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In a gathering of people, how much would you pay to be absolutely the most fascinating 

person in the room? That's right – the one everybody is talking about; the person everyone wants 

to meet. Well, according to a survey of more than 1,000 people that Sally Hogshead and her team 

conducted for this book, the average sum a person would pay is $288 a month. And 5% of 

respondents said they'd be willing to pay more than $1,000 per month. 

However, the actual amount is probably not as important as the fact that most people 

would pay anything at all. Indeed, it seems that many of us are so underwhelmed with our lives 

and so much in need of stimulation, that we'd actually also pay to be fascinated by someone or 

something else. 

"People will go to a surprising length to have a more fascinating life," Hogshead writes. 

"And not only will they pay to be fascinated, but when asked how far they would go for a 

fascinating life, six out of ten people said they would bend their morals, standards or loyalties." 

More importantly from a business perspective, these findings show us that if we can 

fascinate our customers, or even our employees, they will pay a premium, either in terms of 

money or effort, for what we are offering. Furthermore, susceptibility to fascination is mostly out 

of an individuals' control. Here are two examples: 

· MRI studies of young men's brains show a huge involuntary surge in the areas 

responsible for gratification when they look at exciting car body styles; and 

· Millions of Germans inexplicably fell under the spell of Adolf Hitler, despite the 

horrific philosophy he was propounding. 

In each case, for better or worse, fascination is to blame. 

But what are we talking about here? What is fascination? Well, for the study just referred 

to, the term was defined as "intense captivation…..more than 'interesting.' It distracts you from 

other things around you and makes you want to pay complete attention." 

And attention is what this book is all about. For, in the age of the Internet and the sound-

bite, the author notes, our attention span has shrunk to only nine seconds – the same as that of a 

goldfish! That's how much time we'll devote to a piece of information before deciding whether to 

focus further on it or move on. 

Fascinate 

Your 7 Triggers to Persuasion and Captivation 
by Sally Hogshead 
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The torrent of data with which we are continuously bombarded or to which we have 

unlimited and easy access means that information per se, once the mainstay of marketing, no 

longer has a significant value. We have adult attention deficit disorder and need something more 

to grab our interest, a different type of persuasion. We have moved, the author argues, out of the 

Information Age into the Fascination Age. 

This is the perspective from which the former award-winning advertising writer now 

works to help world-class businesses develop messages that persuade customers and employees 

to buy-in to their ideas and products. She is a world-renowned brand-consultant and keynote 

speaker for blue chip corporates like Microsoft and Starbucks. 

Got The F Factor? 

Actually, we all have an ability to fascinate, both individually and corporately, but 

sometimes we don’t use it, or we use it inappropriately. Hogshead describes what she calls Six 

Gold Hallmarks that can be used to check the ability to fascinate – the F Factor – of a person, 

product or concept: 

First, our behavior should prompt powerful emotional reactions. Whether they're positive 

or negative – love 'em or hate 'em – is not the issue. In fact, some fascinators provoke reactions 

in both directions. Think of the Bush family dynasty. 

Second, what we do should generate a following not only of fans but of proactive 

advocates – people who talk about and promote us to others. They are passionate and dedicated 

in their support. For example: the followers of investment guru Warren Buffett, a truly 

fascinating character. 

Third, our actions should clearly symbolize a set of values that people instantly associate 

with our name. Use the name as a label and people understand immediately the concept you're 

talking about. Examples here might include the Scandinavian furniture group IKEA or the public 

broadcaster PBS. 

Fourth, something or someone that is fascinating gets people talking and provokes debate 

in the media. For instance, one might think of the Twilight movie series or the rock artist Gene 

Simmons. 

Fifth, our output forces competitors to respond, perhaps by trying to match it, although 

this somehow always seems out of reach because of some apparently indefinable quality. Good 

examples would be electronics group Apple and retailer Trader Joe's. 

Finally, sixth, our behavior disrupts the status quo, through innovation and overturning 

existing conventions. Think about the online video service YouTube or customer-service driven 

(and highly profitable) South West Airlines. 

From these few examples, you will recognize a key point: Fascinating people and things 

don’t have to declare their fascination potential. We instinctively recognize and follow them. 

And that's because fascination is not so much about what you say as about what people say to 

each other about you (or your company or product). 
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"People don’t want to connect with brands. They want to connect with each other. 

Fascinating companies create more opportunities for people to connect with each other through 

the brand," she explains, citing as an example, the cult-like following of motorcycle 

manufacturer Harley Davidson. 

