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Market segmentation is all about how we differ, even though it purports to be about how much we’re the same. We have been taught in marketing class that “customers differ”: “Customers have different needs, wants, and values .. [and] that, because customers have different tastes, no one offering can appeal equally to all customers.”
 Marketers can separate the American public into complex demographic, even “psychographic,” profiles using the principle of similarity through difference, thereby predicting the kinds of products we buy based on something as simple as where we live. 
The most well known system is PRIZM, a “lifestyle segmentation system” that, like a Ginsu knife, slices and dices Americans into demographically and behaviorally distinct “clusters.” As its marketing pitch asserts, PRIZM is a “precision tool for lifestyle segmentation and analysis, [that] offers a simple way to identify, understand, and target consumers. PRIZM links with virtually every major marketing database in the U.S., making it a lingua franca for integrated marketing.”

Naturally, I was curious where I fit into PRIZM’s complex web of 62 clusters, so I typed my zip code into the company’s Web site (as well as the zip code of where I recently moved from for good measure).
 Apparently, the 10027 zip code is filled with members of the Urban Gold Coast, Bohemian Mix, Urban Achievers, Inner Cities, and Town and Gowns. I read the descriptions, and none of them sounded exactly like me. Cross Urban Gold Coast off the list: Sure, I’m a high-income professional who attends the theater, uses olive oil, banks online, but I’m not single, I’m not 45-64, and I certainly don’t watch Mystery. Maybe I’m an Urban Achiever? I’m a married, white-collar urban professional aged 25-44, and I sometimes attend pop/rock concerts, but more often you’ll find me listening to classical. And I never read Gourmet (close, though ― Saveur). Or am I member, in my old neighborhood, of the Young Literati, “upscale urban singles and couples” aged 25-44 with a household income of $63,400, who take vitamins, use a discount broker, watch Bravo, and plan for large purchases? Maybe. But maybe not. I like to think I’m not so easily classified.
So does this exercise prove that we’re all hopelessly different, and that at best we’re only similar when we’re packaged by marketers and shrink-wrapped with PRIZM? Not so fast. Psychologist Robert Cialdini has a counterintuitive theory: Maybe we’re really more alike than different. In his bestselling marketing classic Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, Cialdini argues that there are powerful psychological forces at work within the vast majority of people that practically compel them to act the way they do. It may sound unlikely at first, but the book offers a series of convincing examples ― gathered from hundreds of psychological studies ― of ways in which “compliance professionals” ― salespeople, advertisers, marketers, and the like ―  get us to do their bidding. 
“There is a group of people who know very well where the weapons of automatic influence lie and who employ them regularly and expertly to get what they want,” Cialdini writes in Influence.
 “They go from social encounter to social encounter requesting others to comply with their wishes; their frequency of success is dazzling. The secret of their effectiveness lies in the way they structure their requests, the way they arm themselves with one or another of the weapons of influence that exist within the social environment. To do this may take no more than one correctly chosen word that engages a strong psychological principle and sets an automatic behavior tape rolling within us.”
Cialdini argues that there are a series of “fixed action patterns” that describe the way we automatically respond to cues in our surroundings. These patterns are mental shortcuts that normally help us to cut through the clutter of our hectic, everyday lives and get through the thousands of decisions, advertising images, sensory stimuli, sales pitches, and so on, that we’re bombarded with each day. But when they’re used against us, they’re incredibly powerful. These “weapons of influence” fall into six categories: reciprocation; commitment and consistency; social proof; liking; authority; and scarcity. They can be used alone and in combination. Understand them and you can resist them, Cialdini says.  
Reciprocation
You know the old adage: It’s better to give than receive. It turns out to be true. Giving someone something, no matter how trivial, produces in most people a strong need to reciprocate. Consider the Hare Krishnas. In the 1960s, they walked the streets in robes and shaved heads, beating drums and bells. They didn’t take in much money from strangers until they changed their strategy in the 1970s: They disguised themselves as ordinary-looking travelers in airports, and handed passersby a gift, often nothing more than a flower. They would not take the flower back, even when people insisted. In return, the gift recipients quite often gave money when next asked for a donation ― even when they disagreed with what the Hare Krishnas were doing. The new strategy led directly to a huge increase in the group’s wealth, helping fund 321 centers in the U.S. alone.
Why does giving work? Modern society wouldn’t function without a “web of indebtedness,” say cultural anthropologists Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox. According to them, reciprocity allows for “the division of labor, the exchange of goods, the exchange of different services (making it possible for experts to develop), and the creation of a cluster of interdependencies that bind individuals together into highly efficient units.”

