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Dedication

To anyone who has ever marveled at the power of words.
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Introduction

When he was just over a year old, our son, Jasper, started saying the word “please.” Or at least trying to. He couldn’t pronounce his L’s yet, so it ended up sounding more like “peas,” but it was close enough for us to get the main thrust of what he was saying.

His use of the word, in itself, wasn’t that surprising. After all, by six months old most kids can recognize basic sounds, and around a year they can usually say one to three words.

What was interesting, though, was the way he’d use it.

He’d say something he wanted, like “up,” “yo” (yogurt), or “brow ber” (his stuffed brown bear) and then pause to note the result. If he got what he wanted right away, that would be it. He wouldn’t say anything else. But if he didn’t get what he wanted, or if you seemed to be doing anything other than hustling to get him what he’d asked for, he’d look you straight in the eye, nod his head, and say the word “peas.”

As Jasper got older, his vocabulary grew. He started talking about his favorite creatures (“dido!” for dinosaurs), things he wanted to do (“wee” for slides), and counting (“two”). He even added the word “yeah” to follow “peas” to show that he really meant business. As in “yo,” “peas,” “yeah.” Or translated to adult English, “Yes, I’d like yogurt. . . .—I mean it.”

But “peas” was special. Because “peas” was the first time he realized that words have power. That they drive action. That if he wanted something and it wasn’t coming, adding the word “peas” would make it happen. Or at least make it more likely.

Jasper had discovered his first magic word.

Almost everything we do involves words. We use words to communicate ideas, express ourselves, and connect with loved ones. They’re how leaders lead, salespeople sell, and parents parent. They’re how teachers teach, policymakers govern, and doctors explain. Even our private thoughts rely on language.

By some estimates, we use around sixteen thousand words a day.1 We write emails, build presentations, and talk to friends, colleagues, and clients. We draft online dating profiles, chat with neighbors, and touch base with partners to see how their day went.

But while we spend a lot of time using language, we rarely think about the specific language we use. Sure, we might think about the ideas we want to communicate, but we think a lot less about the particular words we use to communicate them. And why should we? Individual words often seem interchangeable.

Take the third to last sentence you just read. While it used the word “particular” to refer to words, it could have just as easily used the word “individual,” “specific,” or any number of other synonyms. While getting our point across is obviously important, the particular words used to do so often seem inconsequential. Happenstance turns of phrase, or whatever happened to come to mind.

But it turns out that intuition is wrong. Very wrong.

THE WORD THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

In the 1940s, one word was enough to change the world. Whenever disaster struck, or evildoers threatened to destroy life as we know it, comic book teenager Billy Batson would say SHAZAM! and transform into a superhero with extraordinary strength and speed.

Such magic words have been around forever. From “Abracadabra!” and “Hocus-pocus!” to “Open sesame!” and “Expecto patronum!,” magicians, wizards, and heroes of all stripes have used language to conjure up mystical powers. Like enchanting spells, certain words, used strategically, could change, or do, anything. Listeners were powerless to resist them.

Clearly fiction, right? Not quite.

In the late 1970s, researchers from Harvard University approached people using a copy machine in the library at the City University of New York and asked them for a favor.2

New York is known for its vibrant culture, tasty food, and diverse melting pot of people. But friendliness? Not so much. New Yorkers are known for talking fast, working hard, and always being in a rush. So getting them to inconvenience themselves to help a stranger would be difficult, to say the least.

The researchers were interested in what drives persuasion. A member of the team would wait at a table in the library for someone to start making copies. When the would-be copier placed material on the machine, the team member would intervene. They would walk over to the innocent bystander, interrupt what that person was doing, and ask to cut in front and use the machine.

The researchers tried different approaches. For some people, they made a direct request: “Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use the Xerox machine?” For others, they added the word “because,” as in “Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use the Xerox machine, because I’m in a rush?”

The two approaches were almost identical. Both politely said “Excuse me,” both asked to use the machine, and both noted the five pages that needed to be copied. The imposition was the same as well. In both cases, the would-be copier had to stop what they’re doing, take their material off the copier, and twiddle their thumbs while someone else went ahead of them.

