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Inspiring Sustainable Behaviour

What’s the answer to inspiring sustainable behaviour? It starts with a question – or 
nineteen. With this simple and inspiring guide you’ll learn how to ask for persistent, 
pervasive, and near-costless change by uncovering our hidden quirks, judgmental 
biases, and apparent irrationalities.

The only change you’ll need to make is how you ask.
Business and government are under pressure to account for their carbon output and 

reduce resource-stress irrespective of the products they sell, the services they perform, 
or the policy and legislation they enact. Set against this is the congregation of popular 
culture and popular science around a desire to understand how we behave (the rise in 
popularity of behavioural economics is a testament to this). However, business and 
government are forging ahead without their marketing and communications 
departments because they’re unable to help communicate or design initiatives effectively.

The ‘19 different ways to ask for change’ offer a solution to this perfect storm by 
wrangling environmental psychology, behavioural economics, decision theory, and a 
good dose of common sense together in a potent handbook for marketers and 
legislators to ask for and sell sustainable behaviour by using the right words, and the 
right images, at the right time. It explains how simplifi cation isn’t always the solution, 
an action can be the most successful question, and a default answer can do wonders. 
It explores why short-term memory tasks change our behaviour, how ‘singing roads’ 
regulate speed, and that commitment gaps change outcomes; how our worry-profi le is 
the same as an Argentinean farmer’s, why knowledge of what kills you is irrelevant but 
asking about behaviour that kills is deadly, and what a chimpanzee’s tea-party tells us 
about the effect of ownership on decision-making. There’s the Lisbon stairs, a Chinese 
minister, and Kaiser Wilhelm II who makes us late for appointments twice a year.

This timely book will be of great value to scholars and practitioners whose work 
relates to reducing carbon emissions and resource-stress with a particular emphasis 
on communications. It offers practical solutions and easily understandable concepts 
for policymakers and professionals in marketing and communications departments, 
using research from a range of cognitive-behavioural theories.

Oliver Payne began his career in digital marketing at the dawn of the internet era. He 
went on to spend over a decade at Saatchi & Saatchi and Ogilvy creating innovative 
communications for some of the world’s biggest companies. Frustrated with established 
marketing practices, especially around sustainability, he decided to set up his own 
agency – The Hunting Dynasty – to create powerful behavioural communications that 
use our hidden quirks and apparent irrationalities to create lasting change.
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To our hidden quirks, judgmental biases, 
and apparent irrationalities
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Preface

‘If you said, I want to create a problem that people don’t care about, you 
would probably come up with global warming’, says Dan Ariely, a 
behavioural economist from Duke University.1 And he’s right, partly because 
its effects are distant in four dimensions: ‘not here’, ‘not now’, ‘not me’, and 
‘not clear’. 

Today’s solutions mostly involve side- or downshifting. And ‘selling’ that 
is tricky because it’s rarely considered desirable – yet the creation of desire 
is where the communication businesses do their best work. 

Ideally we’d present the world to ourselves in a way that encourages our 
choices to fall in favour of reducing resource-stress without force or penalty. 
But that’s a tough ask.

However, I found a route to the answer. And it’s horribly simple: ‘despite 
being generally capable and smart, we are highly context dependent’.2

‘How’ we communicate alters our response more than ‘what’ we 
communicate. It is indiscriminate. It happens in the corridors of the political 
elite, as much as on the signs at the local refuse centre. It happens in the 
boardrooms as much as in the post-rooms of businesses large and small. It 
happens when you sign for a house, and it happens when you write a quick 
note on the fridge door. Context is everything, and you can’t remove it – 
there is no neutral, odourless, colourless way of communicating. It is persistent 
and pervasive, and its effects are immediate. Also, it is near costless to enact. 

A persistent, pervasive, immediate, and inexpensive communication 
approach is a pretty powerful thing to have.

Whilst it may be relatively easy to describe, efforts and experiments to 
explain how it works are ongoing. Many of these experiments are hidden in 
jargon-laden academic journals; some are expressed and explained in more 
popular outlets. But however the information is delivered, researchers and 
academics are constantly exploring new ways of understanding how we 
engage with the world around us. 

In order to make sense of this valuable knowledge specifi cally in service 
of inspiring sustainable behaviour, I inhabit a strange space: I’m pulling 
together marketing on one arm, psychology and environmental psychology 
on another; I’m pulling cognitive-behavioural theories – behavoural 
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Preface xi

economics and behavioural decision theory  – with one leg, and legislature 
and product design on the other. In the space they meet, this book exists.

As is inevitable in scribing an area of exploration, there are edges. And 
it’s often at the edges you fi nd the most interesting effects – despite the fact 
that technology and infrastructure design are not normally something the 
marketing and legislative communities are involved with, a marketer or 
legislator primed with the lessons of cognitive-behavioural research can 
legitimately discuss ways to help develop products to be marketed, rather 
than simply marketing products that have been developed. 

So not only has a mix of marketing psychology, environmental psychology, 
behavioural decision theory, and behavioural economics unlocked a way of 
presenting choice in favour of sustainability around our existing infrastructure 
in a way that’s effective immediately, is serviceable far in the future, works 
overtly and covertly, is near costless to enact, and doesn’t need propping up 
to act persistently – it also helps create new innovations and developments 
that could see us solve our resource-stress for generations to come. 

This is a long way from trying to sell side- or downshifting. 
And in a way, it is so far removed that this book is about sustainability 

only in so much as that’s the prism through which I’ve shot the methods. 
So how do you get it to work? How do you move from theory to practice 

– where does the rubber hit the road? 
It’s simple: All you have to do is ask.

Notes

1 Colorado State University (22 December 2009), Extension Clean Energy Outreach, Leigh 
Fortson, online, www.ext.colostate.edu/energy/091222.html (accessed October 2011).

2 J. Fuller, ‘Heads you die: bad decisions, choice architecture, and how to mitigate predictable 
irrationality’, Per Capita Research Group, July 2009.
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Introduction

‘Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.’
English proverb

1.

Vittorio was under attack. Ethiopian tribesmen had pushed him back up the 
hill of Daga Roba, near Galla in Ethiopia. They asked him to put down his 
weapons. He refused. As an Italian army offi cer and gentlemen explorer 
he’d got into (and out of) many sticky situations. But on this Wednesday, in 
March 1897, there was one vital difference: whilst he’d been mapping the 
Omo River, Ethiopia had declared war on Italy.1

Vittorio looked the classic Italian army offi cer: mustachioed, smartly 
dressed, and stiff of resolve. As a young man he’d transferred to Eritrea with 
dreams of heroism, and set about exploring the region. For his fi rst expedition 
he took one hundred men to map the source of the Giuba. He met with mixed 
success: thirty-fi ve were killed, including two while hunting hippopotamus. 
He returned to Italy to plan his next exploration and spotted an opportunity 
on the border of Ethiopia and Kenya – if he could follow and map the Omo 
river to its conclusion, maybe that would secure his place in history.

Little did he know. 
The Daga Roba skirmish with the Ethiopian tribesmen was serious. Both 

sides had rifl es. The tailored uniforms of the Italians stood them apart from 
the lose-fi tting long shirts of their enemy. The Ethiopians, emboldened by a 
recent victory over the Italian army at Adowa, were on home ground. And 
with shields and swords as well as rifl es, they were as effective at close range 
as they were from a distance. 

