
Praise for Yes!

“I recommend the book highly, as it presents all kinds of clever 
and effective influence tactics. You can learn everything from 
the virtues of inconveniencing people to why restaurants 
shouldn’t offer a basket of mints for people on the way out, to 
how to use—and how not to use—fear as a motivator. Yes!  is based 
on the best behavioral science research and is an easy read.”

—Robert Sutton, author of The No Asshole Rule

“Yes! is the single best introduction to and distillation of 
research and wisdom on how to change people’s minds, 
including your own.”

—Warren Bennis, Distinguished Professor of Business, University of 

Southern California, author of On Becoming a Leader and coauthor 
of Judgment: How Winning Leaders Make Great Calls

“I’ve recommended many books but this one is among the 
best I’ve found . . . try to read it before everyone else does. It’s 
chock full of useful advice tested by leading researchers.”

—Working Class

“If you had a team of bright guys looking for research that you 
can actually use to improve your effectiveness, and they wrote 
it up for you with wit and style, putting in nifty little reports of 
three to five pages, would that be useful? YES! This book is the 
trifecta: first-rate research, lively writing, and practical advice. 
Read it, enjoy it, use it.”

—Dale Dauten, nationally syndicated King Features columnist and 

author of The Gifted Boss
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Preface

A ccording to John Lennon, the moment he first 
began falling in love with Yoko Ono occurred 

at an installation of her work at a London art gallery in 
1966. One piece in the exhibition required viewers to 
climb to the top of a dimly lit, shaky ladder and then to 
peer through a spyglass into a small area of the ceiling, 
where a single word was displayed in barely perceptible 
letters.

The word was small and simple. But it struck Lennon 
with so much force that, although he didn’t fall physi-
cally from the ladder, he began to fall emotionally for the 
woman who had arranged for him to see that word under 
those conditions—because he immediately resonated 
with her recognition of its healing power in a darkly dan-
gerous, ominously unstable world.

That word was not “love,” as most people think. 
Instead, it was a word that both leads to and flows from 
love and, fortunately, is much more obtainable.

The word was “yes.”
Just because yes is simple and obtainable, we shouldn’t 

be fooled into believing that anyone can easily secure it 
from others—at least not without knowing certain secrets 
of the persuasion process. The primary purpose of this 
book is to give readers access to fifty secrets to successful 
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persuasion that have been validated in scientific studies 
and that can be used in wholly ethical ways. Even though, 
as the book’s authors, we wouldn’t try to turn John Len-
non’s famous lyric into the claim “All you need is Yes!,” 
we are confident that readers who understand and prop-
erly employ the book’s lessons will become markedly 
more persuasive at work, at home, and elsewhere.
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Introduction

There’s an old joke told by the nightclub comic 
Henny Youngman, who referred to his accom-

modations from the previous night by saying, “What a 
hotel! The towels were so big and fluffy I could hardly 
close my suitcase.”

Over the last few years, the moral dilemma facing hotel 
guests has changed. These days, the question of whether 
to remove the towels from their room has been replaced 
by the question of whether to reuse the towels during the 
course of their stay. With the increasing adoption of envi-
ronmental programs by hotels, more and more travelers 
are being asked to reuse their towels to help conserve 
environmental resources, save energy, and reduce the 
amount of detergent-related pollutants released into  
the environment. In most cases, this request comes in 
the form of cards placed in guests’ bathrooms—cards that 
provide some surprising insights into the remarkable sci-
ence of persuasion.

A survey of the persuasive messages conveyed by 
dozens of request cards from a wide variety of hotels 
around the globe reveals that these cards most com-
monly attempt to encourage towel recycling efforts by 
focusing guests almost exclusively on the importance 
of environmental protection. In other words, guests are 
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almost invariably informed that reusing their towels will 
conserve natural resources and help spare the environ-
ment from further depletion, disruption, and corruption. 
To further draw guests’ attention to the impact of towel 
recycling on the environment, this information is often 
accompanied by various eye-catching, environment- 
related pictures in the background, ranging from rain-
bows to raindrops to rainforests . . . to reindeer.

This persuasion strategy generally seems to be an 
effective one. For example, one of the largest manufac-
turers of these signs, whose messages focus entirely on 
the importance of environmental protection, reports that 
the majority of hotel guests who have the opportunity 
to participate in these programs do reuse their towels 
at least once during their stay. But could the results be 
improved?

Researchers are often on the lookout for ways to apply 
their scientific knowledge to make existing policies and 
practices even more effective. Much like a highway bill-
board that reads, “Place your ad here,” these little towel 
recycling cards spoke to us, practically pleaded with us, 
to “Test your ideas here.” So we did. And in doing so, we 
showed that just by making a small change to the way 
in which the request is made, hotel chains can do much, 
much better.