But the two approaches, while similar, had vastly different effects. Adding the word “because” boosted the number of people who let the researcher skip the line by over 50 percent.

A 50 percent increase in persuasion due to just one word is huge. Astronomical even. But to be fair, one could argue that the two approaches differed in more than just one word. After all, the approach that included the word “because” didn’t just add that word, it also added a reason for the request (i.e., that the requester was in a rush).

So rather than “because” driving persuasion, maybe people were more likely to say yes because the reason for the request was really good. The requester said they were in a rush, and the innocent bystander wasn’t, so maybe they said yes just to be polite or helpful.

But that wasn’t it. Because the researchers also tried one more approach. For a third set of people, rather than giving a valid reason, the requester gave a meaningless one: “Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use the xerox machine, because I have to make copies?”

That time the requester’s reason didn’t add any new information. After all, by asking to use the copier, it was already clear that the requester needed to make copies. So tacking on that one word—“because”—shouldn’t have mattered. If giving a valid reason was what boosted persuasion, then saying they needed to use the machine because they needed to make copies shouldn’t have helped. In fact, given that the reason was meaningless, it might even reduce persuasion, making people less likely to agree.

But that’s not what happened. Rather than decreasing persuasion, including a meaningless reason actually increased it—just as much as the valid reason did. Persuasion wasn’t driven by the reason itself. It was driven by the power of the word that came before it: “because.”

The Copy Machine study is just one example of the power of magic words. Saying you “recommend” rather than “like” something makes people 32 percent more likely to take your suggestion. Using the word “whom” in online dating profiles makes men 31 percent more likely to get a date. Adding more prepositions to a cover letter makes you 24 percent more likely to get the job. And saying “is not” rather than “isn’t” when describing a product makes people pay three dollars more to get it. The language used in earnings calls influences companies’ stock price, and the language used by CEOs’ impacts investment returns.

How do we know all this? From the new science of language. Technological advances in machine learning, computational linguistics, and natural language processing, combined with the digitization of everything from cover letters to conversations, have revolutionized our ability to analyze language, yielding unprecedented insights.

I started using automated text analysis by accident. In the mid-2000s, I was a first-year professor at the Wharton School, doing research on why things catch on. We were interested in why people talk about and share some things rather than others and had compiled a data set of thousands of New York Times articles, everything from front-page and world news to sports and lifestyle content. Many of the articles were great reads, but only a small portion made it onto the site’s “most emailed” list, and we were trying to figure out why.

To find out, we needed to measure different reasons content might go viral. Maybe articles featured on the Times home page get more attention, for example, so we measured that. Similarly, maybe certain sections have more readers or certain writers have larger audiences, so we measured those things as well.

We were particularly interested in whether certain ways of writing might make articles more likely to be shared, but figuring that out required finding a way to measure features of the articles, like how much emotion each article evoked or how much useful information it contained. We started by enlisting research assistants. Interested undergraduates would email me asking if they could get involved with research, and this was an easy way they could help out. Each student would read an article and rate it on things like whether it evoked a little emotion or a lot.

This approach worked pretty well, at least initially. They coded a few articles and then a few dozen.

But applying this method to thousands of articles didn’t work so well. It took time for a research assistant to read an article, and reading ten, a hundred, or a thousand articles took ten, a hundred, or a thousand times as long.

We hired a small army of research assistants, but even then, progress was slow. Further, the more people we hired, the less sure we were that we were getting consistent results. One research assistant might feel that a particular article was emotional, while another didn’t, and we were worried that those inconsistencies would hurt our conclusions.

We needed an objective method that would scale. A consistent way to measure things across thousands of articles without making our research assistants tired and burnt out.

I started talking to some colleagues, and someone suggested a computer program called Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count. The program was brilliantly simple. Users inputted a block of text (e.g., newspaper article or anything else) and the program would spit out scores on various dimensions. By counting the number of emotion-related words appearing in an article, for example, the program gauged whether that article was more or less focused on emotion.

Unlike research assistants, the program never got tired. Further, it was perfectly consistent. It always coded things the same way.

Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count, or LIWC, as it is often known, became my favorite new research tool.*

WISDOM FROM WORDS

In the decades since then, hundreds of new tools and approaches have emerged. Methods for counting particular terms, discovering the main themes in a document, and extracting wisdom from words.