In that skirmish, on a Wednesday in March 1897, Vittorio was killed. 
He was thirty-six years, seven months, and six days old. His fi nal resting 

place lay unmarked and unknown. A cruel irony for a man who’d spent 
his life mapping the region. However, his work was not in vain. He’d 
mapped a part of the planet so signifi cant it would re-defi ne the foundations 
of our existence. 
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2 Introduction

In 1967, a team of archaeologists found the remains of a 195,000-year-old 
Homo sapiens woman on the banks of the Omo river - Vittorio’s Omo river.2 

She is the earliest anatomically modern human ever found:3 a relative of 
the single tribe of around two hundred people who left the African continent 
thousands of years later and to whom the entire human race outside of 
Africa owes its existence.

2.

195,000 years ago the Omo valley was a fl at, dry grassland. The Omo 
snaked through the valley fringed with lush green forest into Lake Turkana. 
Lake levels were much higher then – the river entered the lake at Kibish, 
about sixty miles north of today’s position. Yearly fl oods of the Omo river 
delta provided a rhythm to life, and a nutrient-rich soil for the vegetation.

Modern man walked through the savanna in groups of about twenty or 
thirty, and made little mark on the world apart from some chipped stones 
used for cutting and scraping. 

As time went by, these groups began to trade. It helped them survive 
famine and drought. Around this trade, items of symbolism and ritual 
developed – beads, ochre, and bone. 4

When glaciation lowered the world’s sea levels by about eighty metres 
some 65,000 years ago, the Red Sea shrank and two hundred modern 
humans moved north. 5

A move that would change the face of the planet. 6

Life was tough, so working together was vital. Language developed. We 
are not so far removed from those days. Only as recently as 2005, the last 
speaker of a language called Bo died7 – it was one of the Great Andamanese 
languages dating back to a time when that small group of a few hundred 
Homo sapiens ventured out of Africa. 

The development of language is thought to be associated with symbolic 
thought and cultural creativity, and expression of this in both art and burial 
denotes knowledge, awareness, and intention. Indeed, it is the earliest 
evidence of behavioural modernity.8 

Whether behavioural modernity was a result of a dramatic biological 
brain upgrade, a steady transition, or trading networks dense enough to 
cross-pollinate ideas, the effects were striking: Social, technological, and 
local knowledge could be apportioned among the group rather than reside 
Xerox-like in each individual.9 Something as simple as the ability to warn 
fellow tribesmen of a dangerous animal’s location, for example, meant that 
those who took the advice survived, and those who ignored it were killed. 
We are descendants of the survivors – the ones that feared loss. 

Eventually, our ability for structured thinking and ethical judgment 
(despite some blind-spots) would stand us apart from other species. 

As man made more tools and weapons, and became more adept at 
communication and organization, he was able both to mechanize and to 
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Introduction 3

refi ne his hunting technique. Spreading across southern Asia, Europe, 
Russia, and the Americas across the Bering Strait, he left a trail of increasingly 
sophisticated ritual, language, and society.10

3.

In 1907, a statue of Vittorio was erected outside the train station in his 
hometown of Parma, Italy. His boyhood self would have looked up at this 
towering statue with wide-eyed amazement. 

Vittorio’s statue has signifi cance beyond his success as an explorer. It was 
erected at a time when industrialization was transforming our world, and at 
a place that led the charge – the railway. 

Never before had such a large volume of material been carried so quickly, 
over such long distances. The advent of the daily national newspaper owes 
its existence to the railway.11 Moving atoms of paper and ink over larger 
distances every day was simply not possible by horse or river barge. The 
railways also created standardized time. In England the sun sets a few 
minutes apart in London and Bristol. Local time was synchronized 
accordingly, but this played havoc with the train timetables. In 1880 
standardization was imposed.12

Industrialization was delivering a standard of housing, food, sanitation, 
and education previously unknown. Life expectancy rocketed. Until about 
1800, the average hovered around the twenty- to thirty-year mark and had 
done so for thousands of years.13 From 1850 onwards, life expectancy in 
England increased by six hours per day on average.14 So a child born a week 
after another would have a life expectancy nearly two days longer. Today, 
children born after the millennium are more likely than not to live to be one 
hundred years old.15 

Thousands of years of short and brutal lives have taught us that a bird in 
the hand is worth two in the bush. Is this still the case?

Wealth has increased ninefold since the beginning of industrialization.16 
In the 1800s, one hour of light cost six hours of work. Today, you only need 
perform one second of work to purchase an hour of light. Even in 1950 you 
needed only a handful of work-seconds to buy the same.17 And that’s not 
because industrialization has increased the production of candles. It’s found 
newer and orders-of-magnitude denser forms of energy. 

In two hundred or so short years we’ve gone from steam and iron, to coal 
and steel, to oil, plastics, and mass electrifi cation.

This has allowed the production of goods and services unimaginable even 
a century ago, let alone 40,000 years ago: a choice of calories, doctored 
edible produce and extracted vitamins tailored to the exact needs of the 
human body. We’ve developed non-tangible things like law, privacy, and 
rights. And money. And we can communicate instantaneously, anywhere in 
the world – we create more information every forty-eight hours than was 
created between the dawn of civilization and 2003.18 There have only been 
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4 Introduction

about 20,000 generations over the last half a million years – and less than 
10,000 since our direct ancestors wandered the Omo valley. And yet in the 
last four generations we’ve transformed from a local animal to a global one 
that can circumnavigate the world in a day. 

Evolutionarily speaking, this is a baffl ing world.
We understand our physical limitations much better than our cognitive 

ones – perhaps because our emotional judgments are better tested than our 
intellectual assessments: we jump a mile at snakes, but rarely fear electric 
cable; We get spooked in the dark, but cross the road without looking.19 We 
are still imprinted with the mores of a short, brutal, provincial life. 

Delaying gratifi cation traditionally has such a high cost it is still woven 
into our language: a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush; eat, drink, 
and be merry, for tomorrow we die. We fear loss much more than the 
pleasure of gain20 because this strategy has always survived over profl igacy 
and delay. 

With our instincts defi ned by a few hundred Homo sapiens and refi ned 
over nearly 150,000 years, the last century or so of incredibly rapid change 
hasn’t even begun to affect our behaviour. We are ancient creatures living in 
modern times. 

We are fi t for a world that no longer surrounds us.
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Part I

The expected

All the questions you’d expect 
to ask, but not in the way 
you’d expect to ask them
As the saying goes, even the worst piece of communication only needs two 
things changed: all the words, and all the images. As trite as that sounds, 
there is some truth in it.

We’ll explore how words like tax, offset, climate change, and global 
warming can evoke responses in ways you wouldn’t expect, and how 
imagery – either synthetic or constructed – affects our decisions in covert 
ways. Are these principles at the root of variously attributed lament: ‘Half 
of all advertising works, I just wish I knew which half’?

We’ll look at how a tiny hammer in a box that could kill a cat is on a par 
with asking a question. How the strength of your desire is nothing to do 
with what you say and everything to do with the fact that you said it – and 
that can kill you. And why your highfalutin ‘fl ights of fancy’ are triggered by 
the ‘why’: Lévi-Strauss is involved.

Later in this section issues of timing and incentive keep us on familiar 
ground, but are expressed in unfamiliar ways. (You’ll want to keep the snack 
food out of reach if you’re on a health kick when you read about bunched 
messaging and cognitive load; the reasons will become clear.) Incentives and 
incentivising behaviour focus on cash and fun. Cash is an obvious and lazy 
place to go (the BOGOF is as much a bane of the marketer’s life as is taxation 
for a legislator), but cash incentives for resource-reducing behaviour can be 
inexpensive if the correct question is asked: it’s a cheap thrill.

