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The titans of global business are failing at an increasing rate. In 1958 a company could expect to 
stay on the S&P 500 list for 61 years. Today, the average is just 18. At the current churn rate, nearly 
75% of the S&P 500 will be replaced by 2027. New technologies continue to slash barriers to entry, 
and the reduction in trade barriers means new competitors are popping up across the globe. To 
survive, organizations must constantly be reinventing how they do business and the value they 
offer customers. 

Today we create value as organizations, members of teams, and leaders by generating valuable 
change. It is the most important thing we do. Things are changing so rapidly that our central task 
as knowledge workers is to sense how the world is shifting and help our organizations change to 
remain competitive. If an organization doesn't change, it dies. For anyone of us to create change, 
we need to know how to effectively influence others. 

Few of us have been taught how to promote valuable change and effectively influence others. As 
a result, ideas that will help an organization compete effectively die on the vine. These ideas can 
range from improving a business’s competitive strategy to refining how orders are handled on the 
loading dock.

In this paper we introduce and explain six Influence Levers. These techniques have been gleaned 
from hundreds of peer-reviewed, scientific research articles into the techniques you can use to 
increase the likelihood that you will positively influence others. Utilizing the levers improve personal 
and organizational effectiveness and facilitate change. They are essential tools for converting ideas 
into valuable change

In an economy where creating valuable change is the difference between winning and losing, 
influencing skills are the currency for success. Below are six Influence Levers and a brief description:

summary

Letter lever definition

C CONSISTENCY
People tend to fulfill written, public, and voluntary commitments 
they have previously expressed.

L LIKING
People tend to comply with requests made by others  
who are similar to them and who they like.

A AUTHORITY
People tend to comply with requests made by others who they 
perceive are experts or who have specialized knowledge.

S SCARCITY
People tend to pay greater attention to opportunities that are 
scarce or shrinking.

SP SOCIAL PROOF
People follow the lead of others who they feel are similar to 
themselves.

R RECIPROCY People tend to return favors.
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Your Job Is To Generate Change

We create value as employees, 
members of teams, and leaders by 
generating valuable change. It is 
absolutely the most important thing 
we do. Things change so rapidly 
that our central task as knowledge 
workers is to sense how the world is 
shifting and help our organizations 
change to remain competitive. If 
an organization doesn't change, 
it dies. For an individual to create 
change they need to know how to 
effectively influence others.

Are you skeptical that change is 
that important?

We can see the increasing rate of 
change in the economy by looking 
at the average company lifespan 
on the S&P 500 Index. 

According to Richard Foster, in 1958 a 
company could expect to stay on the 
S&P 500 list for 61 years. These days, 
the average is just 18 years. 
That’s the aggregate data. Need specific examples? 
Do you remember Borders Books, Blockbuster Video, 
Digital Equipment Company, Kodak, and Polaroid? How 
about Lehman Brothers, Circuit City, Hummer, Pets.com, 
Blackberry, Palm, Sears, Radio Shack, Nokia and AOL? All of 
these businesses were once successful but are now dead 
or a shadow of what they once were.

In short, the world is changing so fast and is so competitive 
that everyone, whether a senior executive or an individual 
contributor, must identify and advocate for change to 
improve his or her business. You must be able to influence 
valuable change, or your organization will collapse and your 
career will fall short of your aspirations. 

Source: Foster, Richard . “Creative Destruction Whips through Corporate America.” Innosight 
Executive Briefing, Winter 2012. http://www.innosight.com/innovation-resources/strategy-
innovation/upload/creative-destruction-whips-through-corporate-america_final2015.pdf. 
Downloaded June 8, 2015.

At the current churn rate, 
nearly  

75% 
of the S&P 500  

will be replaced by 

2027
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THE INSTINCT TO SUCCEED
Our earliest ancestors lived in a world that was dangerous. To survive, our species needed to develop 
innate traits that would help us quickly make good choices. It was dangerous to slowly consider our 
options when a lion suddenly appeared on the trail ahead of us. We needed to instinctively know to 
quickly get out of harm’s way.

Fear of snakes is one of the most common phobias, yet many people have never seen a snake in person. So 
how is this fear generated? Research suggests humans have evolved an innate tendency to sense snakes 
and to fear them.

To survive even today, we need to quickly make good decisions. Humans evolved to rely on certain thought 
processes that help us navigate an uncertain world. They help us make better decisions in a shorter period 
of time. Sometimes they lead us to poor decisions, but for the most part, they help us live to see another day.

As you learn about the Influence Levers, keep in mind that the research suggests that humans innately 
respond to these levers because of the genes we inherited from our ancestors. They are traits shared by most 
humans. However, culture can modify how the traits are expressed, or suppressed, in different societies. 
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Influence Levers Based On Scientific Research
Unlike intuitive, philosophical, or religious methods for acquiring knowledge, the scientific method relies 
on empirical, repeatable tests to reveal facts. Its principles allow scientists from all over the world to test 
each other’s work to ensure that the initial results were correct.