As this book will reveal, starting with our towel exper-
iments, small, easy changes to our messages and to our 
requests can make them vastly more persuasive. In fact, 
we’re going to claim that everyone’s ability to persuade 
others can be improved by learning persuasion strategies 
that have been scientifically proven to be successful. We 

Yes_REP_xii-260.indd   2 4/2/08   4:09:01 PM



3

Introduction

will report on dozens of studies, some conducted by us, 
some by other scientists, that demonstrate this point in 
many different settings. Along the way, we will discuss 
the principles behind these findings. The central purpose 
of this book is to provide the reader with a better under-
standing of the psychological processes underlying our 
efforts to influence others to shift their attitudes or behav-
ior in a direction that results in positive outcomes for 
both parties. In addition to presenting a variety of effec-
tive and ethical persuasion strategies, we also discuss the 
types of things to watch out for to help you resist both 
subtle and overt influences on your decision-making.

The studies discussed in this book are scientifically 
rigorous, but they can also be fun. For example, we’ll 
seek to provide insights about what single office sup-
ply can make your attempts to persuade others signifi-
cantly more effective, what Luke Skywalker can teach 
us about being an influential leader, why people named 
Dennis are disproportionately more likely to become 
dentists, how slipping your audience the perfectly legal 
drug 1,3,7-trimethylxanthin can help you become more 
persuasive, how inconveniencing your rivals will make 
them more likely to do favors for you, and why people 
would be more likely to buy a BMW just after giving rea-
sons for preferring a Mercedes.

We’ll also seek to answer a number of other impor-
tant questions. For example: What common mistake do 
communicators often make that causes their message to 
backfire? Which one word will strengthen your persua-
sion attempts? Is it better to start low or high when selling 
items on eBay? How can you turn your weaknesses into 
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persuasive strengths? How can waiters increase their 
tips without changing the quality of their service? And 
why can sometimes seeing yourself—or being seen by 
others—as an expert result in one of the most dangerous 
situations in which you could ever be placed?

Persuasion as Science, Not Art

The scientific study of persuasion has been continuing 
for over half a century now. Yet, the research on persua-
sion is somewhat of a secret science, often lying dormant 
in the pages of academic journals. Considering the large 
body of research that’s been produced on the subject, it 
might be useful to take a moment to think about why this 
research is so often overlooked. It’s no surprise that peo-
ple who are faced with choices about how to influence 
others, including important program or policy choices, 
will often base their decisions on thinking that’s grounded 
in the established theories and practices of fields such as 
economics, finance, and public policy. However, what’s 
puzzling is how frequently decision-makers fail to use 
established psychological theories and practices to guide 
them in their choices.

One potential explanation for this tendency is that, 
unlike the fields of economics, finance, and public policy, 
which tend to require learning from outsiders to achieve 
even a minimal level of competence, people believe they 
already possess an intuitive understanding of psycholog-
ical principles simply by virtue of living life and inter-
acting with others. As a consequence, they’re less likely 
to learn and to consult the psychological research when 
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making decisions, setting policies, or generating solu-
tions to problems. This overconfidence inevitably leads 
people to miss golden opportunities for psychologically 
informed social influence—or worse still, to misuse psy-
chological principles to the detriment of themselves and 
others.

Besides being overly reliant on their personal expe-
riences with others, people also rely too much on 
introspection. For example, why would the marketing 
practitioners charged with the task of designing the hotel 
towel reuse signs focus almost exclusively on the impact 
of these programs on the environment? They probably 
did what any of us would do—they asked themselves, 
“What would motivate me to participate in one of these 
programs by recycling my towels?” And by examining 
their own motives, they would come to the conclusion 
that a sign that tapped into their values and identity as 
environmentally concerned people would be particu-
larly motivating. But in doing so, they would also fail 
to realize how they could increase participation just by 
changing a few words in their request.

Persuasion has often been referred to as an art, but in a 
sense, this is a misclassification. Although talented artists 
can certainly be taught skills to harness their natural abili-
ties, the truly remarkable artist seems to possess a certain 
level of talent and creativity that no instructor is capable 
of instilling in another person. Fortunately, this isn’t the 
case with persuasion. Even people who consider them-
selves persuasion lightweights—people who feel they 
couldn’t convince a child to play with toys—can learn to 
become persuasion heavyweights by understanding the 
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psychology of persuasion and by using the specific per-
suasion strategies that have been scientifically proven to 
be effective.