And just as the microscope revolutionized biology and the telescope upended astronomy, natural language processing tools have transformed the social sciences, providing insight into all types of human behavior. We’ve parsed customer service calls to uncover the words that increase customer satisfaction, dissected conversations to understand why some go better than others, and scrutinized online articles to identify writing that keeps readers engaged. We’ve examined thousands of movie scripts to determine why some become blockbusters, studied tens of thousands of academic papers to understand how to write for impact, and analyzed millions of online reviews to learn how language influences word of mouth.

We’ve parsed patient interactions to identify what increases medical adherence, dissected parole hearings to uncover what makes an effective apology, and examined legal arguments to discover what wins cases. We’ve scrutinized the scripts of tens of thousands of TV shows to figure out what makes a good story and analyzed over a quarter of a million song lyrics to identify what makes a hit.

Along the way, I’ve seen the power of magic words. Yes, what we say matters, but some words are more impactful than others. The right words, used at the right time, can change minds, engage audiences, and drive action.

So what are these magic words, and how can we take advantage of their power?

This book uncovers the hidden science behind how language works and more important, how we can use it more effectively. To persuade others, deepen relationships, and be more successful at home and at work.

Specifically, we’ll discuss six types of magic words: words that (1) activate identity and agency, (2) convey confidence, (3) ask the right questions, (4) leverage concreteness, (5) employ emotion, and (6) harness similarity (and difference).

1: Activate Identity and Agency

Words suggest who’s in charge, who’s to blame, and what it means to engage in a particular action. Consequently, slight changes in the words we use can have a big impact. Discover why using nouns rather than verbs can help persuade others, how saying no the right way can help us achieve our goals, and how shifting just one word in the question we ask ourselves when we get stuck can help us be more creative. Why talking about ourselves in third person can reduce anxiety and make us better communicators, and why a simple word like “you” helps some social interactions but hurts others. How words impact agency and empathy, shifting whether people behave ethically, turn out to vote, or bicker with their spouse.

2: Convey Confidence

Words not only convey facts and opinions, they convey how confident we are in those facts and opinions, which shapes how we’re perceived and our influence. Learn how getting rid of the wrong words turned a floundering sales executive into a top performer, why the way lawyers talk can be just as important as the facts they share, and the linguistic styles that make people seem more credible, trustworthy, and authoritative. Why people prefer confident financial advisers, even when they’re more likely to be wrong, and why saying a restaurant “has” rather than “had” great food will make others more likely to go there. And while certainty is beneficial some of the time, I’ll show you when uncertain language is more effective. Why expressing doubt about controversial topics can encourage the other side to listen and when acknowledging limitations can make communicators seem more trustworthy.

3: Ask the Right Questions

In this chapter, you’ll learn about the science of asking questions. Why asking for advice makes people think you’re smarter and why asking more questions make daters more likely to get a second date. Which types of questions are more effective and the right times to ask them. How to deflect difficult questions and encourage others to divulge sensitive information. How a married couple discovered a foolproof way for deepening social connection and why asking the right questions helps show people you care.

4: Leverage Concreteness

This chapter showcases the power of linguistic concreteness. Which words show listening and why talking about “fixing” rather than “solving” a problem improves customer satisfaction. Why knowledge can be a curse; and why talking about a “gray T-shirt” rather than a “top” increases sales. And lest you think it’s always better to be concrete, I’ll show you when it’s better to be more abstract. Why abstract language signals power, leadership, and helps startups raise funding.

5: Employ Emotion

Chapter 5 explores why emotional language enhances engagement and how to harness it in all aspects of life. Discover how a twenty-two-year-old intern built a podcasting empire by understanding the science of what makes a good story, why adding negative things can actually make positive ones more enjoyable, and why using emotional language boosts sales in some product categories, but not others. You’ll learn how to hold people’s attention, even for topics that might not seem the most interesting, and why making people feel proud or happy may make them less likely to listen to whatever you have to say next. By the end of the chapter you’ll understand how to leverage emotional language, when to use it, and how to engineer presentations, stories, and content to deeply engage any audience.