The Influence Levers described below have been derived from a large body of peer-reviewed and 
published scientific research into the techniques that are successful in producing effects on the actions, 
behavior, and opinions of others. We have included a bibliography at the end of this paper should you 
wish to read the source material. When citing specific research in this paper we will use the researchers 
last name. Use the last name to find the full reference in the bibliography.

Some find the very idea of studying influencing 
techniques distasteful. They feel as though the very 
existence of influencing methods is morally wrong.

Our response is that to exert influence is a daily 
human activity, both in our personal and professional 
lives. None of us is all-knowing, and we benefit when 
others share their ideas with us and help us see the 
wisdom of their point of view.

Who among us has not tried to influence a friend as 
to what activity we could share together? Or tried to 
influence a child’s behavior or value system? How 
many employees have not tried to influence their 
managers and vise versa? The answer to these 
questions is none. Social interaction is frequently 
composed of the need to reach agreement between 
two or more people where there are several 
competing ideas.

Too often a decision is made where the outcome is 
suboptimal. Society and its members would be better 
off if all of us were comfortable in engaging in dialog 
and supporting our ideas with a persuasive argument.  
In that situation the best ideas would rise to the top 
like cream. Instead, inferior ideas are adopted because 

they are advocated by someone with a dominant 
personality, a more senior person in the hierarchy, 
or a politically connected individual. By learning the 
Influence Levers, groups and organizations will make 
better decisions.

The Influence Levers are not a force of good nor a 
force of evil. They are morally and ethically neutral. It 
is your intention that imbues them with good or evil. 
As Shakespeare wrote in Hamlet, Act 2,

There is nothing either good or 
bad, but thinking makes it so.
As you read through this paper, please try and 
suspend your moral judgment. We fully acknowledge 
that unethical people use these techniques to 
accomplish their unscrupulous goals. The techniques 
are also used by ethical people to accomplish great 
change that benefits all humanity. Suspending your 
moral judgment for the next twenty minutes will help 
you better understand how these techniques can be 
used to accomplish worthy goals.

in·flu·ence
noun

The capacity or power of persons or things to be a compelling force on or produce 
effects on the actions, behavior and opinions, of others:

''Lincoln's unique style of leadership involved telling stories that explained his actions 
and influenced others to follow his lead.''

a comment on ethics
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CCONSISTENCY
People tend to fulfill written, public, and voluntary commitments  

they have previously expressed.

LLIKING
People tend to comply with requests made by others  

who are similar to them and who they like.

AAUTHORITY
People tend to comply with requests made by others who they perceive  

are experts or who have specialized knowledge.

SSCARCITY
People tend to pay greater attention to opportunities that are scarce or shrinking.

SPSOCIAL PROOF
People follow the lead of others who they feel are similar to themselves.

RRECIPROCITY
People tend to return favors.

THE INFLUENCE LEVERS
Derived from a diverse base of social science research, the Influence Levers are the techniques you 
can use to increase the likelihood that you will be able to positively influence the actions, behaviors or 
opinions of others.

To help you remember the six Influence Levers, we use CLASS PR as a mnemonic device, where the 
letters represent the Influence Levers:

Below we examine each of these powerful levers, what causes them to be useful, and how to employ them 
effectively.
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The simplest example of the consistency lever may be something all children have tried 
and all parents have been subjected to.  Who has not heard, or said, something like: 

“But dad, you let Meghan go to the movie, why can’t I go?”

Encino Man and Mental Models
Encino Man is the title of a 1992 comedy film. The plot revolves around two teenagers from Encino, California, 
who discover a caveman frozen in a block of ice in a teenager’s backyard. The caveman has to learn to live in 
the 20th century. As you can imagine, most of the comedy revolves around the caveman struggling to learn 
how to interact with modern day California. This is a comedy all about mismatched mental models. 

Mental models are psychological representations of 
the real world. The Scottish psychologist Kenneth 
Craik proposed that the mind constructs “small-scale 
models” of reality, which it uses to anticipate events, to 
reason, and to underlie explanation. They are akin to 
architects’ models of buildings or printed roadmaps.

Why have humans evolved to create mental models 
and to feel compelled to adhere to them? In short, 
they help us save time and avoid costly mistakes.

Another way to look at mental models is that they are 
the result of learning. Through personal experience, 
interaction with other people, coaching from family, 
friends and colleagues, and formal education, we 
learn about how to efficiently navigate in our social 
and professional lives.

By consistently adhering to our mental models of the 
world, we unconsciously believe that we will minimize 
mistakes and maximize our successes. We all do it. 

People tend to fulfill written, public, and voluntary commitments they have previously expressed.

influence levers
authority scarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY reciprocity
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Our culture reflects our distaste and distrust for people who are inconsistent. We 
expect people to live up to their commitments and dislike people who “welsh” 
on a promise.  We call them flip floppers, and we mean it as an insult.