Regardless of whether you’re a salesperson, manager, 
marketer, negotiator, educator, policymaker, lawyer, 
health care worker, food server, eBayer, or parent, this 
book is designed to help you become a master persuader. 
We’ll describe certain techniques that are based on what 
one of us (Robert Cialdini) explored in the book Influence: 
Science & Practice as the six universal principles of social 
influence: reciprocation (we feel obligated to return 
favors performed for us), authority (we look to experts to 
show us the way), commitment /consistency (we want to 
act consistently with our commitments and values), scar-
city (the less available the resource, the more we want 
it), liking (the more we like people, the more we want to 
say yes to them), and social proof (we look to what oth-
ers do to guide our behavior).1 We’ll discuss what these 
principles mean and how they operate in some detail 
throughout the book, but we won’t limit ourselves to 
them. Although the six principles act as the foundation 
for the majority of successful social influence strategies, 
there are also many persuasion techniques that are based 
on other psychological factors, which we’ll cover.

We’ll also place a special emphasis on how these strat-
egies operate in a number of different contexts—both 
within and outside the workplace—and provide practical 
and action-oriented advice for how to maximize your 
persuasive prowess in those settings and beyond. The 
advice we’ll provide will be ethical and easy to follow, 
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will require very little additional effort or cost on your 
part, and should pay big dividends.

With apologies to Henny Youngman, we fully expect 
that by the time you finish this book, your persuasion 
toolbox will be packed with so many scientifically 
proven social influence strategies you’ll hardly be able 
to close it.
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How can inconveniencing your  

audience increase your  
persuasiveness?

C olleen Szot is one of the most successful writ-
ers in the paid programming industry. And for 

good reason: In addition to penning several well-known 
“infomercials” for the famed and fast-selling NordicTrac 
exercise machine, she recently authored a program that 
shattered a nearly twenty-year sales record for a home-
shopping channel. Although her programs retain many 
of the elements common to most infomercials, includ-
ing flashy catchphrases, an unrealistically enthusiastic 
audience, and celebrity endorsements, Szot changed 
three words to a standard infomercial line that caused a 
huge increase in the number of people who purchased 
her product. Even more remarkable, these three words 
made it clear to potential customers that the process of 
ordering the product might well prove somewhat of a 
hassle. What were those three words, and how did they 
cause sales to skyrocket?

Szot changed the all-too-familiar call-to-action line, 
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“Operators are waiting, please call now,” to, “If opera-
tors are busy, please call again.” On the face of it, the 
change appears foolhardy. After all, the message seems 
to convey that potential customers might have to waste 
their time dialing and redialing the toll-free number until 
they finally reach a sales representative. Yet, that surface 
view underestimates the power of the principle of social 
proof: When people are uncertain about a course of 
action, they tend to look outside themselves and to other 
people around them to guide their decisions and actions. 
In the Colleen Szot example, consider the kind of mental 
image likely to be generated when you hear “operators 
are waiting”: scores of bored phone representatives fil-
ing their nails, clipping their coupons, or twiddling their 
thumbs while they wait by their silent telephones—an 
image indicative of low demand and poor sales.

Now consider how your perception of the popular-
ity of the product would change when you heard the 
phrase “if operators are busy, please call again.” Instead 
of those bored, inactive representatives, you’re probably 
imagining operators going from phone call to phone call 
without a break. In the case of the modified “if operators 
are busy, please call again” line, home viewers followed 
their perceptions of others’ actions, even though those 
others were completely anonymous. After all, “if the 
phone lines are busy, then other people like me who are 
also watching this infomercial are calling, too.”

Many classical findings in social psychology dem-
onstrate the power of social proof to influence other 
people’s actions. To take just one, in an experiment con-
ducted by scientist Stanley Milgram and colleagues, an 
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How can inconveniencing your audience  
increase your persuasiveness?

assistant of the researchers stopped on a busy New York 
City sidewalk and gazed skyward for sixty seconds. Most 
passersby simply walked around the man without even 
glancing to see what he was looking at. However, when 
the researchers added four other men to that group of sky 
gazers, the number of passersby who joined them more 
than quadrupled.2

Although there’s little doubt that other people’s 
behavior is a powerful source of social influence, when 
we ask people in our own studies whether other people’s 
behavior influences their own, they are absolutely insis-
tent that it does not. But social psychologists know better. 
We know that people’s ability to understand the factors 
that affect their behavior is surprisingly poor.3 Perhaps 
this is one reason that the people in the business of creat-
ing those little cards encouraging hotel guests to reuse 
their towels didn’t think to use the principle of social 
proof to their advantage. In asking themselves, “What 
would motivate me?” they might well have discounted 
the very real influence that others would have on their 
behavior. As a result, they focused all their attention on 
how the towel reuse program would be relevant to sav-
ing the environment, a motivator that seemed, at least 
on the surface of it, to be most relevant to the desired 
behavior.