As expected, welcome to the Expected.
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1 Just ask 

‘If you want anything just ask for it, old sport.’ 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925)

In 1935, in an attempt to illustrate the bizarreness of quantum mechanics, 
Erwin Schrödinger devised a thought experiment to show that the act of 
observation can change the observed. He imagined a cat sealed in a box with 
a phial of poison, a radioactive particle, a Geiger counter, and a tiny hammer. 
The radioactive particle roamed the box. If it was detected by the Geiger 
counter the tiny hammer would break the phial of poison, which would kill 
the cat. 

That’s not the bizarre bit.
Shortly after the experiment had begun, the cat would exist as both 

potentially alive and potentially dead: that’s the bizarre bit. This simultaneous 
state would resolve only when the lid was opened and the cat observed. It’s 
only this act of observation that resolves the state of the cat.1 

The lesson Schrödinger sought to highlight is there’s no way to engage 
with the world without affecting it. 

He’s right.

Schrödinger’s car

It was long thought that strength of desire was a good measure of the likelihood 
of action – and to fi nd the strength of desire, you just ask. Say Fishbein and 
Ajzen: ‘If one wants to know whether or not an individual will perform a 
given behaviour, the simplest and probably most effi cient thing one can do is 
to ask the individual whether he [or she] intends to perform that behaviour.’2 

Vicki Morwitz from the Stern School, New York, and Gavan Fitzsimons 
of the Wharton School, Pennsylvania, discovered something quite different 
when they asked 40,000 people about the strength of their desire to purchase 
a new car: Simply asking about the strength of desire disproportionately 
increased action.3

That wasn’t supposed to happen.
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8 The expected

The actual rates of car purchase among the group in the following six 
months shot up to over 35% above average. 

Simply by measuring the state, they changed it. 

This effect’s been dubbed the Mere Measurement effect (even though 
there’s nothing mere about its effect). It tells us that our response to an initial-
intent question changes our subsequent evaluations by activating an existing 
attitude – and that attitude remains accessible and pronounced for some time. 
However, if there were no existing inclination one would not appear. Much 
like a countryside path – if you have a groove, you’ll get a rut. So of those 
40,000 with existing inclination to purchase, their attitude was amplifi ed. 

This amplifi cation of intent is not solely about purchase: Greenwald, Carnot, 
Beach, and Young saw the probability of voting increase by 25% for people 
who had been asked about their voting intention for the following day.4 

These are big numbers. 
And they have been observed elsewhere, affecting computer purchases, 

volunteering, exercising, and recycling – and even affecting harmful behaviours 
like food choice5 and drug taking.6 It may even be responsible for killing 
people: well-meaning government and charity drug support programmes 
often question heavy and serious drug addicts about their previous patterns 
of drug use in order to allocate future resources effi ciently, thereby invoking 
the Mere Measurement effect and so increasing their drug-use rates. 

The workings from this data are contested.7 However, in a similar study of 
New Jersey teenagers on a suicide prevention programme, those that were told 
about the worryingly large number of teens who take their own lives became 
more likely to see suicide as an answer to their own problems. 8 Similarly, an 
eating disorder help-group for young women involved many women describing 
their harmful eating. Participants had more disorder symptoms after attending 
the groups.9 (See also chapter 12, ‘Ask using the right authority’.)

Death and disorder are extreme examples, but the problematic effect of 
the Mere Measurement effect doesn’t end there – it questions the 
foundations of market research: ‘The American Marketing Association 
(AMA) code of ethics clearly segregates the conduct of marketing research 
from any form of sales or opinion-infl uencing activity.’10 I think we can 
safely say that ‘opinion-infl uencing activity’ is the defi nition of the Mere 
Measurement effect.

Oops.
And it gets even more fascinating. After 40,000 people were exposed to 

the survey question in the Fitzsimons and Morwitz study, it became apparent 
that car owners increase their likelihood of purchasing from their current 
manufacturer, while those who don’t own a car increase their likelihood of 
purchasing from any one of the frequently advertised brands.11 

Frequently. Advertised. Brands.
By defi nition, a manufacturer of an electric car has a product that’s both 
new to the market and a new category for many consumers. They’d do great 
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Just ask 9

business simply by advertising. It’s almost irrelevant what they say, only 
that the brand is exposed. Or maybe they should do a simple survey?

The Mere Measurement effect was evoked from a ‘simple’ question that 
puts the receiver as the main actor in a scenario. Imaging other people in 
scenarios is not as effective in changing subsequent actions – this is why 
‘your new car’ is so powerful. But what happens if we ask a more nuanced 
or complex question? 

Nuanced questions change outcomes too (as if you hadn’t guessed), but 
it depends on how the question is structured: imagining positive, negative, 
and avoidance outcomes affects outcomes differently. 12 Understanding this 
is vital from a sustainable point of view.

A positive statement more readily accesses an existing attitude than a 
negative statement, so your ‘mere’ question will get more of a response.13 
‘Positive’ usually translates as aspirational – like ownership of a new car 
(‘Are you going to buy a new car?’). But positive aspiration is a little tricky 
to elicit for products or services that require an obvious side- or down-shift 
– the products and services that are seen as negative. 

A positive or neutral statement seems to work best when asked ‘with the 
grain’ to keep mental calculations and translations uncomplicated. For 
instance, don’t ask how many times do you put the bins out per month? if 
the ‘with the grain’ answer is once every fortnight. Don’t ask how many 
times per month do you have a haircut? when the ‘with the grain’ question 
is how many weeks do you wait before you next visit? In short, don’t put 
any unnecessary calculations in there.14

A negative statement, like can you see yourself not eating sugary foods?, 
seems to have two characteristics: our ‘imagined state’ is poorly constructed 
because it requires a greater load on working memory than imagining 
positive or alternative scenes; that which we manage to construct in our 
‘imagined state’ frequently goes AWOL. Information about ‘not doing’ 
something seems to be treated as casually as a trivial Post-It note.15 
Behaviour is rarely changed. This is a perennial problem for the Sustainaratti. 
Indeed it is a perennial problem for the overall challenge of mitigating the 
effects of climate change: the upstream cost versus the downstream benefi t 
often requires the evocation of a negative feeling now for the promise of a 
positive one in the future (and of course that benefi t is for someone else, in 
some other place, at some point in the future, in an unclear way, which 
makes it a whole heap of awkward – see chapter 7, ‘Ask for a commitment 
(in the future)’). 

An ‘avoidance’ construction can help in this case: ‘What is the likelihood 
you’ll avoid X?’ It seems much easier for us to imagine ourselves performing 
the necessary actions to avoid something rather than the negative construct 
of not doing something. 

But, however constructed, we tend to want the shortest route, so we 
ignore the negative ‘imagined state’ and grab for positive, or, failing that, 
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10 The expected

avoidance. In this sense our imagination is like a river trying to fi nd the 
shortest path to lower ground, where the shortest path is a positive construct. 
The only exception is if the ‘shortest path’ is a negative statement that chimes 
with an existing negative attitude (a socially undesirable behaviour – like 
murder), because it acts much like a positive statement in the sense that ‘not 
doing it’ is good in a socially acceptable way.16 A pseudo-positive, perhaps?

Both avoidance and positive questions are more palatable and memorable. 
They do more than prime behaviour – they create an implementation 
imprint that endures after the question that affects our evaluation and 
subsequent behaviour.17

‘Simply asking’ is one of the most inexpensive ways of communicating. 
There really isn’t a great deal of infrastructure involved – only clipboards or 
web pages. But by being both persistent and near costless to enact, it seems 
the Mere Measurement effect is anything but ‘mere’.