6: Harness Similarity (and Difference)

This chapter will teach you about the language of similarity. What linguistic similarity means and why it helps explain everything from who gets promoted or becomes friends to who gets fired or goes on a second date. But similarity isn’t always good. Sometimes difference is better. Discover why atypical songs end up being more popular and how the artificial intelligence behind Siri and Alexa is being used to quantify how quickly stories move, and how much ground they cover. By the end you’ll understand how to pick up on others’ linguistic style, when to use language that is similar to or different from others’, and how to present your ideas in ways that make them both easier to understand and more likely to generate a positive response.

7: What Language Reveals

The first six chapters focus on language’s impact. How you can use it to be happier, healthier, and more successful. In the last chapter, I’ll teach you some of the powerful things words reveal. Learn how researchers identified whether a play was written by Shakespeare without even reading it and how you can predict who will default on a loan based on the words they use in their application (hint: don’t trust extraverts). You’ll also discover what language reveals about society more broadly. How analyzing a quarter of a million songs answered the age-old question of whether music is misogynous (and whether it’s gotten better over time) and how body camera footage showed the subtle biases that creep into the ways police talk to Black and White community members. By the end you’ll be better able to use language to decode the world around you. Both what words reveal about other people and their motives, and how language reflects subtle societal stereotypes and biases.

Each chapter focuses on one type of magic words and how to use them. Some insights are as simple as saying “don’t” rather than “can’t”; others are more complex and context dependent.

Further, while the book focuses on how to use language more effectively, if you’re interested in the tools used to discover these insights, check out the reference guide in the Appendix. It lists some of the main approaches, as well as how various companies, organizations, and industries can and have applied them.

Whether we realize it or not, we’re all writers. We may not write books or news articles, or call ourselves authors or journalists, but we still write. We write emails to colleagues and texts to friends. We write reports for bosses and draft slide decks for clients.

We’re also all public speakers. We may not go onstage in front of thousands of people, but we all speak in public. Whether making presentations to the company or chitchatting on a first date. Whether asking donors to make a pledge or asking the kids to clean up their rooms.

But to be better writers and speakers—to communicate with intention and care—we have to know the right words to use. It’s hard to get people to listen, to pay attention, to persuade them to do what we want. And it’s hard to motivate others, encourage creativity, and build social connections.

But the right words can help.

It’s often said that certain people have a way with words. They’re persuasive and charismatic, and it seems as though they always know the right thing to say. But are the rest of us who weren’t born that way out of luck?

Not quite.

Because being a great writer or orator isn’t something you’re born with, it’s something you can learn to do. Words have an amazing impact, and by understanding when, why, and how they work, we can use them to increase ours.

Whether you want to use language more effectively or just understand how it works, this book will show you how.




1

Activate Identity and Agency

Not far from the bustling venture capital firms that make up Silicon Valley, down an unassuming side street, lies what has been called one of the best preschools in the United States. Bing Nursery School is every child’s dream. Each classroom has a half acre of outdoor space, complete with undulating mounds and bridges, sand pools, chicken coops, and rabbit hutches. Large, light-filled classrooms overflow with art supplies, blocks, and other materials designed to excite and enrich. Even the building itself was built with kids in mind, the windows extending down to little-kid level.

Not surprisingly, competition for admission is fierce. Thousands of anxious parents clamor to get onto the wait list for only a few hundred slots. Others try to persuade admissions officials of their child’s genius, highlighting early musical ability or being able to count in multiple languages.

But Bing isn’t looking for exceptional children; in fact, just the opposite. It prefers to recruit a diverse group of kids to reflect the population at large. Because Bing isn’t just a school, it’s also a laboratory.

In the early 1960s, Stanford University was looking to build a new lab school. Faculty and staff needed child care, and graduate students in education and psychology needed hands-on learning opportunities, so with a grant from the National Science Foundation, Stanford built a state-of-the-art research facility. In addition to the welcoming indoor and outdoor spaces that make Bing a model nursery school, one-way mirrors in classrooms and separate observation spaces make it an ideal place for researchers to study child development.