In marketing, we see the reciprocity rule used in the free sample. “The beauty of the free sample is that it is also a gift and as such, can engage the reciprocity rule,” says Cialdini. “In true jujitsu fashion, the promoter who gives free samples can release the natural indebting force inherent in a gift while innocently appearing to have only the intention to inform.” Vance Packard, author of The Hidden Persuaders, cites the case of an Indiana supermarket owner who sold 1,000 pounds of cheese in a few hours after he simply put out the cheese and encouraged people to cut off a slice for themselves. Amway uses the effect to great advantage, teaching salespeople to leave behind a collection of products to sample, known within Amway as the “BUG,” and then returning after a few days for the sale.
 
Commitment and Consistency
Contrary to popular misunderstanding, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.” Many people leave out the foolish part.  Consistency is highly valued in Western culture, a sign of logic, rationality, and honesty. Inconsistency is often a sign of indecisiveness, confusion, and untrustworthiness. Then there’s foolish consistency, which is everywhere around us. 
Once they publicly commit to doing something, many people will go to great lengths not to go back on their word. The shortcut works like this: “Once we have made up our minds about an issue, stubborn consistency allows us a very appealing luxury: We really don’t have to think hard about the issue anymore.” And when this need for consistency is paired with commitment, it’s magic. Salespeople often use this knowledge against us when they start with a small request, gain our compliance, and then use that compliance to request something much bigger. Very few people enjoy appearing inconsistent, especially if they’ve already shown enough trust in someone to comply with their initial request. A psychology study in the 1960s showed that people who were first asked to sign a neighborhood beautification petition were much more likely to respond favorably to a request two weeks later that they allow the door-to-door volunteer to place an enormous, poorly designed sign reading “Drive Carefully” that totally obscured the front of their house. When the volunteer made the request without using the petition first, compliance was as expected: 83 percent refused. But by signing the petition, these neighbors began to see themselves as someone “who agrees to requests made by strangers, who takes action on things he believes in, who cooperates with good causes.”

There’s much more to the psychology of commitment and consistency than this simple study. In the realm of marketing, you see signs of this compliance strategy in the proliferation of “100-word-or-less” testimonials, in which respondents must express their feelings for a product (usually positive) in order to enter a prize contest. Advertisers spend millions of dollars on these ads because they work: When people go on record as liking a product, they are unlikely to change their minds later, even if they don’t believe what they’re writing. 
Social Proof