You weren’t aware? All you had to do was ask.

A slice of life

Marlene Schwartz is the  Deputy Director of the Rudd Center for Food 
Policy and Obesity at Yale University. She took on a problem that the 
United States’ National School Lunch Program (sic) had been trying to 
solve since 1947: to ensure that American schoolchildren have access 
to a nutritionally balanced and affordable lunch.18

For 60 years they’ve been trying. And failed.
American schoolchildren were malnourished in 1947 because of a 

lack of calories. In 2007 – sixty years later – American schoolchildren 
were still malnourished despite having access to vast quantities of 
calories. Why? Because the consumption of nourishing foods like 
fruits and vegetables was considerably lower than needed. A school 
district’s Health Advisory Committee had a hunch how they could 
increase the nutritional intake of pupils.

They thought they could solve this problem simply by asking a 
question.

They drafted in Marlene Schwartz to run the test. Two schools 
were selected, both with the same fruit and fruit juice options on the 
school dinner menu. She asked one school to have the dinner ladies 
say nothing, and the other school have the dinner ladies ask every 
pupil ‘Would you like fruit or fruit juice with your lunch?’ A simple, 
innocuous question to the uninitiated. Without the question, 60% of 
pupils took a serving. With the question, 90% of schoolchildren took 
a serving of fruit or fruit juice.
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Just ask 11

Success?
The experiment could’ve ended there. But the behaviour they 

wanted to test was the amount of fruit eaten, not the amount of fruit 
chosen. Here’s the interesting bit: once the fruit was on the tray it was 
eaten in the same proportion in both schools. 

That means that nearly 70% of pupils ate fruit at lunch when asked 
‘Would you like fruit or fruit juice?’ compared to fewer that 40% of 
the pupils in the no-question school.

Juicy data.
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2 Ask using the right words

‘A word in earnest is as good as a speech.’ 
Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1852–3)

Advertising agencies make a lot of advertisements for well-known brands, 
businesses, and governments. And sometimes they make them for businesses 
and initiatives we know little about. (Although if that condition remains, 
they’ve not done very well.) Rarely do they make them about themselves. If 
they do, only marketing directors see them: there are no big budgets, and no 
big media spends. As a consequence, many are more phosphorus than 
campfi re – burning quickly and brightly rather than providing a more 
sustained warmth and welcome. 

But a few do have longevity.
In the early 1990s, employee number 16 of a sleepy Miami advertising 

agency wrote a self-promotional ad that still seduces twenty years later 
because it gets at the heart of asking a question using the right words. It was 
made as a press advert. It showed two images side-by-side. In one image was 
a man hitchhiking by the side of a road holding a cardboard sign at waist 
height, and written on it in black pen was the name of a US city. It could’ve 
been any place, and it could’ve been any hitchhiker, on any road, on any 
day. Above it was one bold-type word: ‘Sales’. The other image was similar: 
a man hitchhiking by the side of a road holding a cardboard sign at waist 
height. Written on his sign in black pen was the line ‘Mom’s for Thanksgiving’. 
Above it was one bold-type word: ‘Marketing’.

This advertisement intended to show that the difference between sales and 
marketing was a compelling message, to show how seductive they can be, and 
to show that the agency knew how to create them. It is, they are, and they knew. 
More precisely, the person who knew was employee number 16: Alex Bogusky. 
By 1991, at 31 years of age, he was the Creative Director of the agency that 
wrote the hitchhiker ad, and one that would go on to be nearly a thousand 
people strong, and win all of the world’s top awards – more than once.

Knowing that different words elicit different responses is obvious to most 
of us (we all know ‘I love you’ and ‘I hate you’ will create different responses). 
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3 Ask using the right images 

‘It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.’
Henry David Thoreau, 1817–62

William A. Marsteller graduated as a journalist in 1937. After various 
newspaper and marketing jobs, he became the advertising manager of the 
Rockwell Manufacturing Company. While there, he realized the importance 
and possibilities of market research. He thought it had a future. So much 
of a future, in fact, he went to see a small Chicago advertising agency 
called Gebhardt & Brockson. He liked it. He bought it. And a short while 
later, he bought the Pittsburgh offi ce of McCarty Co. too. He merged them 
into a new business-to-business advertising agency called Marsteller, 
Gebhardt & Reed.

He was now an ad man.
By 1960 – after more mergers and deals – he had moved the headquarters 

to midtown New York, and a few years later he renamed the agency 
Marsteller Inc. His name was above the door.

His move to New York coincided with revolution inside and outside of 
adland. All across America the Vietnam war and the protests against it, the 
Summer of Love and the contraceptive pill, and liberal and adventurous 
music, were changing culture forever. Inside advertising agencies a ‘creative 
revolution’ was changing the business too: account managers no longer 
managed the client as well as writing the words of an advertisement – that 
role was given to a dedicated copywriter. He, or she, was paired up with a 
dedicated visual person (an art director) and together they would create 
the great television, magazine, and poster advertisements of the 1960s and 
the 1970s.

However, none of this had any effect on Marsteller Inc.
The cultural changes that characterized the decade, and the reorganisation 

of the advertising industry, were not happening at Marsteller Inc.: it was an 
agency more akin to its 1950s origins. It was an anomaly among its peers.1 
And yet, despite this anomaly, in 1971 it created one of the best Public 
Service Announcement television commercials of the twentieth century.
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4 Ask at the right time

‘Not tonight, Josephine’
Music-hall song, Florrie Forde, 1876–1940 

(often attributed to Napoleon)

Toyota Motor Corporation is famous for creating and implementing the 
Just-In-Time manufacturing system. Many see it as an extension of Henry 
Ford’s production line approach, but this is not true. On the contrary, in 
1956 Taiichi Ohno led a Toyota delegation to the production facilities of 
Ford Motor Company and General Motors. They saw large amounts of 
inventory sitting around in warehouses wasting space, and time, and money. 
Ohno was unimpressed, particularly as he was trying to fi nd ways of setting 
up the Toyota factory to produce parts in a timely manner.1

All that changed during a visit to the Piggly Wiggly grocery store. 
The fi rst Piggly Wiggly grocery store was opened in the autumn of 1916, 

in Memphis, Tennessee, by the company’s founder, Clarence Saunders. Apart 
from some unfamiliar brands and oddly low prices, it would not seem too 
dissimilar to today’s stores: there were turnstiles at the entrance and customers 
would walk around picking goods from the shelves, returning to a ‘checkout’ 
with their selection. The now familiar process of having visitors wander 
around the store removed the need for assistants to serve-and-fetch for 
customers – this was revolutionary at the time. And the ease with which stock 
could be monitored, ordered, and refi lled straight back on to the shelf without 
time spent in a storeroom was revolutionary – the store was the storeroom.2 

This was the genesis of the Toyota Production System, which Taiichi 
Ohno often described in terms of the Piggly Wiggly supermarket. It was a 
pull system, driven by the needs of the receiver, rather than the conventional 
push systems driven by the needs of the producer. It has many times since 
been refi ned, and many times since been copied. (By Ford and GM, too.)

Is just-in-time delivery equally important for information? Yes. In its crudest 
sense, asking a question at the right time at least means it gets consideration.

In a more refi ned sense, if we have too many messages competing for our 
attention we can make seemingly ‘uncharacteristic’ choices – there’s no 
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5 Ask with the right incentive

‘I’ve got these commandments’
‘How much are they?’