Since then, hundreds of studies have been run at Bing. Bing was the site of the so-called “Marshmallow Test,” for example, which examined children’s ability to delay gratification (i.e., wait to eat the marshmallow in front of you and get a second one later). Similarly, work on intrinsic motivation found that rewarding children for something they already enjoyed doing (i.e., coloring) actually made it less likely for them to do it in the future.

More recently, a group of scientists went to Bing to explore how to encourage kids to help out.1 It goes without saying that helping is valuable. Parents ask kids to help clean up their dishes, teachers ask kids to help put away their toys, and peers ask kids for help pushing them on the swing.

But as anyone who’s ever tried to get kids to do something can attest, they don’t always want to help. Just like clients, colleagues, and customers, kids aren’t always interested in doing what we want them to do. They’d rather be stacking Magna-Tiles, jumping on the couch, or unlacing the shoelaces of all the shoes in the hall closet.

To try to understand how to persuade kids and others, the scientists asked a group of four- and five-year-olds to do something kids are particularly reticent to do: help tidy up. A pile of blocks on the floor needed to be put into a container, toys needed to be put away, and an overturned cup of crayons needed to be cleaned up. Further, to make persuasion even more difficult, the scientists waited until the kids were already engaged in some other activity—playing with toys or drawing with crayons—before they were asked. So they’d be particularly uninterested in lending a hand.

Some of the kids were simply asked to help. They were reminded that helping is good and that it involves everything from picking things up to lending a hand whenever others are in need.

But for another group of children, the scientists tried an interesting intervention. The kids received almost exactly the same speech. Same spiel about helping others and different ways to help. But one detail was different. Rather than asking the kids to “help,” the scientists asked them to be a “helper” instead.

This difference seems negligible. So small that you might not have even noticed it. And in many ways, it is. Both requests involved the same content (i.e., picking stuff up), and both involve the word “help” in one form or another. In fact, the difference is basically only two letters (adding -er on the end).

And yet, even though the change might seem minor, it made a big difference. Compared to simply asking kids to help, asking kids to be a helper increased helping by almost a third.

Why? Why did two letters have such a big impact?

The answer, it turns out, has to do with the difference between verbs and nouns.

TURNING ACTIONS INTO IDENTITIES

Imagine I told you about two people, Rebecca and Fred. Rebecca goes running, and Fred is a runner. Who do you think likes running more?

People can be described in various ways. Peter is old, and Scott is young. Susan is female, and Tom is male. Charlie likes baseball, Kristen is a liberal, and Mike eats a lot of chocolate. Jessica is a morning person, Danny loves dogs, and Jill is a coffee drinker. From demographics like age and gender, to opinions, traits, and preferences, descriptions like these provide some sense of who someone is or what they’re like.

There are many ways, however, to say the same thing. Someone who has left-leaning political beliefs, for example, could be described as being “liberal” or as being “a liberal.” Someone who likes dogs a lot could be described as “loving dogs” or as being “a dog lover.” These may seem like small variations, but in each case, the latter describes a category. If someone is described as liberal, it suggests that they hold left-leaning beliefs. But describing someone as “a liberal” suggests that they fall into a particular group or type. They are a member of a specific set of people.

Category labels often imply a degree of permanence or stability. Rather than noting what someone did or does, feels or felt, category labels hint at a deeper essence: Who someone is. Regardless of time or situation, this is the type of person they are. That they will always be that way.

While saying someone is liberal suggests that they currently hold left-leaning beliefs, saying they are a liberal suggests something more permanent. While saying someone loves dogs suggest they currently feel that way, saying they are a dog lover suggest they are a certain type of person and will be that way forever more. Things that could be seen as temporary states (e.g., “Sally didn’t put the dishes away”), for example, often seem more enduring or fundamental when expressed using category labels (i.e., “Sally is a slob”). Losing is bad. Being a loser is even worse.

Indeed, when told someone named Rose “eats a lot of carrots,” for example, describing her as a “carrot-eater” led observers to think that aspect of Rose’s disposition was more stable. They thought Rose was more likely to eat lots of carrots when she was younger, more likely to eat lots of carrots in the future, and more likely to eat carrots even if other people tried to stop her from doing it. Regardless of past or future, and opposition or not, the behavior would persist.2

Inferences from labels can be so strong that people are often careful to separate labels from the behaviors they describe. When arguing for leniency for a client, for example, a lawyer may say, “He’s not a criminal; he just made a bad decision.” Similarly, a sports fan may say, “I watch some games, but I’m not a fanatic.”