When Mitt Romney ran for president in 2012 against Barack Obama, the Obama 
team initiated a successful campaign to frame Romney as a flip flopper. A Google 
search on the words “Mitt Romney flip flopper” yields tens of thousands of hits. 
Mitt Romney, as the world knows, lost the race. Humans just don’t trust people 
who are inconsistent.

But it is more than just social pressure. It is 
instinctive. Merely asking someone about 
their intent to take some action increases the 
likelihood that they will do it days, weeks, or 
months later. In 1980 Sherman found voters 
who were asked about their intentions to vote 
were significantly more likely to register and 
vote than the control group. In 2004 Morwitz 
and Fitzsimons reported that consumers 
asked about their intentions to buy a car were 
significantly more likely to purchase a car than 
the control group. 

It is human nature to want to remain consistent. 
It is part of our conscious thoughts sometimes 
but is always in our unconscious thoughts.

So what commitments do people feel 
compelled to act consistently with? 

People tend to fulfill written, public, and 
voluntary commitments they have previously 
expressed.

people are reluctant to change their minds for fear 
of looking bad or having to confront the fact that 
they made a mistake.
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CONSISTENCY IN SHORT
By developing and sticking to mental models of how the world works, 
humans can generally make better and faster decisions. People feel a 
strong urge to be, and to seem to be, consistent. To influence people, 
have them make their commitments voluntarily, publically, and in writing. 
To influence people who have already made a promise consistent with 

your request, remind them of those commitments.

case study
K2M is a fast growing global medical device company that uses cross-functional 
teams to create new products. The teams include members from engineering, 
manufacturing, purchasing, regulatory, and other functions. However, it is the Product 
Manager (PM) who is ultimately responsible for the success of the project.

Several PMs were having difficulty getting team members to complete their tasks on 
a timely basis. It was not that they were unwilling to put in the effort. It was just that 
sometimes tasks would slip past the due date. As a result, the overall project ended 
up behind schedule. 

To solve their problem, the PMs decided to employ the Consistency Lever to increase 
the likelihood that team members would perform their tasks on time. As part of their 
regular team meetings, the PMs started keeping meeting notes using a PC. The PC’s 
monitor was simultaneously projected onto a screen that all team members could 
view. When a team member agreed to a task, the PM entered a note that Team 
Member X would complete Task Y by Time Z. Before ending the meeting, the PM 
had the team review the meeting minutes and asked for any required changes. After 
the meeting, the PM would publish the meeting minutes under the names of all the 
team members. 

As you can see, the PMs were getting commitment to complete tasks voluntarily, 
publically, and virtually in writing.

The result was very positive. Team members now felt a much greater commitment 
to meeting the task due dates and did, in fact, improve performance. An unexpected 
benefit also developed. If some task looked like it might not be completed on the 
promised date, the responsible team members started informing the PM as soon as 
the risk became apparent. This gave the team an opportunity to find alternatives to 
keep the project on schedule or to lobby senior management for more resources to 
avoid a delay.
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For most of us it is easy to understand that, all things being equal, we naturally prefer 
people who are similar to us. These potential similarities may include where we were 
born or live, the sports we are interested in (or not), our political views, or where we 
went to school. The list is virtually endless.

For some reason, when we find something we have in 
common with a stranger, our feelings for the stranger 
suddenly change.

While teaching a workshop in Melbourne, Australia, a participant (Jean) told a 
story that illustrates this phenomenon very clearly. Jean was a senior manager in 
an organization where her husband also worked as a very senior executive. The 
company was undergoing a change bringing in a new CEO and several of his 
colleagues from the US. 

One day Jean’s husband asked her to have lunch with Margaret, the wife of one of 
the new executives, spending her first week in Melbourne. Though Jean was happy 
to welcome Margaret to Australia, she didn’t expect that the first hour and fifteen 
minutes of the two-hour lunch would be so awkward.

Jean related how they spent the first 75 minutes of lunch trying to “connect,” but 
they couldn’t find any common ground. Jean had a long and distinguished business 
career. Margaret had been a full-time mother. Jean and her husband were big sports 
fans and long time members of an Australian Football League club. Margaret didn’t 
follow sports. Margaret had a keen interest in women’s fashions. Jean did not. It wasn’t 
until someone mentioned gardening that the tension was broken and affection 
developed. Both women loved gardening. Unexpectedly stories were passed back 
and forth about their gardens and their favorite flowers and vegetables. Sparked by 
their common interest, the women connected, the conversation flowed, and both 
women were enjoying themselves.

In the workshop Jean explained that she hadn’t realized that she and Margaret were 
desperately seeking a common thread (i.e. similarities) over which they could bond. 

We all do it in both our personal and professional lives. We want to connect with 
other people on some common ground. If we don’t, tension exists in the relationship 
and trust fails to develop.  