‘They’re free’
‘I’ll take ten’

Incentives are obvious, aren’t they? You just reward someone for doing 
what you wanted. Not so. 

Joshua Gans is an economist at the University of Melbourne and the 
author of Parentonomics, so is perfectly placed to construct incentivisation 
programmes for his children. But when he tried to engage his children in 
lavatory training he found they ‘gamed’ the system in surprising ways.1

The incentive he gave to all his children was sweets. He created a sweet-
based market for sitting on the lavatory correctly. He layered an additional 
incentive on top for his eldest daughter – guide your younger siblings to the 
lavatory, help them sit down when they need to ‘go’, and you’ll receive 
sweets too.

His 11-year-old daughter gamed the system. Twice. 
She managed to modify her lavatory visits so she went every twenty 

minutes throughout the day: three treats an hour, every hour. Eventually 
Joshua pulled the treat for this stunt. But his daughter had another eureka 
moment: ‘I realized that if I helped my brother go to the toilet, I would get 
rewarded, too. And I realized that the more that goes in, the more comes 
out. So I was just feeding my brother buckets and buckets of water.’2

Her poor younger brother! However, as all of us are capable of, she 
fi gured out how to reap maximum advantage from the system at hand. It’s 
the way of the world. But it’s not always obvious what we think of as the 
‘maximum advantage’. And this is where asking questions with the right 
incentives gets more interesting than you thought.

(I’ll bet you $1,000.)
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Part II

The unexpected

Welcomed constructions with 
unexpected results, and unexpected 
constructions with welcomed results
Defaults are unexpectedly powerful tools for marketers and legislators: the 
town of Schönau in the southern German state of Baden-Württemberg 
shows us how. 

Commitments can have an unexpected ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ effect. In short, 
they behave differently depending on when commitments are made relative 
to when they’ll be enacted: the larger the gap, the more different the answer. 

Defaults and commitments aside, sequencing of information is rarely 
considered in the construction of questions. But it can turn people off so 
violently they won’t get anywhere near the content – particularly if you’re 
talking about carbon. In fact, there’s every suggestion that sequencing not 
only affects the outcome, it is the outcome – our relationship with happiness 
shows the way. 

A Korean ‘singing road’ that aids speed-awareness is both obvious and 
obviously intentional – temperature cues that affect behaviour are neither. 
Even so, both approaches give delightful results, as do resistance light 
switches linked to energy prices.

Welcome to the . . .
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. . . Unexpected.
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6 Ask – but have a default option

‘No one ever got fi red for buying IBM.’
Unattributed

We’re busy. Busy running a household. Busy working. Busy commuting. Busy 
running errands. Busy trying to fi nd clean socks. Choice – especially mundane 
choice – we’d prefer constructed to be answered quickly and painlessly. 

And this is where defaults come in. 
We’re surrounded by them: the height of a door handle; driving on the 

left; QWERTY keyboards. (The last, designed for early metal-and-ribbon-
ink typewriters to keep commonly used letters apart to stop them from 
hitting each other and jamming the typewriter. An example of a default set 
for a machine’s benefi t, not ours.) 

And not only are we surrounded by defaults, but we tend to stick to 
them: more people get divorced than switch bank accounts1 – despite there 
being plenty of offers and products available and a fi nancial penalty for 
sticking with a poor choice (bank accounts, I mean). In some cases defaults 
become conventions that are so important they are written in to law – which 
side of the road do you drive on?

Asking a question with an in-built default option can be more powerful 
than you might think.

German effi ciency

Schönau is a small town of 2,500 people in southern Germany. Roughly 
90% of the people who live there buy renewable energy to power their 
homes.2 The average number of German homes with a renewable energy 
supply is 1%. It’s a huge difference.

You might think it’s because Schönau is full of environmentalists. You’d 
be wrong: it’s a small traditional picture-box German town in the heart of 
the Black Forest.

You might think it’s because there’s a quirk of law that requires locals to 
sign up to the renewable supply. You’d be wrong: Europe has long had a 
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7 Ask for a commitment 
(in the future)

‘da mihi castitatem et continentiam, sed noli modo’
(Give me chastity and continence, but not yet.)

Saint Augustine, 354–430 

Odysseus was on a long, tough journey home to Ithaca after the Trojan 
War. Among the many trials and tribulations along the way, Odysseus and 
his men had to sail past the island of Sirens. The Sirens were bird-woman 
seductresses with songs so enchanting that any passing sailor hearing their 
refrain would be compelled to steer towards the shores of their rocky island 
and face certain shipwreck, and possibly death.

No sane sailor wanted to hear the Siren song.
Odysseus wanted to hear the Siren song.
But he knew he wouldn’t be able to control his actions as soon as he 

heard them – and he knew his men couldn’t control theirs either. Odysseus 
asked them if they would stop their ears with wax, and lash him to the mast 
of their ship. He gave them instructions to lash him tighter if he begged to 
be released.

As expected, when they sailed within earshot of the Sirens’ call, Odysseus 
was seduced. He begged to be released. His men lashed him tighter and 
tighter, only releasing him when his expression turned from one of bliss to 
one of pain – at that point they were sure to be out of earshot.

They were. And they were safe: Odysseus had heard, and survived, the 
Sirens’ song. They’d stuck to their plan.

We are all Odysseus to some extent: we make different decisions ahead 
of time compared to ‘in the moment’. It’s often better to ask for a 
commitment to a course of action ahead of time. Jack Fuller, a 
neuroscientist, tells us: ‘Economists now recognise that we can prefer one 
thing in a low-stimulus (i.e. reflective) context, but in a high-stimulus (i.e. 
tempting) context, we act differently. This inability to stick to our decisions 
was once called “weakness of will”. Today economists refer to it as ‘time-
inconsistent preferencing.’’1

I’m sure that’s what Odysseus would call it too.
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8 Ask in the right order

裏には裏がある
(The reverse side also has a reverse side.)

Japanese proverb

Content is King, right? It doesn’t matter if you say ‘I need this, and I need 
that’ or ‘I need that, and I need this’. It’s clear that you need two things 
(rather imaginatively titled ‘that’ and ‘this’). They’re the important bit. In 
fact, they’re the only bit – the order in which they’re requested has very little 
to do with it. Can’t do. That would be silly. 

Wouldn’t it?

Most of us know a bit about ‘anchoring’ – even if we don’t appreciate it as 
such. It’s prevalent in supermarkets: we are offered food that’s ‘75% lean’, 
not ‘25% fat’. And it’s prevalent in the medical profession: we prefer to talk 
about survival rates rather than mortality rates. (This is true of both doctors 
and patients.) It ‘feels’ wholly sensible, even though from a pragmatic point 
of view a 30% chance of death is the same as a 70% chance of survival, or 
‘75% lean’ is the same as ‘25% fat’. The order is important.

But our sequencing misunderstandings aren’t solely the domain of 
numbers and percentages – linguistic and conceptual presentations can have 
their inferences camoufl aged by the quirks of ordering. 

If a monk asks of his superior, ‘Can I smoke while I’m praying?’, ‘No!’ 
would come the reply. ‘Praying is a time for focus and contemplation.’ 

However, if a monk asks of his superior, ‘Can I pray while I’m smoking?’, 
‘Of course!’ would come the reply. ‘You can pray at any time – you will 
always be heard.’

Same question, different order.
Framing is practised in policy circles and used commercially on product 

positioning, but it’s little discussed in terms of its scope, scale, and power – 
and rarely in terms of its execution. 