In all these cases, labels involve a particular part of speech: nouns. The trait “liberal” is an adjective, but the category “a liberal” is a noun. Saying that someone “runs a lot” uses “run” as a verb, while saying someone is “a runner” turns that action (a verb) into an identity (a noun).

Across a variety of topics and domains, research finds that turning actions into identities can shape how others are perceived.3 Hearing someone is a coffee drinker (rather than drinks coffee a lot), for example, or is a PC person (rather than uses PCs a lot), led observers to infer that this person liked coffee (or PCs) more, was more likely to hold that preference in the future, and more likely to adhere to it even if others around them didn’t feel the same.

Changing a verb-based description (e.g., “drinks coffee”) to a noun (e.g., “is a coffee drinker”) made it seem like that person’s attitudes or preferences were more dispositional, and thus stronger and more stable. Part of someone’s identity, rather than just an attitude they happen to hold.

The fact that turning actions into identities shapes how people are perceived has a number of useful applications. Describing oneself as a hard worker on a résumé, for example, rather than as hard working should lead to more favorable impressions. Describing our coworkers as innovators rather than as innovative should have positive effects on how they’re perceived.

But the effects are even broader. Because beyond just impacting perceptions, the same underlying ideas can be used to change behavior. By framing actions as a way to claim desired identities or selves, turning actions into identities can actually shift the actions others take.

Everyone wants to see themselves positively: as intelligent, competent, attractive, and efficacious. Some of us may care about being athletic, good at trivia, or able to make a delicious dinner out of whatever happens to be in the fridge, but in general, we all want to see ourselves in a positive light. Consequently, we try to act in ways that support how we want to see ourselves. Want to feel athletic? Better go for a run once in a while. Want to feel rich or high status? Better buy that fancy car or take that exotic vacation. By taking consistent actions and avoiding inconsistent ones, we can signal to ourselves that we are the type of person we want to be.

But this is where it gets interesting, because if people want to look certain ways, then framing certain actions as opportunities to confirm desired identities can encourage them to behave accordingly. And that’s where the Bing Nursery School study comes in.

When we ask people to help, we often use verbs: “Can you help clean up the blocks?” or “Can you help with the dishes?” Both use the action verb “help” to make the request. But the same request can be rephrased by turning the verb into a noun. Rather than asking for help cleaning up the blocks, for example, try using a noun instead: “Can you be a helper and clean up the blocks?” This simple shift turns what was previously just an action (i.e., helping) into something more profound. Now picking up blocks isn’t just helping, it’s an opportunity. An opportunity to claim a desired identity.

Some parents might find this hard to believe, but most kids want to see themselves as helpers. Sure, they can’t take out the trash or cook dinner, but being a helper, contributing to the group, is a positive identity they’d like to embrace. So naming the verb, or turning it into a noun, turns what would otherwise just be an action (helping) into an opportunity to claim a positive identity (being a helper). Now picking up blocks is a chance for me to show myself, and maybe even someone else, that I’m a good person. That I’m a member of this desirable group.

Helping? Sure that’s fine. But getting the chance to see oneself as a helper? An identity I like the idea of being part of? Now that’s worth putting down the crayons for and helping to clean up. Which is exactly what the kids at Bing did.

The impact of turning verbs into nouns goes far beyond kids and cleaning up. In 2008, for example, researchers used the same principle to increase voter turnout. Voting is key to a functioning democracy and a chance to shape how the country is run, yet many people still don’t do it. Just like helping, voting is something people know they should do but don’t always follow through on. They’re too busy, they forget, or they just don’t care enough about the candidates involved to cast a ballot.