People tend to comply with requests made by others who are similar to them and who they like.

reciprocityauthority scarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY
influence levers
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That adults are more apt to like others who are similar 
to them has long been accepted in the scientific 
literature. A recent study showed that this is even 
the case with three-year-old children. Fawcett and 
Markson examined the influence of similarity on 
three-year-old children’s liking of their peers. They 
found that three-year-old children preferred peers 
whose food preference and physical appearance 
matched their own. In a separate study they found 
that children prefer to play with a peer who shares 
their toy preference.

Other studies have found that people who are aware 
of their similarities with you are more likely to:

 f Approve a loan for you

 f Judge you to be more intelligent, better 
informed, more moral, and better adjusted 
than strangers 

 f Hire you

Praise and Liking
In addition to similarity and liking, social scientists 
have found there is another reliable method to 
increase the probability that another person will like 
you—praise.

Flattery is similar to praise, but it is defined as 
communicating positive things about another 
person without regard to that person’s true qualities 
or abilities.

In the scientific literature, the receiver of flattery 
is referred to as the “target.” (When you read the 
following bullets you may agree that “target” is an 
appropriate term). Below are a number of common 
findings in the published research: 

 f Targets of flatterers tend to believe the content 
of flattering messages, even if they know the 
flatterer is insincere

 f People feel good when others flatter them 

 f Even if the targets of flattery judge the content 
to be inaccurate, the flattery still produces 
positive affect 

 f Targets like those who flatter them. This affect 
appears to hold even if the flattery is excessive, 
except when an ulterior motive is clear  

 f Targets judge the performance of flatterers 
more favorably. For example, employees who 
flattered their bosses were rated higher on 
“competence” and “overall performance” 

 f Targets also perceive flatterers to be more 
intelligent .

Finally, as further support for the human affinity for 
praise, a 1996 study titled “Silicon sycophants: the 
effect of computers that flatter” found that the effects 
of flattery from a computer can produce the same 
general effects as flattery from humans!

Caution: False Praise Will Ultimately Diminish 
Trust and Credibility
It is critically important to understand that this paper and the research mentioned 
above are not advocating that you praise someone without regard to that person’s true 
qualities or abilities. Such behavior over time has been shown to erode interpersonal 
trust and credibility. As such, false praise will eventually diminish your ability to positively 
influence others.

Similarity, Liking, and Influence
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Case Study
A 57-year-old man (John) was seeking a contract position with a global consulting organization for which he 
was well qualified. However, he was a “non-traditional” candidate because of his age and therefore unlikely to 
be contacted for an interview. 

John has more than 500 contacts on LinkedIn. Finding no first or second level connections in his LinkedIn 
account, he searched his college alumni association and found a fellow alumnus (Samiha), who was a vice 
president at the company. John found Samiha on LinkedIn and sent her the following message:

liking in short
You like and trust people who are similar to you. You like people who genuinely 
praise you. Even the most difficult coworker will have some attribute that you both 
share, is likeable, or is worthy of praise. Find that attribute and focus on it so that 
you genuinely develop affection for that person. Find something to appropriately 
praise. Soon your relationship with that person will improve. Tension will decline 

and trust and the ability to collaborate will go up. Everyone wins!

Despite having no direct relationship with Samiha, she responded to John’s request within seven hours, 
informing him that she had just talked with HR and they would definitely contact John to determine if the 
position was a good fit for him. This was the outcome he was hoping for.

Why did John’s initial email request work? He established similarities by mentioning the college they both 
attended and that they were about the same age. The “non-traditional candidate” reference suggested that the 
firm might unconsciously be looking for a younger person. John implicitly brought this to Samiha’s attention, 
and John also genuinely praised Samiha when he mentioned “your firm’s excellent reputation.” 

Hi Samiha. We are both XXX College graduates. I earned my degree in 1981, so 2 years before 

you. Do you have a minute for a fellow grad? 

Though I am familiar with your firm’s excellent reputation, I have no contacts there with 

whom to network. 

Your firm is advertising for a Services Consultant-Facilitation position. As you will see in my 

LinkedIn profile I have more than 20 testimonials from all over the world regarding my 

facilitation skills. Despite my credentials I may be a non-traditional candidate for the position. 

Any chance of meeting for coffee or lunch to get your advice on how best to get my 

application considered? 
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There are several definitions to the word authority. With regards to the Influence Levers, when we use 
“authority” we mean a “source of reliable information.” 

Humans tend to defer to authorities, or experts, for guidance on how to make decisions or behave in 
areas where we have limited knowledge.  

How do we recognize those with specialized knowledge?

The Wall of Respect
We have all experienced the “wall of respect.” We can find the wall in our doctor’s or lawyer’s office or when 
we visit some politician’s office.

During a recent visit to my doctor, I learned from the items hanging on the wall of the waiting room that she 
did her internship and residency training at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania, that she is Board 
Certified by the American Board of Internal Medicine, that she had her Fellowship training at Mt. Sinai Medical 
Center in New York City, and that she is now on the faculty of Harvard Medical School.