In our hotel experiment, we considered the finding 
that the majority of hotel guests who encounter the towel 
reuse signs do actually recycle their towels at least some 
time during their stay. What if we simply informed guests 
of this fact? Would it have any influence on their partici-
pation in the conservation program relative to the par-
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ticipation rates that a basic environmental appeal yields? 
With the cooperation of a hotel manager, two of us and 
another colleague created two signs and placed them in 
hotel rooms. One was designed to reflect the type of basic 
environmental-protection message adopted throughout 
much of the hotel industry. It asked the guests to help 
save the environment and to show their respect for 
nature by participating in the program. A second sign 
used the social proof information by informing guests 
that the majority of guests at the hotel recycled their tow-
els at least once during the course of their stay. These 
signs were randomly assigned to the rooms in the hotel.

Now, typically, experimental social psychologists are 
fortunate enough to have a team of eager undergraduate 
research assistants to help collect the data. But, as you 
might imagine, neither our research assistants nor the 
guests would have been very pleased with the research 
assistants’ sneaking into hotel bathrooms to collect our 
data, nor would our university’s ethics board (nor our 
mothers, for that matter). Fortunately, the hotel’s room 
attendants were kind enough to volunteer to collect the 
data for us. On the first day on which a particular guest’s 
room was serviced, they simply recorded whether the 
guest chose to reuse at least one towel.

Guests who learned that the majority of other guests 
had reused their towels (the social proof appeal), which 
was a message that we’ve never seen employed by even 
a single hotel, were 26 percent more likely than those 
who saw the basic environmental protection message 
to recycle their towels.4 That’s a 26 percent increase in 
participation relative to the industry standard, which 
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increase your persuasiveness?

we achieved simply by changing a few words on the sign 
to convey what others were doing. Not a bad improve-
ment for a factor that people say has no influence on 
them at all.

These findings show how being mindful of the true 
power of social proof can pay big dividends in your 
attempts to persuade others to take a desired course of 
action. Of course, the importance of how you communi-
cate this information should not be underestimated. Your 
audience is obviously unlikely to respond favorably to a 
statement like, “Hey you: Be a sheep and join the herd. 
Baaaaaaaah!” Instead, a more positively framed state-
ment, such as, “Join countless others in helping to save 
the environment,” is likely to be received much more 
favorably.5

Besides the impact on public policy, social proof can 
have a major impact in your work life, as well. In addition 
to touting your top-selling products with impressive sta-
tistics conveying their popularity (think the McDonald’s 
sign stating “Billions and billions served”), you’d do well 
to remember to always ask for testimonials from satisfied 
customers and clients. It’s also important to feature those 
testimonials when you’re presenting to new potential 
clients who may be in need of some reassurance about 
the benefits that your organization can provide. Or bet-
ter yet, you can set up a situation in which your current 
clients have the opportunity to provide firsthand testi-
monials to prospective clients about how satisfied they 
are with you and your organization. One way to do this 
is to invite current and potential customers to a luncheon 
or educational seminar and arrange the seating charts so 
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that they can easily commingle. In this setting, they’re 
likely to naturally strike up conversations regarding the 
advantages of working with your organization. And if, 
while taking RSVPs for the luncheon, your potential 
attendees tell you they’ll have to call you back to let you 
know, just be sure to tell them that if your phone line is 
busy, they should keep trying . . .
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2
What shifts the bandwagon effect 

into another gear?

H erds are persuasive because people are moti-
vated to follow other people’s behavior. But 

which herds are people most likely to follow?
In the previous chapter, we noted that hotel guests 

followed the behavior of the herd of other hotel guests. 
But might people be even more influenced by a herd that 
looks even more like them—the herd of hotel guests who 
had previously stayed in their particular room? There are 
actually some good reasons to expect not. First, from a 
purely logical standpoint, you shouldn’t exactly view 
the previous occupants of your hotel room in an espe-
cially positive light. After all, those are the same people 
who have, by simple virtue of staying in that room previ-
ously, played a larger role in reducing the quality of your 
room and its amenities than any other guests in the hotel, 
engaging in activities that range from the mundane to the 
who-knows-what. Second, there’s no rational reason to 
believe that the behavior of those previously occupying 
your hotel room is any more valid than, say, the behav-
ior of those previously occupying the room next door. 
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