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Life today is very busy and people don’t have the time to think about every 
decision they make. So, Increasingly, we rely on heuristics, or mental shortcuts, 
when we make decisions. This has given rise to the role of the behavioural sciences 
in marketing communications. A lot of research has been done into this area and 
two things stand out. To many peoples’ surprise the big lesson that behavioural 
economics teaches us is that when we buy things we are influenced more by the 
emotional side of our brains rather than the rational part. The other is that our 
decision making is influenced by cognitive biases that tend to favour one line of 
thought or action over another. So much so that psychologists tell us that nearly 
half of our behaviour is habitual. Understanding these insights and applying them 
to your marketing communications isn’t delving into some dark art, it’s simply a 
better way of understanding people’s mental processes. As Richard Thaler, the 
Nobel prizewinning behavioural economist and father of Nudge theory, says, “By 
knowing how people think, we can make it easier for them to choose what is best 
for them, their family and society.” 

Principles of persuasion – getting people to say “Yes”

A thought leader in the real-life application of behavioural science thinking is 
Dr. Robert Cialdini, author of Influence – The Psychology of Persuasion. He has 
spent years studying and conducting studies into the subject and has identified 6 
triggers that are more likely to persuade us to say Yes. Let’s look at them one by 
one.

Reciprocity
Reciprocity basically means give and you shall receive. The psychology behind this 
is we don’t like to feel beholden to others and feel more comfortable when we do 
something to reciprocate. 

Charities often include a free gift like a pen in their direct mail shots asking 
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for donations. In tests, the mail shots that included a free gift generated more 
responses and donations than those that don’t include a free gift.

How to use Reciprocity – give something away to create a feeling of 
indebtedness. Then ask for something in return. Social media strategies often 
apply this approach by giving you business advice in return for your email address.

Scarcity
We want more of what we can have less of, and by limiting the supply you increase 
the value. For example, we attach an artificial value to diamonds because we think 
they are scarce when in fact they are abundant in nature but their supply is heavily 
controlled. This is also reflected in FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out). A striking example 
of this is the crowds that pour into shops for Black Friday. They know it’s their one 
day chance to grab a bargain.

How to use Scarcity – when you limit what your busines offers, either by quantity 
or by the time available to take up an offer, you are creating scarcity. This will make 
your proposition a lot more desirable.
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Authority
We defer to experts and place great trust (sometimes irrationally) in their opinions. 
That’s because experts possess two qualities we value highly:  knowledge and 
trustworthiness. We believe that in the teeming tumult of everyday life, an expert 
offers a valuable and efficient shortcut to good decisions. This is why experts are 
wheeled out on the news every night to comment on the economy, climate, health 
and the world at large. 

Think of the number of dental products or medical treatments you have seem 
fronted by a man or woman in a white coat who is a dentist or doctor. It’s as if we 
say to ourselves, “they must know better”.

How to use Authority – leverage your expertise. If your business activity involves 
having a professional or trade qualification flag it up. Alternatively, impress your 
customers with your knowledge or years of experience working in your chosen 
field. Another way to use Authority is to use an expert figure to talk about your 
business or brand. Remember, an “expert” doesn’t have to be a scientist it’s any 
authority figure who knows what they’re talking about that’s relevant to your 
business like a business owner, or a restaurant manager, or a midwife. Whether it’s 
through their qualifications or life experience they will add genuine credibility.

Consistency
We like to be seen to be consistent with our expressed thoughts and actions. So if 
we say we’re going to do something to our partner, friends or colleagues, then we’re 
more likely to follow through. Furthermore, if we go public with a commitment we 
make it’s harder to back out and also reinforces our mental approach to complete 
the task. Politicians, for instance, know that if you have voted for them before they 
are likely to get your vote again because this reconfirms a previous decision. This 
explain why many elections are won by the small majority of swing voters who 
buck this trend.  

A widespread example of Consistency in action is companies get a customer to 
recommend a friend. This has less to do with winning a new customer, and more to 
do with keeping the original customer loyal by reminding them of their decision to 
buy your offering in the first place.

Experts or other qualified 
users add authority to your 
marketing message
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How to use Consistency – ask customers or clients to recommend your offering 
to a friend or co-worker. Surveys where you ask customers to rate your product 
or business is another way of using Consistency to remind them of why they 
bought from you in the first place. Another way to use Consistency is to invite 
them to make a commitment first and then follow-up with an offer that relates to 
it. For example, many companies with environmental credentials will survey their 
customers and invite them to commit to a green agenda. 

Liking
Like in this context doesn’t mean popularity but similarity. In other words we 
trust people, or the opinions of people, who are like us in similar ways. It’s about 
highlighting similarities. Today, many businesses both large and small are built 
on values such as being good employers, and being kind to the environment and 
other ethical concerns. This gives those companies a marketing strategy that 
allows then to harness Liking by attracting customers who share similar values or 
mindsets.

How to use Liking – It’s about highlighting similarities. Show your customers that 
you understand their values, or problems or situations and highlight what you have 
in common with them.  

By getting people to first 
commitment to an action 
they are more likely to 
respond to your follow up 
message

We are influenced by people 
who are like us which can 
be defined by age, attitude, 
interests and background
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Consensus

We tend to follow the lead of others. Hotel chains know this and when they 
encourage us to re-use our towels they tell us that other guests who stayed in the 
same room chose to reuse their towels instead of sending them to the laundry. This 
is called Consensus, or social proof, which essentially says we are herd animals 
and are heavily influenced by the actions of those around us. Amazon uses this 
strategy a lot. How many times have you been on Amazon when having made a 
purchase you see a message that says something like…”People who bought this 
also bought…”and then showing you a range of similar products.

How to use Consensus – think of as many ways as you can of how your 
customers use your product or service. How can you show this in action.

Messages that tell us that 
other people followed the 
same or similar lines of action 
can be very influential, like 
the hotel towels example
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