Looking over all of these credentials, I felt comfortable that I was in good hands. Her medical training was 
earned at excellent medical schools and hospitals, she has been certified by an important accreditation 
organization, and she is so wise that she teaches at one of the best medical schools in the world. 

Alphabet Soup and Titles
People frequently advertise their authority by the letters that follow their name 

on resumes, business cards, nameplates, etc., such as CPA, RN, MBA, MD, 
DDS, PhD, Esq. and countless others. This alphabet soup of credentials is 
useful for communicating something about the holder’s qualifications to 
those looking to tap into their specialized knowledge. 

The same is true for titles, which provide a shortcut for determining to 
whom we should defer to in various fields. We are more likely to listen to 

Dr. Smith than Mr. Smith in matters of health.

By deferring to those with expertise, we find a shortcut to improved decision 
making. Rather than going to a library and finding medical textbooks on skin 

disorders in order to diagnose and treat that serious and painful rash on my 
leg, I go see Dr. Smith, a dermatologist who can quickly determine if I have 

poison ivy or skin cancer. When she diagnoses my condition and recommends 
treatment, I can quickly and efficiently take care of a problem that might take me weeks, months or years to 
diagnose successfully on my own.

People tend to comply with requests made by others who they perceive  
are experts or who have specialized knowledge.

reciprocityscarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY authority
influence levers
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Case Study: expertise without letters
Imagine you were a high school Spanish teacher in New Orleans as it was 
recovering from Hurricane Katrina. The city’s water supply was interrupted and 
neighborhoods were desperate for clean water. While speaking with your high 
school’s principal, you realized you had a great idea for getting drinkable water 
to the school quickly, inexpensively and weeks before the date that the Water 
Department promised to restart water delivery. You shared the idea with the 
principal but he responded by saying you should leave the problem to the city’s 
water department.

Why wait for the Water Department? Because they are the experts. What does 
a Spanish teacher know about potable water?

What you failed to explain to the principal was that after college, you joined 
the Peace Corp and were assigned to Paraguay for two years to help villagers 
develop reliable sources of clean drinking water. In that time you developed an 
expertise for finding, transporting, and storing potable water at local schools. You 
failed to influence the principal because he was not aware of your specialized 
knowledge.

To make use of the Authority Lever, don’t hide your expertise. Share with the 
person or group you are attempting to influence what your source of authority 
is. It normally is useful to share the source of expertise in a conversational 
style. For example, with the Spanish teacher he could have communicated his 
expertise to the principal as follows:

Mr. Parcel, you may recall that when I was in the Peace 
Corp, I was responsible for finding, transporting, and 
storing potable water at local schools in Paraguay. Just like 
the situation we have here, in Paraguay the water system 
was unreliable and undrinkable when it came out of the 
faucet. We solved the problem using basic chemicals and 
holding tanks. We have the same chemicals here in our 
school’s chemistry lab, and our school’s pool is of similar 
size to the tank we had in the village. Would you like to 
hear more about how we can make potable water for our 
neighborhood in 24 hours?

Unfortunately, our expertise may come without a title to 
designate our specialized knowledge. 

How do you use the Authority Lever in that situation?

Notice that the Spanish teacher established his expertise before recommending a solution. Communicating 
credibility first, in a conversational manner, increased the chance that the principal would be open to the 
Spanish teacher’s valuable idea.
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authority in short
Are you an authority with specialized knowledge? Let people know by 
communicating your credentials formally or informally. Your credentials 
may be formal as the letters CPA suggest or informally earned through 
the school of hard knocks. One way or another, people are looking for 

specialized knowledge that will help them make better decisions.
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People tend to pay greater attention to opportunities that are scarce or shrinking.

reciprocityauthority scarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY
influence levers

Studies have revealed that just including an image of a clock in an advertisement increases the heart rate 
of readers. Why? The image suggests that time is running out, and according to reactance theory, we 
naturally dislike losses.

According to the theory, if we feel that any of our freedoms are eliminated or threatened with elimination, 
the motivational state of psychological reactance will be aroused. This reactance state is directed toward the 
return of the threatened or eliminated behavior. 

A reactance example is provided in the Broadway musical The Fantasticks. In this show neighboring fathers 
contrive to make their children fall in love with each other by building a fence between their properties. As the 
fence was viewed symbolically as restricting the kids’ freedom to see each other, they ultimately fall in love 
with each other. Because reactance is a motivational state, it can drive us to engage in freedom-restoration 
behaviors. 

You are probably already very aware of how others use scarcity to attempt 
to influence you. Here are a couple examples:

 f Have you ever bought an airline ticket online and seen the message 

“Only 3 seats left at this price”?

 f Have you found yourself in line on Black Friday (the day after 

Thanksgiving in the US) to take advantage of the sales?

 f Have you found yourself getting edgy as the deadline is approaching on 

an eBay auction you have been monitoring? 

