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    Why rewards fail, how to give the perfect interview, improve your social life by making mistakes, never lose your wallet again, and convince anyone of anything by using your pet frog.




    

       

    




    How do you persuade a child to complete a homework assignment, an employee to perform better in the workplace, or people to take more care of the environment? Many believe that the most effective way is to dangle the biggest possible carrot in front of their nose. But does research suggest this is really an incentive or is it just a myth?




    In one classic study, Stanford psychologist Mark Lepper and his colleagues asked two groups of schoolchildren to have fun creating some drawings.1 Before being allowed to play with the crayons and paper, one group was told that they would receive an elaborate ‘good player’ medal for drawing, while the other group were not given the promise of any reward. A few weeks later the researchers returned, handed out drawing paper and crayons, and measured how much the children played with them. Surprisingly, the children who had received the medals on the first occasion spent significantly less time drawing than their classmates.




    Why did this happen? According to Lepper, the children who were offered the medals thought something along the lines of, ‘Well, let me see here, adults usually offer me rewards when they want me to do something I don’t like doing. An adult is offering me a gold medal for drawing, therefore I must not like drawing.’ The effect has been replicated many times, and the conclusion is clear: if you set children an activity they enjoy and reward them for doing it, the reward reduces the enjoyment and demotivates them. Within a few seconds, you transform play into work.




    It could be argued that this only applies to activities people enjoy, and that rewards actually encourage people in relation to tasks they dislike. To test this theory, a few years ago I ran a study in which two groups of people were asked to take part in an experiment in which they spent an afternoon picking up litter in a London park.2 Participants were told that they were taking part in an experiment examining how best to persuade people to look after their local parks. One group were paid handsomely for their time, while the others were only given a small amount of cash. After an hour or so of backbreaking and tedious work, everyone rated the degree to which they had enjoyed the afternoon. You might think that those clutching a large amount of well-earned cash would be more positive than those who had given their time for very little money.




    In fact, the result was exactly the opposite. The average enjoyment rating of the handsomely paid group was a measly 2 out of 10, while the modestly paid group’s average ratings were a whopping 8.5. It seemed that those who had been paid well had thought, ‘Well, let me see, people usually pay me to do things I don’t enjoy. I was paid a large amount, so I must dislike tidying the park.’ In contrast, those who received less money thought, ‘I don’t need to be paid much to do something I enjoy. I did the tidying for very little, therefore I must have enjoyed cleaning the park.’ According to the results of this study, it seems that excessive rewards may have a detrimental effect on the attitude of the people doing the tasks.




    These findings have been replicated time and again in studies. Almost regardless of the nature of the rewards or tasks, those who are offered a carrot tend not to perform as well as those who don’t expect to receive anything.3 Some of the studies have shown short-term boosts in performance, but over the long haul rewards tend to destroy the very behaviour they are designed to encourage.




    As we’ve seen, what does not work is to motivate people with the promise of a reward. So what form of incentive does work best? To encourage people to do more of something they enjoy, try presenting them with the occasional small surprise reward after they have completed the activity, or praise the fruits of their labour. When it is something that they don’t enjoy, a realistic, but not excessive, reward is effective at the start, followed by feel-good comments that encourage them to pursue the activity (‘if only everyone was a good park-tidying citizen like you’).




    However, there are alternatives to instant persuasion other than praise, modest rewards and cheesy comments. For quick and effective techniques, whether in negotiations, or help in an emergency, or getting the odd favour or two, think about putting your foot in the door, understanding groupthink and why it really is better to give than receive.




    Giving the Perfect Interview




    There is an old joke about a man being interviewed for a new job and being told, ‘You know, in this job we really need someone who is responsible.’ The man thinks for a moment, and then replies, ‘I am perfect for you. In my last job, lots of things went badly wrong and they always said I was responsible.’ Unfortunately, disastrous replies are common in genuine interviews, but help is at hand. Over the past thirty years, psychologists have investigated the key factors that impress interviewers. The work has resulted in several quick and effective techniques that can significantly increase your chances of being offered your dream job.




    Ask any employer to explain why they choose one applicant in preference to another, and they will tell you that it is a matter of which candidate has the best qualifications and personal skills for the job. To help make the process as rational and fair as possible, many draw up a list of key skills required by the successful candidate, study each applicant’s CV for evidence of those skills, and then use a face-to-face interview to discover a little more information. But research conducted by Chad Higgins from the University of Washington and Timothy Judge from the University of Florida suggests that interviewers are often deluding themselves about how they make up their minds, and that in reality they are unconsciously swayed by a mysterious and powerful force.4




    Higgins and Judge followed the fortunes of more than a hundred students as they tried to obtain their first job after university. At the start of the study, the researchers examined the CVs of each student, measuring the two factors that interviewers consistently claim play a key role in separating successful and unsuccessful candidates – qualifications and work experience. After each job interview, students completed a standard questionnaire about how they had behaved, including whether, for example, they had made the most of their positive points, taken an interest in the company or asked the interviewers about the type of person they were looking for. The research team also contacted the interviewers and asked them to provide feedback on several factors, including the candidate’s performance, how well they would fit in with the organization, whether they possessed the necessary skills for the job and, perhaps most important of all, whether the candidate would be offered the job.




    After analysing their mass of data, the research team exploded some of the myths about why interviewers choose candidates for a job and discovered a surprising reality. Did the likelihood depend on qualifications? Or was it work experience? In fact, it was neither. It was just one important factor: did the candidate appear to be a pleasant person. Those candidates who had managed to ingratiate themselves were very likely to be offered a position; they had charmed their way to success in several ways. A few had spent time chatting about topics that were not related to the job, but that interested the candidate and interviewer. Some had made a special effort to smile and maintain eye contact. Others had praised the organization. This barrage of positivity had paid dividends and convinced the interviewers that such pleasant and socially skilled applicants would fit well in the workplace, and so should be offered a job.




    Higgins and Judge’s study clearly demonstrates that in order to get your dream job, going out of your way to be pleasant is more important than qualifications and past work experience. However, try explaining away twelve counts of murder and two convictions for major corporate fraud, and you will quickly discover that such ingratiation has its limitations. Given that is the case, what is the best way of dealing with the less impressive side of your CV? Should you mention weaknesses towards the start of the interview, or hope to make a good first impression and only introduce possible problems at the end?




    This issue was investigated in a classic study conducted in the early 1970s by psychologists Edward Jones and Eric Gordon from Duke University.5 In their experiment, participants were presented with a tape recording of a man (actually a stooge) talking about his life and asked to rate the degree to which he sounded likeable. During the interview, the man described how he had not completed a school semester because he had been caught cheating and had been expelled. The researchers edited the tape to ensure that half the participants heard this bombshell towards the start, while the others heard it towards the end. This manipulation had a large impact on how much the participants liked the man. When the cheating was mentioned towards the start of the tape, the man appeared far more likeable than when it was mentioned towards the end. Additional work has confirmed exactly the same effect in other contexts, with, for example, lawyers being judged to have a stronger case when presenting a weakness in their argument at the start of a trial.6
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