Researchers wondered if language could help. Specifically, rather than the standard communication approach (asking people to vote), they tried something slightly different: They talked about being a voter. Again, the difference seems minuscule. Essentially adding the letter r to the end of the word “vote.” But the change worked. It boosted voter turnout by over 15 percent.4

Rephrasing a behavior—voting—to be an opportunity to claim a positive identity—voter—led more people to engage in the behavior. Turning the mere act of voting into a chance to express something positive about themselves led more people to take that action.

Want people to listen? Ask them to be a listener. Want them to lead? Ask them to be a leader. Want them to work harder? Encourage them to be a top performer.*

The same idea can even be used to encourage people to avoid negative behaviors. Dishonesty is costly. Workplace crime, for example, costs US businesses over more than $50 billion a year.

But although people are often encouraged to behave ethically or do the right thing, identity language may be more effective. Indeed, research finds that rather than saying “Don’t cheat,” saying “Don’t be a cheater” more than halved the amount of cheating.5 People were less likely to cheat when doing so would signal they held an undesirable identity.

Trying to get people to stop littering? Rather than saying “Please don’t litter,” say “Please don’t be a litterbug.” Trying to get kids to tell the truth? Rather than saying “Don’t lie,” saying “Don’t be a liar” should be more effective.

These ideas can even be applied to oneself. Trying to get into the habit of exercising or running more often? Telling people that you’re a runner, rather than saying you run, should make running seem like a more stable, consistent part of who you are and increase your likelihood of sticking with it.

Turning actions into identities, though, is just one way to apply a broader category of language. And that is the language of identity and agency.

Four more ways to harness it are to: (1) change can’ts to don’ts, (2) turn shoulds into coulds, (3) talk to yourself, and (4) know when to use “you.”

CHANGE CAN’TS TO DON’TS

The fact that language can encourage desired actions is intriguing. Beyond just desired selves, though, language also does something else. It indicates who is in control.

Everyone has goals they’re trying to achieve. Exercise more and lose a little weight. Get out of debt or get those finances in order. Get more organized, learn something new, or spend more time with friends and family.

But while we all have goals, and work hard to achieve them, we often fall short. We mean to exercise more, or get those finances in order, but it doesn’t happen.

And temptation is a big reason why. We mean to eat healthier, but our colleagues are going out for pizza, and it looks too good to pass up. We mean to get more organized but get sucked into a friend’s social media feed and two hours later have no idea where the time went. Despite our best efforts to make New Year’s resolutions, or turn over a new leaf, temptation gets in the way.

Could words help?

When faced with temptation, we often use the word “can’t.” That deep-dish pizza looks delicious, but I can’t have any because I’m trying to eat healthier. I’d love to go on vacation with you, but I can’t because I’m trying to save money. We default to can’t because it’s an easy way to describe why we’re not able to do something.

In 2010, though, two consumer psychologists asked people who were interested in healthier eating to participate in an experiment about ways to do so more effectively.6 Participants were told that each time they were faced with temptation they should try a specific strategy to avoid giving in. Half the people were asked to take the normal approach of saying “I can’t.” When tempted by chocolate cake, for example


































TURN SHOULDS INTO COULDS

































TALK TO YOURSELF


































KNOW WHEN TO USE “YOU”




























Making Magic



	Turn actions into identities. Asking for help or trying to persuade someone to do something? Turn that verb (“Will you help?”) into a noun instead (“Will you be a helper?”). Framing actions as opportunities to confirm desired identities will encourage people to go along.

	Change can’ts to don’ts. Having trouble sticking to your goals or resisting temptation? Rather than saying “I can’t,” try saying “I don’t” instead (e.g.,“I don’t eat sweets right now”). Doing this increases our feeling of empowerment and makes us more likely to achieve our goals.

	Turn shoulds into coulds. Want to be more creative or come up with a creative solution to a tough problem? Rather than asking what we should do, ask what you could do instead. This encourages divergent thinking and helps us get out of that rut.

	Talk to yourself. Nervous about a big presentation or trying to psych yourself up for a big interview? Try talking to yourself in the third person (“You can do it!”). It distances us from tough situations, reducing anxiety and increasing performance.

	Pick your pronouns. And whether trying to get someone’s attention, or not fight with a spouse, think carefully about how to use pronouns like “I” and “you.” They can draw attention and take ownership, but they also suggest responsibility and blame.
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