These are all examples of how marketers use time “scarcity” to influence 
your behavior.

Why does scarcity peak our interest? From an evolutionary standpoint, it 
is likely that our ancestors were more likely to survive if they paid attention 
to resources that were dwindling. By addressing potential shortages 
ahead of time, our ancestors would more likely secure the resources they 
needed to survive and pass on their genes.

With “Only 3 seats left at this price” we automatically jump to the conclusion 
that the price will go up when the current seats are sold and feel a 
strong urge to purchase immediately.

Black Friday sales happen only once a year, and you need to buy those 
holiday gifts anyway, so why not strike while the iron is hot? “While the 

iron is hot” is a scarcity metaphor meaning the opportunity is time limited.
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Scarcity Case Study
One evening during a medical technology conference in Atlanta, Terrence Cassel saw a well-known surgeon 
from London, Thomas Lawton, meeting in the hotel bar with the president of a competing medical device 
company, Boston Surgical Technology. Cassel was a marketing manager for Global Surgical Devices and 
was very interested in a technology Lawton had been working on for several years. It was a novel device for 
removing tumors from the liver and would be the first of its kind on the market if clinical studies proved its 
safety to the FDA. Cassel had been unsuccessful in trying to get his CEO, Amy Paul, to meet with Lawton to 
establish a rapport and learn more about the new device. 

Cassel was surprised to see Lawton in Atlanta since he was not on the conference presenters’ list.. The following 
day, Cassel found out that Lawton had simply flown into Atlanta for a business dinner and had returned to 
London the following day. However, no one knew who Lawton was having dinner with or why.

Based on this valuable and scarce information, Cassel met with his CEO to tell her about 
the secret meeting Lawton had with the competition’s top executives. Now, Paul was 
interested in scheduling time with Dr. Lawton and arranged a flight to London 
to meet him. After two months of negotiations, Cassel’s company was able 
to acquire the rights to manufacture and sell the new technology in the US, 
Europe, and Japan. Lawton’s technology changed the basis of competition, 
and Global Surgical was able to use it to launch a profitable new business 
unit. 

How did Cassell suddenly get his CEO to pay attention to this opportunity? 
He communicated important information of which few people were aware, 
and he indicated that there was the possibility that the competition 
might get the deal before Global Surgical. Amy Paul was not 
someone who wanted to miss an opportunity, and she acted 
when it was suggested the window for investing was about to 
close.

scarcity in short
If you possess information that is not widely known and it may be 
helpful to someone you are seeking to influence, don’t just blurt it out! 
Communicate it in such a way that the target of your influence will 

perceive the information as not widely known.
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People follow the lead of others who they feel are similar to themselves.

reciprocityauthority scarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY
influence levers

Humans are social beings. We generally prefer to live and interact with other humans. Over our 
evolutionary history, we have developed a trait for consciously or unconsciously sensing cues as to how 
most effectively to act in unfamiliar situations by watching what other people are doing.

Imagine walking down a street and suddenly you see thousands of people running in the opposite direction 
with frightened looks on their faces. It’s likely that you would benefit from turning and following the crowd 
until you found out what the threat was that the crowd was fleeing.

The Wisdom of Crowds
The Wisdom of Crowds is a book written by James Surowiecki about the aggregation of information in groups. 
He argues that the aggregated information leads to better decisions than could have been made by any 
single member of the group. 

The book’s opening anecdote relates Victorian-era statistician Francis Galton's surprise that the crowd at a 
county fair accurately guessed the weight of an ox when their individual guesses were averaged (the average 
was closer to the ox's true weight than the estimates of most crowd members and also closer than any of the 
separate estimates made by cattle experts).

The book’s central thesis is that a diverse collection of independently deciding individuals is likely to make 
certain types of decisions and predictions better than individuals or even experts.

What Surowiecki calls the Wisdom of Crowds, influence researchers have called social proof.  When people 
are in doubt as to how to behave, they can reliably look at other people similar to themselves for clues as to 
how best to assess the situation and proceed.  

However, it is important to note that for social proof to be an influence, the other people we are observing 
need to be similar to us. If they are dissimilar, we will suspect that their lead may not be right for us.

For example, when deciding on where to go for a vacation in April, you might look around and see where 
other people are going. If you are 75 years old, it is highly unlikely you will follow the lead of your 21-year-old 
grandson. You would suspect that his idea of a great vacation would be different from yours. You have no 
interest in seeing college students drink to excess on a Florida beach. Instead, you would likely take note of 
where the members of your bridge club vacationed in the spring.
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social proof case study
I once led a workshop at a conference center located at Disney World in Orlando, Florida. After the workshop 
several of us decided to go out for a fun evening together. The hotel’s concierge recommended we try 
Pleasure Island, which was a highly successful gated attraction for those over 21 that offered admission to 
multiple nightclubs for one price.