So what is the right order? And why?
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9 Ask kinetically

I Can not do
sign language

Perhaps sign language is the fi rst thing you think of when it comes to 
communicating with movement. It is a good example, but it’s not the only 
way. Texture is similarly overt and physical. And temperature must be included 
especially as we rarely – if ever – recognize its infl uence on our behaviour. 

But is temperature really kinetic? Yes. When we refer to the temperature of 
an object we are simply recognizing energy transferring from one body to 
another – between our fi nger and the object we poke, for instance. If the object 
is warmer than our fi nger, energy passes from it to us: it feels hot. If the object 
we touch is cooler than our fi nger, energy passes from us to it: it feels cool. 

Asking kinetically enables us to present information in often-unused 
forms – and that allows us to ask questions in often-unused ways.

Let’s get moving.

Fight the power

When they were students at Stanford University, Peter Russo and Brendan 
Wypich designed a light switch with varying levels of movement resistance 
when switched on or off.1 It could be confi gured to respond to a variety of 
conditions through this movement resistance: responding to user-load on 
the national grid (and by implication, the price of electricity); responding to 
the load within the neighbourhood; responding to a household-specifi c 
energy consumption goal. This use of haptics – or tactile feedback – is an 
often over-looked element in user experience.

It’s a shame because, of the fi ve senses, touch is the only one capable of 
simultaneous input and output.2

However, it’s not particularly granular – in fact it’s pretty crude in some 
dimensions. And it’s only available at the point and time of use. But these 
don’t need to be downsides. The simplicity is a benefi t. And of course its use 
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Part III

The contradictions

Contradictory approaches make 
forceful claims – but behaviour 
change is always the winner.
There’s this joke. In it, three people are travelling in a car. One is an 
automobile designer, one a mechanic, and the third a computer programmer. 
The car breaks down. The driver pulls over. They each offer an approach to 
the problem characteristic of their experience. The automobile designer asks 
for the handbook from the glove compartment to check the fault-fi nder. The 
mechanic insists they ‘pop the hood’ and delve around in the engine bay. 
The computer programmer simply suggests they all get out of the car – and 
then get back in again.

It’s a great example of how we navigate life unaware of competing views: 
this section pits them against each other. 

For instance, it’s correct that legislators and marketers strip messages to 
the bare essentials – we have a ‘fi nite pool of worry’. Argentine farmers and 
La Niña tell us that. It’s equally correct to add options: the existing incorrect 
theory of cannibalization of market share tells us that. ‘Magnetic’ beer is 
our proof.

The fi nal contradiction involves real and fake authority. We have trouble 
recognizing its authenticity, and so respond equally to either. 

Sometimes.
I’m sure you’ll love/hate The Contradictions.
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10 Add options

‘Sacco vuoto non può star in piedi.’ 
(An empty sack cannot stand upright.)

G. Torriano, Select Italian Proverbs 90 (1642)

The effects of adding alternatives to a menu of choice are something both 
business and government underestimate, and often misunderstand. The 
most common assumptions are:

1 If marketers add a similar product to an existing range they expect it 
either to do nothing, or to cannibalize existing market share.

2 If a new candidate is fi elded in an election the existing candidates expect 
her/him either to have no effect or to cannibalize existing voter share.

In other words, it is assumed that the addition of a new alternative either 
does nothing or sucks interest away from a member of the original set.1 

This assumption is simplistic, and wrong.
The addition of an alternative choice can make an existing member more 

attractive.2 This is counter-intuitive. And it violates the ‘cannibalization’ 
assumption – which is the minimum condition of most choice models. If we 
were rational actors in a rational world, this absurdity wouldn’t happen. 
But we’re not, it’s not, and it does.

Adding an option does a lot more than just ‘adding an option’.

Beer and cars

Joel Huber and Christopher Puto, of Duke University, USA, asked a simple 
question common to many all over the world: ‘Fancy a beer?’3 

It sounds simple.
Huber and Puto recruited over one hundred respondents and gave them 

a simple hypothetical choice: would you buy a beer that’s $1.80 with a 
quality ‘score’ of 50/100, or a beer that’s $2.60 with a quality ‘score’ of 
70/100? Pay more, get better. Simple. 
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11 Take away options

‘Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!’
Henry David Thoreau (1817–62)

I know. I’m sorry. I just spent the previous chapter waxing lyrical about the 
benefi ts of ‘adding options’, and here I am proposing the opposite. Without 
even a buffer: without an attempt at a soft landing. I switched teams. I’m a 
turncoat. I’m riddled with inconsistency. It’s true. However, I’m only 
refl ecting the way in which we connect with the world. A world that is 
awash with information, and choice: a few centuries ago a lifetime of 
knowledge was equivalent to the amount of information contained in 
tomorrow’s broadsheet newspaper. (Although probably less about TV 
schedules, and the fi ve-day weather forecast.) 

In modern times we’ve built a stable legal system – and a democracy that 
upholds it – in order to enjoy the freedom and opportunities of which our 
ancient selves could only dream. This is a good thing. This is a great thing. 
Except when it’s not – just ask the ice hockey federation who eliminated the 
risk of serious head injury for players without any loss of competitiveness by 
making helmets compulsory.1 

This is how you ask with fewer choices to make better outcomes. 

Put a lid on it

Switches you fl ick. Strings you pull. And rubbish you throw in a bin. At 
least, most people throw rubbish in a bin. And it’s been that way for 
decades. But now we have the demands of recycling, and everything’s gone 
a bit haywire. 

In England, the volume of waste that goes to landfi ll is over 45%. That 
might sound pretty good until you compare it with Germany, where 1% of 
waste goes to landfi ll. In the USA, recycling rates are between 30 and 50% 
depending on the material (40% of physical space in US landfi ll is paper 
according to the EPA). And most of it’s done at home: offi ces lag. There’s 
defi nitely room for improvement.
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12 Ask using the right authority 

I confi rm I will read this chapter with maximum concentration.

[sign here]________________________________________

Stanley Milgram’s famous study of obedience in the 1960s saw 65% of 
volunteers give what they thought was a fatal electric shock to another human 
being, despite more than 99% saying they wouldn’t.1 Housed in a prestigious 
institution, the inability to see the victims, and the physical presence of a lab-
coated experimenter delivering instructions, was all the ‘authority’ they needed.

Enough, in fact, to murder.
Milgram’s experiment – despite being effective – is not transposable to 

any obvious climate change or resource-stress scenarios. And indeed, even if 
it were, is a little dramatic. However, it does show us how susceptible we are 
to ‘authority’ in the broadest sense, and how we perform under observation 
from those in whom we invest authority – whether that authority is real or 
imagined. (What is the difference to the observer anyway?)

Authority is always reliant on the messenger and the context in which it’s 
delivered. In the absence of lab-coated technicians instructing us to murder 
people, how else do we ask using the ‘right’ authority?

The smell of the greasepaint, the roar of the authority

Celebrity. It’s an obvious place to start. People with authority, or infl uence, 
are usually celebrities. But they don’t have to be in entertainment – business 
sectors have famous participants. They can even be politicians, like the 
President of the USA. 

Obama visited a Home Depot store as part of a retro-fi tting drive and 
said, ‘I know the idea [of investing in upgrades to ineffi cient buildings] may 
not be very glamorous, although I get really excited about it. Insulation is 
sexy stuff.’2 Insulation as ‘sexy’ is some claim. 

