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Influence: From òdark artó to òopen bookó?  

 There was once a time when 
selling was seen as a mysterious 
art. Some people had the ògift of 
the gabó or could òsell ice to 
Eskimosó.  We couldnõt really 
explain why some people could 
ôinfluenceõ others to buy and some 
not.  
 
Today, after decades of 
psychological research, we are 
starting to peel the layers of the 
onion to get to the core of why 
we say òYes, I will buy!ó 
 
This resume is designed to update 
you on current findings around 
influence that you can apply every 
day in sales / business development 
ð consciously. 

òYou can make more friends in two months by becoming 

interested in other people than you can in two years by 

trying to get other people interested in you.ó 

Dale Carnegie  
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 12 Big ideas for exploration  

 
Like any formulae or recipes, application 
is everything:  Slavishly and clumsily using 
a òprinciple of influenceó in front of a 
customer runs the risk of having the 
opposite effect of what we intend!  
 
We present these 12 big ideas to 
stimulate your thoughts about managing 
customer interactions differently.   
 
These ideas are well known and written 
about in both the research literature and 
popular psychology already (see 
references section for sources).  
 
Our aim here is to help you think 
through their application in sales and 
business development 

Herd thinking 

Reciprocity 

Conditioning 

Anchoring 

I am a consistent being 

Scarcity 

Confirmation bias / halo 

effects 

Charisma 

Risk / 

reward 

biases 

The affect 

heuristic 

Cognitive 

laziness 

The power 

of Authority 
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1. Herd thinking: The power of social proof  

Ever since Solomon Aschõs seminal work on group 
conformity (1) it is clear that we humans are heavily 
influenced by those around us. 
 
Asch showed that people would override their own 
common sense in order to conform with others. He 
famously asked participants to compare the lengths of lines 
in the presence of òplantsó in the group who claimed the 
lines were identical in length., when they were not. The 
òrealó participant went along with the crowd against their 
own better judgement. 
 
Dr Cialdini developed this theme more recently in his book 
òInfluenceó (2) showing how powerful peer influence is, 
especially when we are uncertain about what to do 

How can I apply this in sales? 

Prepare concrete examples of other clients using your services that your prospect respects 

Explain how and why others are using your product / services 

Look for examples of similar practices in the prospectõs own organisation and highlight them 

Ask what risks your client sees if competitors adopt your practices and they do not 
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2. The Affect Heuristic: Do you like me?  

Is it more important that your client likes you or that you like 
your client? Every sales person knows that a customer does not 
buy from you if they donõt like youé.and yet, who should take 
the initiative to build relations? What chances are there that the 
customer will like us unless we first look for their positive 
points? 
 
Dr Cialdini (2) cites the Tupperware Party as a prime example 
of how our liking of someone (in this case , our friends) 
strongly influences us to buy from them. 
 
We also know that physical attractiveness plays a role in òaffectó 
(or liking).  The winter 2013 Journal of Personal Selling & Sales 
Management (3) featured a paper showing that facial 
appearance significantly affected customer satisfaction 

How can I apply this in sales? 

Proactively plan to be liked! Make each meeting with a client an event ð surprise them with special 

preparation personal to them e.g. find out about their interests and bring a book related to them  

Be interested in them always ð listening actively to their agenda! 

Take care with your physical appearance and dress to always make an excellent impression 
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3. Reciprocity: You scratch my back andé. 

That we recognise a social debt is nothing new:  We expect 

that if we do something for someone, they will do us a 

favour in return. What is not so obvious is the power of the 

obligation we feel. Think for a moment how you feel when 

someone does you a good turn: Donõt we feel a strong need 

to reciprocate and arenõt we often more generous than the 

original benevolence? 

 

Dr Cialdini (2) explains how the Hari Krishna movement 

exploited this dynamic by first giving a gift to passers by 

before they asked for donations. When we have been given 

something spontaneously and generously it has a big impact 

on us and we feel compelled to reciprocate.  

How can I apply this in sales? 

Get in the habit of proactively giving to your existing network as best you can, without keeping stock 

of the payback you receive - Help make connections, introductions and send interesting articles to 

customers and prospects 

Send a book / gift / good wishes òout of the blueó 

Donõt be afraid to ask for help from your network in returné.. 
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4. Conditioning : Sow seeds in the subconscious 

We are so easily influenced sometimes itõs almost embarrassing.  
Experienced procurement professionals know this when they say 
upfront òOur existing supplier is the lowest cost on the market so you will 
have to really sharpen your pencil if you want to win our businessó.  
 
These seeds grow in our subconscious and influence our actions 
later down the road.  Daniel Kahneman (4) has written extensively 
on this area in his book òThinking, Fast and Slowó.  
 
Conditioning basically means we can influence someoneõs thinking 
by exposing them to information early on that will affect their 
judgement later.  
 
A concrete example: If we just heard about a plane crash in China, 
how do we feel about booking that flight to Paris? Is it really a 
rational reaction? 
 

How can I apply this in sales? 

Prepare the order carefully in which you discuss items in client meetings 

Mention products / services that you will talk about at the next meeting 

What key information does your client need to digest in advance so they are receptive? 
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5. Charisma: Nature or nurture?  

Why do some people exude charisma and gravitas? Can we 
develop it or is it innate? Work by Antonakis et al presented 
in the Harvard Business Review (5) in 2012 identified 12 
òCLTsó (charismatic leadership traits) that we can mimic 
and apply to increase our charisma. Examples are: 
metaphors, similes, and analogies; stories and anecdotes; 
contrasts; rhetorical questions; three-part lists; expressions 
of moral conviction; reflections of the groupõs sentiments 
and the setting of high goals.  
 
On the basis that we are drawn to charismatic people, trust 
them and want to be led by them, it is worth all of us in 
business development working on our òCLTsó. This is most 
easily practised during sales presentations, asking for 
feedback from our colleagues shortly afterwards 

How can I apply this in sales? 

A strong charismatic presentation to a group of clients can be transformational in the sales process 

Prepare well, practice extensively and be creative to make impact 

Donõt accept that charisma is an unchangeable characteristic 
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6. Authority: A figure of our imagination?  

When Stanley Milgram conducted his infamous experiments in 
1974 (6) he demonstrated that normally rational human beings 
were prepared to electrocute others because someone in 
authority told them do so. What relevance does this have for us 
in sales today?  
 
Dr Cialdini has again developed the theme, citing the example 
of physicians who exert such strong influence on our health 
decisions. All healthcare organisation know this, hence todayõs 
sophistication in managing òKOLsó (Key Opinion Leaders ð 
those doctors who endorse treatments and are respected and 
well known in the disease area).  
 
By understanding who is respected, followed and influential, we 
can òstand on the shoulders of greatnessó and align our 
products / solutions to great effect. 

How can I apply this in sales? 

Find out who the thought leaders are in your industry and align your offerings 

Cite opinion leaders in your solution recommendations 

Gather endorsements from respected key figures 

Use the òDoctor Attitudeó in selling òMy advice is that you shouldé..ó 