None of us had been to Pleasure Island belore. As we walked down Pleasure Island’s main street the number 
of clubs we had to choose from overwhelmed us. Because it was a Disney property you can imagine how well 
done all the options were with different themes and cuisines.  

We huddled together to decide which club we should go into first. But how do we choose when we have no 
experience with any of the options? As we looked around someone pointed to the Rock 'n' Roll Beach Club, a 
rock-themed dance club which featured live bands, and said let’s give that a try.

No one articulated why we first went into the Rock 'n' Roll Beach Club that night, but as someone who has an 
interest in what influences people, it was pretty clear to me why the group settled on this option:

1. The Rock 'n' Roll Beach Club was nearly packed, while the nearby alternatives had lots of empty space. 
Clearly, all those people in the Club must know something we didn’t know. Right? 

2. The people in the club were very similar to the six of us looking for a place to go. They were men and 
women primarily in our age group. Also, many of them looked like they were in town on business and 
they were seeking a nightclub to have some fun in.

How You Frame Social Proof Is Key
“Everyone's A Little Bit Racist” is the title to a song in the Tony award-winning musical comedy, Avenue Q. The 
lyrics illustrate that all of us hold stereotypes about other people and suggest that by being aware of them 
we might be able to reduce the negative effect of them. Based on your understanding of the Social Proof 
Influence Lever, do you think “Everyone's A Little Bit Racist” will increase or decrease stereotyping behavior?

Duguid and Thomas-Hunt researched this very question and published their results in 2015. They found in 
controlled studies that groups who were told, “… the vast majority of people have stereotypical preconceptions  
…” were much more likely to negatively judge the subject of the stereotype (women, elderly, or the overweight) 
than groups that were told, “… very few people have stereotypic preconceptions …”

By telling people “everyone’s a little bit racist” we may in fact be 
reinforcing negative stereotyping beliefs and behaviors. 
Duguid and Thomas-Hunt reported that their research “suggest that to reduce stereotype expression and its 
effects, it might be more useful to capitalize on social norms by highlighting the pervasiveness of individuals’ 
willingness to exert effort against their unconscious stereotypes.”

In other words, the researchers recommend using the Social Proof Influence Lever. By telling people that 
they are part of an organization that is working to create a culture where the majority is working hard against 
stereotyping can have profound impacts on the reduction of discrimination against stereotyped groups. 

Perhaps Avenue Q could add a song whose title is “Everyone’s Working Hard Against Stereotyping”!



21INFLUENCE SUCCESS COMPANY

THE TOOLS TO INFLUENCE THE TOOLS TO INFLUENCE

21INFLUENCE SUCCESS COMPANY

Applying Social Proof At Work
Imagine you were recently hired as quality manager 
at a large consumer products manufacturing 
company we’ll call Acme. The CEO of Acme knows 
that quality complaints have been increasing and 
that the company needs to make investments in their 
manufacturing process to correct the problem. Your 
predecessor, who just retired, had recommended 
replacing their 30-year-old manufacturing equipment 
made by Stuttgart Manufacturing Systems with 
Stuttgart's latest technology. It’s a brand Acme has 
used for years and the replacement cost is about $1 
million.

As you research the problem and potential solutions 
you begin to develop some anxiety. You find out that 
Stuttgart has not been investing in R&D, and as a 
result their current line is five years behind the times 
with regards to quality control technology. To make 
matters worse, the best selling competitor to Stuttgart, 
a company called Canberra, has just informed you 
that their equipment will cost $1.3 million— 30% more 
than the current supplier’s quote.

You do your homework and find out that Canberra 
has a reputation for reliability and durability. You 
mention this to the CEO, but he’s reluctant to approve 
the Stuttgart purchase because he’s never heard of 
them before and the purchase price is $300,000 
more than Canberrra. The CEO asks you to present 
your recommendation at the next Leadership Team 
Meeting.

You do some research and find out that Canberra’s 
market share for this equipment is 60% and Stuttgart's 
market share is only 10%. Juno Technologies, another 
manufacturer across town from you installed a 
Canberra machine last year and allows you to come 
by and inspect it when it is in operation. While there 
you learn that your CEO plays golf with Juno’s CEO.

At the Leadership Team Meeting you present your 
research, including the fact that Juno’s CEO has 
recently approved the purchase of another machine 
from Canberra.

Acme’s leadership team approved the purchase. Why? 
On paper it looked like the Canberra machine made 
sense. In addition, the CEO felt more comfortable 
with the decision because companies like Acme were 
choosing Canberra over Stuttgart, including a friend’s 
company, Juno. By seeing other companies that were 
like Acme choosing Canberra, your CEO felt confident 
it was the right decision.
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social proof in short
People look to the behaviors of others who are similar to them for cues 
on the best course of action. When seeking to influence someone, 
providing examples of how others similar to them have successfully 
acted, in similar circumstances, will remove resistance to moving 

forward.
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People tend to return favors.

reciprocityauthority scarcity social proofLikingCONSISTENCY
influence levers

Reciprocity in social psychology refers to responding to a positive action with another positive action or 
responding to a negative action with another negative action.