Do you believe that all those TV “person-on-the-street” or “infomercial” testimonials are real? Many of these so-called testimonials are in fact delivered by actors hired to gush profusely about a product. But even when we know that they are actors, we are often influenced by such testimonials.
The rule of social proof says that we are highly influenced by the actions and beliefs of others around us. It’s a convenient shortcut for how we should behave in unfamiliar situations and surroundings. “The principle applies especially to the way we decide what constitutes correct behavior,” writes Cialdini.
 “We view a behavior as more correct in a given situation to the degree that we see others performing it.”
The need for social proof is also used against us. Why do TV sitcoms persist in using canned laughter, even when people say they hate it? Because it works, and television executives know it works. There’s a powerful, automatic response to hearing social cues like testimonials and laugh tracks that can override our rational abilities to resist them, even when we know in advance that they’re fake. This effect can be used in much more subtle ways, as well. How many times have you heard “No. 1,” “largest-selling,” or “fastest-selling” in advertising messages? 
Liking
“Few people would be surprised to learn that, as a rule, we most prefer to say yes to the requests of someone we know and like,” writes Cialdini.
 “What might be startling to note, however, is that this simple rule is used by total strangers to get us to comply to their requests.” We like those we have something in common with, and salespeople know this. They find ways to connect with you as soon as you walk through the door, discovering ways that you and them have “so much in common.” How many times have you responded to a person’s request because they were referred to you by a friend? Marketing campaigns are built around this response, from “friends and family” calling plans to Tupperware parties.
Tupperware parties? While the actual selling at these events is handled by a Tupperware representative, the party is organized and hosted by someone who invites all of their friends. The host gets a cut of the proceeds, and everyone knows that. One woman summed up the pressure to buy perfectly: “I’ve got all the containers I need … but when a friend calls up, I feel like I have to go. And when I get there, I feel like I have to buy something. What can I do? It’s for one of my friends.”

The liking rule is also used to great effect in advertising with beautiful models and celebrities. Men who see an ad with a beautiful woman posing next to a product will report that they are not influenced by the woman in the ad, even when psychological tests show that they in fact view those products more favorably.
 In the case of endorsements, we know the celebrity is being paid to endorse the product, but because we like them, we also tend to like the product. “The important thing for the advertiser is to establish the connection; it doesn’t have to be a logical one, just a positive one.”

Authority
How many times have you heard the line, “Nine out of ten doctors recommend.…” We are programmed to respond to authority, it seems. When Dr. Marcus Welby poses with a can of Sanka Brand coffee in an ad that touts its health benefits, why do we believe him? We know that he is not a real doctor ― he only plays one on TV. Yet we are influenced by the image of authority he produces.
 Titles, and even the kinds of clothes worn, influence the way we see someone.
“A better understanding of the workings of authority influence should help us resist it,” says Cialdini.
 “Yet there is a perverse complication ― the familiar one inherent in all weapons of influence: We shouldn’t want to resist altogether, or even most of the time. Generally, authority figures know what they are talking about.”

Scarcity

We want what we can’t have, and we want something more if we once had it but lost it. Experiments with cookie jars prove the point: People offered a jar with only two cookies rated the cookie more favorably than people presented with a jar holding ten cookies. Take the jar with ten cookies away before they can take a bite, and people will like those cookies even more.
 
The implication for marketing is this: “People seem to be more motivated by the thought of losing something than by the thought of gaining something of equal value,” Cialdini says. Homeowners who are told how much money they could lose by not insulating their houses are more likely to buy insulation than those who are told how much they could save.
 And people are motivated the most by limited-time offers, when the prospect of losing something is great. “As opportunities become less available, we lose freedoms; and we hate to lose the freedoms we already have,” says Cialdini. When something interferes with our freedom to enjoy an object, we react to that threat by wanting the object even more. It’s called “psychological reactance” in academic terms. And when we are in competition with others for an object, we want it most. “There is something almost physical about the desire to have a contested item,” Cialdini writes.
 “Shoppers at big close-out or bargain sales report being caught up emotionally in the event. Charged by the crush of competitors, they swarm and struggle to claim merchandise they would otherwise disdain.”
Conclusion
This essay opened with a fundamental question: Are we more alike than different? As Cialdini demonstrates, there are a host of ways in which Americans are startlingly, even depressingly, similar. Many people respond exactly alike, despite their demographic or psychographic profiles. And few people have the presence of mind, and knowledge of psychology, to resist the tactics of compliance experts. 
While marketing programs like PRIZM have helped us understand the ways in which individual differences shape buying behavior, Cialdini’s book can help us understand something more basic: Why we often behave just like everyone else.
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