Obama has also visited Opower in Arlington, a company which uses 
persuasion techniques pioneered by Robert Cialdini and his team to reduce 
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13 Ask using the right fake authority

‘Here’s looking at you, kid.’
Rick Blaine, Casablanca (1942)

Kismet is a robot.1 It belongs to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
and is designed to mimic the facial expressions of humans. It has eyes, 
eyebrows, ears, and a mouth. They move, too. But there is no disguising 
the fact that it looks like a hardware store sculpture that’s waiting for a 
prosthetic face; no one would confuse it with a human (even for a split 
second). However, despite this, Kismet can evoke deep-seated responses 
in humans.

Even a simple photo of Kismet is powerful enough, as Terry Burnham 
and Brian Hare from Harvard discovered half a decade ago.

They investigated charitable donation – a puzzle for Darwinian evolution 
because it levies a cost without a benefi t – by testing the effects of reputation 
on participants. Nearly one hundred volunteers played a donation game 
where they were told a communal pot would deliver maximum yield as long 
as others donated too.2 All of them chose their donation amount at a 
computer, alone. Half of the computers contained a photo of Kismet’s face. 
(Just a photo.)

The volunteers who had the cute robot in their eye-line while making a 
decision donated 30% more than the others. Why?

Rationally, you and I know that a ‘hardware store’ sculpture of a human 
face is a poor facsimile at best but, as Burham says, we get fooled by ‘a pair 
of fake eyeballs because ancient parts of our brain fail to recognise them as 
fake.’3 We act as if we’re being watched. And because we’re evolutionarily 
familiar with living in small groups, being watched affects our reputation – 
being seen to be generous might mean increased chance of future gifts or 
decreased chance of future punishment.

All this from a fake pair of eyeballs, in a photograph, that remained 
unmentioned.

Authority doesn’t get any more ‘fake’ than that.

4229 Inspiring Sustainable Behaviour.indb   944229 Inspiring Sustainable Behaviour.indb   94 29/02/2012   15:48:1429/02/2012   15:48:14



Part IV

The conversations

Questions that create associations, 
and associations that create change

Conversari (to associate with) and convertere (frequentative; to turn around) 
are at the root of the questions in ‘The conversations’. Sections on feedback, 
public expression, and issues of ownership show how questions – asked 
with varying degrees of frequency – can establish potent associations.

Popeye’s Chicken & Biscuits on West Cermak Road in Chicago points us 
in the direction of some light-bulbs, a misinterpreted correlation, and a man 
named Thomas Edison. That, along with why you hear your name called 
out in a crowded room, helps us manage energy consumption. Why? Because 
feedback can fi nd us, and affect us, in many ways.

Knowledge of Semmelweiss’s killer cadaverous particles from 1839 was 
not enough to create the life-saving behaviour that public feedback created 
160 years later. And there’s no reason why America shouldn’t be called the 
Land of the Free, the Home of the Ranked after the questions that uncovered 
‘startling’ information created positive change without any legislation.

All this, as well as the allocation of rights, killing of pine trees, electricity 
supplies, coffee mugs, chimpanzees’ tea parties and a New York restaurant 
food tasting are all examples of questions that crystallize ownership in a 
way that affects behaviour.

‘Enjoy the conversations’, I say.
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14 Let the feedback ask the question

‘Everything that can be invented has been invented.’
Charles H. Duell, Commissioner, U.S. Offi ce of Patents, 1899 

Popeye’s Chicken & Biscuits serves New Orleans style short-order food on 
the corner of West Cermak Road and South Cicero Avenue in Chicago, 
about ten miles inland from Lake Michigan. It’s a single-storey purpose-
built fast-food franchise with a garish sign, plenty of parking, and welcoming 
staff. It marks one corner of the Hawthorne Shopping Center – a collection 
of separate shops and a cinema complex common to many shopping centers 
built in the less expensive industrial areas of US cities. Few visitors know of 
its importance to the social sciences. 

In November 1924, a young man named Walter Shewhart turned off West 
Cermak Road onto the site of the Hawthorne Shopping Center, but unlike 
the visitors of today he wasn’t looking for Popeye’s Chicken & Biscuits.

It wasn’t there.
The entire site was a Western Electric factory employing 40,000 men. It 

was one of the largest manufacturing plants in America.
Walter was a representative of the Committee on the Relation of Quality 

and Quantity of Illumination to Effi ciency – a committee set up to investigate 
reports by several companies that better lighting in factories increased workers’ 
productivity. Thomas Edison – the chair of the parent committee – invited 
Western Electric to carry out experiments to demonstrate this relationship. 
The original aim was to test claims that brighter lighting increased output.

Walter began his tests.1 
He took some of the workers and spilt them into two: a test team and a 

control team. His fi rst study found no relationship between lighting and 
productivity. Continuing, he found that both increases and decreases in 
lighting increased output. This was not supposed to happen. Confused, he 
found that changing light bulbs in front of workers increased output, even 
when the new light bulbs were the same as the old. 

This is broadly what we know from the descriptions of the Western 
Electric Hawthorne factory experiments. Christened the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ 

4229 Inspiring Sustainable Behaviour.indb   1034229 Inspiring Sustainable Behaviour.indb   103 29/02/2012   15:48:1529/02/2012   15:48:15



15 Ask nothing – other than to 
go public

‘Don’t look at me in that tone of voice.’
Dorothy Parker, 1893–1967

In 1839 the Vienna General Hospital’s two maternity clinics unwittingly set 
up an experiment that transformed medical practice forever. As was 
common at the time, maternity clinics offered free services to expectant 
mothers in return for allowing trainee midwives and doctors to practise 
procedures. In Vienna General the two clinics split the trainees by profession: 
midwives in one, doctors in the other.

For the following seven years the average infant mortality rate in the 
doctors’ clinic was just under 10% compared to a mortality rate in the 
midwives’ clinic of just over 2%.1 This was common knowledge. Women 
would beg to get into the midwives’ clinic – some so desperate they gave 
birth on the pavement outside rather than be admitted to the doctors’ clinic. 
And, in the cruelest of ironies, even the pavement mortality rate was lower. 

Ignaz Semmelweiss – a young trainee doctor – was determined to solve 
this problem.

The only difference he could fi nd was the doctors’ additional responsibilities 
in the morgue. They were regularly handling dead bodies as well as helping 
women give birth, often on the same shift. He put the high rate of infant 
mortality down to ‘an der Hand klebende Cadavertheile’ or hand-carried 
‘cadaverous particles’.2 He proposed hand washing as a solution. 

It worked.
It took years for his idea to be believed and widely implemented, but 

eventually he saw his discovery transform the survival-rate of children – and 
adults – all over the world. In honour of his achievement Austria issued a 
Semmelweiss postage stamp on the 100th anniversary of his death. 

Over 160 years later you’d think we’d have this ‘hand washing’ thing 
down pat (‘cadaverous particles’ and all). Not so. In a study in UCLA 
Medical Center, hand washing hovered around the 50% mark.3 They had 
been trying to increase the rate of hand washing for a while by using nurses 
to conduct audits on their peers. Apparently, there was ‘100% compliance’ 
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16 Ask for it back

‘Possession is nine points of the law.’
Unattributed, fi fteenth century

If I ask you to give me something you own, in order to fulfi l my request 
you’ll have to give it up. You might do so, or you might not. It depends on 
how much you value ‘it’ (including not at all), and how much compensation 
you need to secure a suitable (perfect or imperfect) substitute. It seems I’m 
stating the obvious. And I would forgive you for admonishing me for the 
very same, but all’s not well in the ‘possession’ camp; it’s complicated.

