
The Power of Persuasion: 
Using Social Psychology to 

Influence People



There is no trait or set of 
traits which identify the type 

of person most easily 
persuaded. Why? Because 

anybody can get taken.

Even you! 



Persuasion Technique #1: Reciprocity

We feel obligated to return favors 
to people who have done favors for 
us in the past.

Reciprocity is one of the oldest and 
most fundamental guides for 
human interaction. 



• As humans, we are hardwired to want to 
return favors, pay back debts, and treat 
others as they treat us. 

• One of the most common manipulations 
is to get a person to accept an 
unsolicited free gift.  

• EX: Free samples, free food, free tickets, 
etc. 



• If someone cleans my 
window and THEN asks for 
change, I’m more likely to 
give it because they’ve 
already done me a favor.

• If a company gives me a free 
item, I am more likely to 
purchase from them in the 
future 



We value information and commodities 
that are harder to find, rather than 
something that is everywhere

Technique #2: Scarcity



“We just have a limited 
number of these items.”

“Someone is coming later 
today, and if you don’t 
want it, they do.”

“Call now – limited time 
offer!”





Persuasive Technique #3: Authority

We tend to believe people 
who appear to be experts.

We also tend to be 
submissive around those 
who wear suits, uniforms, 
badges, etc., so are more 
likely to do what they tell 
us. 

Follows similar principles as 
ETHOS 



Examples – Trust the Expert! 

Jordan = Expert on 
basketball shoes



Technique #4: The Contrast Principle 

Comparing two things so that 
one looks better. 



Example

• Contrast work by comparing two things. One 
thing makes the other thing look better. 

• For example, is the grade of a D- good? 

** Contrast the D- with an F. What about now? 

** Contrast the D- with an A. What about now? 



Contrast Principle 

• When looking at the Kindle Fire alone, you 
might think $299 is an expensive price. 

• BUT compared to the iPad, it is a great deal! 



More Examples



Persuasive technique #5: 
Group Think/Consensus
(aka peer pressure)

People trust the 
power of the crowd. 



• We tend to purchase things 
that we believe many other 
people have picked as well:
– If everyone else likes it, it 

must be good!  

– The most popular movies, 
restaurants, clothing, music, 
cellphones, etc. 

– “McDonalds:  Over 300 billion 
served!”   



People like to be associated with popular things.



Technique #6: Likability

People are more likely 
to say yes to people 
they like.



3 kinds of likability:
• Similarity

• Compliments

• Cooperative efforts



• We like people that are like 
us: similar tastes, values, etc.

• People prefer to work and 
interact those with whom 
they feel connected.

• If we have things in common, 
and you like something, I’ll 
probably like it, too!

Similarity

Example: Dove created a whole 
campaign of using women who 
are more ‘relatable’ than models



Compliments

You compliment me 
  

 I like you more

I’m more likely to be 
convinced by what you 

tell me.



Cooperative Efforts
People like people who 
are willing to help out.

If we’re part of a team – 
working towards a 
common goal – I’m likely 
to do what I hear you’re 
doing to achieve that goal 
as well.



To sum up: 6 principles of persuasion

1) Reciprocity We feel obligated to return favors to people who 
have done favors for us in the past.

2) Scarcity We value scarce information and commodities 
more than things that are in abundance.

3) Authority We believe what trustworthy and credible 
experts say.

4) The Contrast 
Principle

If we see two things in sequence that are 
different, we tend to see the second one as more 
different from the first than it really is.

5) Group Think We trust the power of the crowd and like to be 
associated with popular things.

6) Likability
We say yes to people that we like. Similarity, 
compliments and cooperative effort are all kinds 
of likability.



Activity 

• On the back of your note sheet, there is a list 
of scenarios 

• With a partner, read through each scenario
– Decide which technique is being used and write 

the number in the box next to it 

– Hint: There may be more than one technique used 
at once 

• Be prepared to defend your answer, we will 
discuss these! 