To help us understand why this human trait to repay in kind what another has given us, let’s return to the plains 
of Africa where our ancestors first evolved. To survive, our species needed to develop traits that would help 
us quickly make good choices. One of those choices might have been whether or not to help another human 
who needed help. For example, suppose there was a fire and much of the food stored by your neighbor was 
destroyed. Would you offer to share your scarce food with them until they were able to get back on their 
feet? Remember, back then there were no written contracts that you could create or governments to help 
you enforce the contract. Would you lend them food in hopes that they would repay in the future when you 
needed help?

Because I could reasonably expect you to repay me in kind, I would be more likely to share with you. And I 
would be more likely to survive because when I need help of some kind you would probably help me as you 
could reasonably expect me to return the favor.

There are many ideas from around the world and throughout time that demonstrate the belief in reciprocity. 
Perhaps the most common is what is known as the Golden Rule. The Rule simply states that we are to treat 
other people as we would wish to be treated ourselves.

A Favor For a Favor
A study done at Stanford University illustrates how humans intuitively respond to favors. The researcher 
had subjects believe they were in an “aesthetics enjoyment” experiment with a partner, who was really the 
researcher’s assistant. In the experiment the assistant would disappear during a two-minute break then bring 
back a soft drink and give it to the subject saying “I asked him (the experimenter) if I could go get myself a 
Coke, and he said it was OK, so I bought one for you too.” About 40 seconds later the experimenter returned 
and the “aesthetics enjoyment” experiment resumed. After five minutes, during a break in the experiment, the 
assistant asked the subject to buy raffle tickets from him. 

In the control group the assistant behaved in exactly the same manner but did not buy the subject a drink. 

The subjects who had received the favor, a soft drink, bought significantly more raffle tickets than those in the 
control group despite the fact that they hadn’t asked for the drink to begin with. On average, those who were 
given the Coke bought 73% more raffle tickets than those who were not given the unrequested Coke!

It is likely that the early humans who survived did 
so in part because they felt an innate obligation to 
repay in kind what another had given them. 
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For it is in giving that we receive.

St. Francis of Assisi

Reciprocity Case Study
Sarku Japan is a chain of more than 250 restaurants throughout the US. Their specialty is chicken teriyaki. You 
may have seen them in your favorite mall’s food court where an employee stands in front of the restaurant 
offering free samples. Most people who take the sample have visited the restaurant in the past and already 
know they like the taste of the chicken. So why offer free samples? It reminds people how good the taste is, 
yes, but more importantly once someone has accepted a gift of free food, they feel an obligation to then buy 
a meal. It would be rude not to (or so our instincts tell us). By giving you a sample, Sarku Japan is using the 
Reciprocity Influence Lever to influence your choice on where you buy lunch. 

Applying Reciprocity At Work
The tone of the following two quotes is different, but the message is the same:

The message is that when we give, we are more likely to receive. Rockefeller’s quote also adds nuance in that 
it suggests a longer-term horizon. You may give today but not receive until sometime in the near or distant 
future. In addition, not all investments earn a return. Sometimes we invest and get no return.

How do we put the Influence Lever into action?

 f If you want help, first offer help

 f If you want trust, first offer trust

 f If you want someone to share their resources, 

first share your resources

 f If you want to be treated with respect,  

first treat others with respect

 f If you don’t want to be surprised,  

don’t surprise others

 f If you want extra effort, first give extra effort

Giving should be entered into in just the same way as investing. Giving is investing.

John D. Rockefeller
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reciprocity in short
People naturally feel an obligation to repay a favor. By being the first to 
give, you create an unspoken obligation that the recipient will feel an 

obligation to repay.
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Ethiopa’s Lelisa Desisa wins for second time Boston Marathon
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THE TOOLS TO INFLUENCE

None of the Influencing Levers described above will work 100% of the time. 
But they don’t have to. They only have to help you succeed more frequently 
for them to be valuable. In sports as in life, the difference between best-
in-class performance and average is frequently a modest percentage. 
However, to the victor go the spoils. Being modestly more effective at 
influencing others means you will collect a greater proportion of the prize 
available. In an economy where creating valuable change is the difference 
between winning and losing, influencing skills is the currency for success.

caveat
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The Influence Success Company helps clients develop a culture that promotes the 
continuous sharing, consideration and adoption of valuable new ideas as a competitive 
strategy. We teach people research-backed, actionable techniques that allow them to 
persuasively share their ideas and drive innovation.

Drop us a line. We'd love to chat.
Drop us a line or give us a call to learn more about what we do  

or to schedule your workshop. 

Email us: Info@InfluenceSuccess.com

Call us: 617.306.5372
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