 to 25 per cent of the fuel – i.e. oxygen and glucose – needed to sustain the body on a daily

  basis.17
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