We have a gap. 
A gap that says we value losses higher than equivalent gains. A gap that says 

we want more to give ‘it’ up than we are willing to pay to acquire ‘it’. A gap 
that says ‘asking for something back’ appears to strengthen the owner’s grip. 
A gap that says the pain of giving back is greater than the pleasure of getting.

A gap called the ‘Endowment effect’. 
It says we place a higher value on owned items over un-owned items. This 

suggests the effect can only be evoked using items already owned: this is 
true. But ‘items already owned’ is a larger pool than commercial products. 
We ‘own’ laws, customs, and services – and even ‘defaults’. They, too, are 
ours. And we feel the pang of loss if they’re taken from us. 

To paraphrase the ad man David Ogilvy, defaults are not a standing 
army, but a marching parade.1 Through the years, different parts of society 
become relevant to us – different defaults are presented, adopted, and 
accepted. We own a lot more ‘stuff’ than we acknowledge. And we soon 
notice if it’s taken away.

Ned Welch, writing in the McKinsey Quarterly, shows us just how subtle 
ownership can be. He describes an Italian telecoms company who offered 
100 free calls to cellphone customers who phoned to quit the service. It 
wasn’t very successful. 

So they switched the presentation, but not the content, of their offer to: 
‘We have already credited your account with 100 calls – how could you use 
those?’2 This was much more successful because, he says, ‘Many customers 
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Part V

The swerves

All the wrong questions, 
all the right answers 

Albert Einstein is the author of some extraordinary thinking: he has 
transformed the way we think about the universe and our place in it. But I 
think one of his most insightful ideas relates to his approach to problems: 
‘We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we 
created them.’ 

And this is where we meet ‘The swerves’.
Swerves that tell us that in China’s ‘Warring States’ period, Pang Cong 

understood enough about swerves to tell his ruling monarch that ‘three men 
make a tiger’ rather than begging for a remembered legacy. And the swerves 
tell us the importance of ‘don’t leave the campfi re’ versus ‘stay with the 
campfi re’. (The tigers didn’t start it.) They also give us the ‘Lisbon stairs’, 
the grey area between having and not having, and the prevention of habits 
with the behavioural lock-in.

The swerves tell us how on Sunday, 30 April 1916, Kaiser Wilhelm II 
stood on the (metaphorical) shoulders of Benjamin Franklin to make 
incredible effi ciency savings in every German home and business at the 
stroke of a pen – and how that simultaneously created the reason we all risk 
being late, or early, for appointments on the same two days every year.

You’ll like the swerves – no question.
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17 Ask a different question

‘A sudden bold and unexpected question doth many times surprise a 
man and lay him open.’

Sir Francis Bacon, 1561–1626 

In the heart of the Portuguese capital city Lisbon, on Rua dos Correeiros – a 
pedestrian street not far from the train station and the coast – is a small, 
friendly, second-fl oor backpackers’ rest-stop called the Goodnight Hostel. 
It’s a bustling place jammed into a classic southern European city townhouse 
– it has a fl at stone front, large windows, and small wrought iron balconies. 

As is customary in hotels and hostels spread over a number of fl oors, they 
have an elevator and stairs. The stairs are different from most. On the 
vertical face of each step there is a calorifi c value inscribed. The Goodnight 
Hostel calculates climbing each step equates to 0.004 calories of effort, and 
presents it as a cumulative total in ascending order up the staircase.1

It is a novel way of asking patrons for consideration with energy use: 
instead of baldly asking ‘Will you take the stairs to reduce our electricity 
use?’, they imply instead a question that entices the calorie conscious and 
fi tness aware to use the stairs.

Both approaches drive to the same outcome – lower electricity use – but 
they come at it from different angles. This is the genesis of ‘asking a 
different question’.

Are there any other ‘Lisbon stairs’ questions out there?

Driving choice

Do you need a car? 

Most people’s answer to the question ‘do you need a car?’ is ‘yes’. Dig 
further and you fi nd out most people need their car at least some of the time 
for journeys that are diffi cult to replace with another form of transport. The 
number of times unsubstitutable private transport is needed generally 
increases the further you travel from cities. But the ‘do you need a car?’ 
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18 Don’t ask (tell)

‘To do exactly as your neighbors do is the only sensible rule.’
Emily Post

Qin Shihuangdi fi rst ruled China in 221 BC. He was the fi rst Emperor, and 
laid the foundations for the world’s oldest continuous political entity. 
However, the preceding two hundred years could not have been more 
different. Named the ‘Warring States Period’, it was characterized by a 
disunited collection of fractious power-bases, border raids, mass wars, and 
political turmoil. From this period we get the apocryphal story of ‘sān rén 
chéng hǔx’, or ‘three men make a tiger’.

Pang Cong was an offi cial of the central state of Wei and was, along with 
the king of Wei’s son, part of a hostage swap-deal with the newly befriended 
neighbouring state of Zhao. Pang Cong – a talented minister – was worried 
about a whispering campaign against him while he was away. 

He illustrated the problem to his king with a hypothetical situation: If 
one person says a tiger is roaming the streets of the capital, would the king 
believe him? No, says the king. Pang asks him, if he hears the same from two 
people, would he believe them? Again, no, says the king. Pang asks him, if 
three people say there is a tiger roaming the streets of the capital, would he 
believe them? The king says yes, with three people saying the same thing he 
would believe it. And with that, Pang reminded him that a tiger roaming the 
streets of the capital is absurd, but if enough people say so, it becomes true 
even without any evidence. 

The voice of a ‘gang’ is strong: Pang knew this.
He told the king that although he was a talented and faithful minister, he 

had more than three enemies in court and, if ‘three men make a tiger’, could 
three men make him a bad minister? The king of Wei understood what Pang 
Cong meant, and sent him off on the hostage swap-deal, promising to 
remember his abilities whatever he heard about him in the royal court. 

I think we can say that Pang Cong was a clever minister, if only because 
he understood and illustrated the power of social norms – the ‘gang’ – to his 
king more than 2,000 years ago.
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19 Make the question irrelevant

‘Experience has shown . . . the larger portion of the truth arises from 
the seemingly irrelevant.’

Edgar Allen Poe

You can swerve all of our cognitive biases by placing the desired behaviour in 
lock-step with a situation that is unquestioned. Admittedly, it is a little ‘Trojan 
Horse’, although one of the largest and most successful ‘make the question 
irrelevant’ lock-ins has been around for nearly a century in Europe, and it has 
reduced electricity consumption for all of that time. I don’t think I’ll give too 
much away by saying it is an example of German effi ciency at its best. 

We’ll come to that example last: It’s not the only way to reduce stress on 
power production.

Lights. Out.

A lot of European hotels have keycard door locks rather than uniquely 
shaped metal keys. The keycards are the size and shape of a credit card and 
have a programmable magnetic strip. Partly because they don’t look like 
keys, or behave like keys, it is challenging to stop them being misplaced. The 
fi nancial cost to the hotels of misplaced keycards is minor compared to the 
cost of replacing uniquely shaped metal keys because the hotel simply 
programmes a new card for the customer rather than maintaining a stock of 
metal keys, but the ‘cost’ to the customer is annoyance and frustration. 

They needed a keycard holder, preferably near the door.
Similarly, near the door in each room, hotels would post notices to 

remind customers to switch off lights and any other powered devices not 
needed while they were out.

The two problems combined to become one solution, in the form of a 
wall-mounted keycard holder and automatic power switch. When you took 
your key to leave the room all the power was switched off. On room entry, 
you put your keycard back in the slot on the wall-mounted holder and the 
power was restored. 
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