So, how about your own personal F Factor? You can find out by taking a test on the 

author's website (www.sallyhogshead.com) but for a quick checklist consider the following 

questions about the way other people consider you. Do they talk about you and gravitate towards 

you, seek and welcome your ideas, respond enthusiastically and positively to your ideas, change 

the way they think or behave because of you, or try to imitate you in some way? 

Positive responses push up your F Rating. But one caveat: Scoring well doesn’t make you 

a likeable person or even someone on the side of right. Think again about Hitler. Or Osama Bin 

Laden! 

Even then, as Hogshead says, your ability to fascinate counts for little unless you have 

something worthwhile to offer and a potential audience to offer it to. When both of these exist, 

you're ready to trigger attention. 

The 7 Triggers 

The 7 triggers of fascination are characteristics of behavior or attributes that switch on 

people's focus. By themselves they might be meaningless. Think, for example, of the letter "C". 

But now think of two "Cs" back to back on a piece of fashion wear, and we're talking about Coco 

Chanel; now we're fascinated. 

It's all down to the context in which they're presented. Here's another example: An 

individual you encounter at a party may not seem fascinating until you discover he's the boss of 

the company where you want to work. 

So let's take a closer look at the 7 fascination triggers that turn people on. 

Lust. Although laden with sexual connotations, the lust trigger embraces the whole 

spectrum of our cravings for sensations and the use of the five senses to stimulate them. Lust 

drove the reactions of those men who viewed images of racy cars. It switches some of us on 

when we admire the sleek design of an Apple computer. It makes us salivate when we catch a 

whiff of baking bread or our favorite food. 

At a broader level, lust can refer simply to the way people feel about you and the way 

you influence that with your body language. Extend the idea further and you can employ other 

emotional elements linked with inspiring lust – like teasing but never quite fulfilling others' 

yearnings, promising even better things to come. Keep them hanging on and yearning for more! 

"If your message must compel people to want something – really, really want it, despite 

rational evidence to the contrary," the author advises, "– employ the factors of sight, sound, taste, 

touch and scent." 

Mystique. Mystery and intrigue sell. We're captivated by products that supposedly 

contain secret formulas or otherwise pique our curiosity. We crave information – or at least some 
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people do – about the lives of celebrities. And we're hooked when we know some as-yet 

unpublished information is about to be revealed, or questions that are about to be answered. 

Sometimes mystique can be achieved by purposely withholding information about a 

product. Or it might be generated accidentally or intentionally through the development of a 

mythology surrounding a product. For example the original Dr Pepper soda drink had a sequence 

of numbers on the bottle around which all sorts of explanations grew up, while the notion that 

green-colored M&M candies are an aphrodisiac is still around today. 

Another way to create mystique is to limit access to information or even physical access 

– as a California restaurant has done by building a "secret" kitchen within a kitchen, where its 

famous signature dish is prepared. 

Alarm is a trigger that plays on our fears, especially the risk of negative consequences if 

we don't behave in a certain way or meet deadlines. A classic example of the latter is the auction 

countdown used by eBay, which has been known to whip purchasers into a frenzy, sometimes of 

irrational behavior, as the closing deadline approaches. 

Alarm can even be fabricated or pretended, as the makers of Altoid mints demonstrated 

by encasing their products securely in a tin and implying they're so strong they’re almost 

dangerous. 

Alarm can also be used to influence behavior by addressing the specific fears of a target 

market. For instance, an anti-drunk-driving campaign aimed at teenagers focused on the 

likelihood they would lose their licenses if caught, rather than on the risk of accidents (which 

appears to trouble teens less.) 

In a similar way, alarm can exploit a sense of distress to influence positive action. The 

green movement would be a prime example, leveraging concern about the environment to muster 

support. 

Prestige is the fourth trigger. It involves the use of behaviors, status and symbols to gain 

respect or admiration. We are fascinated by prestige objects and people because they may reflect 

our own aspirations. Prestige is represented by an eclectic mix of objects and activities, ranging 

from a 17
th

century craze for tulips which saw the price of a rare bulb exceed that of a house, to a 

much-prized invitation to speak at the renowned and thought-provoking online TED.com 

presentations. 

Our need to be recognized as achievers, to be among an elite group, can be served by the 

use of awards or, in the consumer market, access (via our wallets) to exclusive brands, like Grey 

Goose vodka. Limited access to a product or service is a common manifestation of the prestige 

trigger in action. In Dubai, for instance, rarity of personalized or cherished car license plates 

drove the value of one particularly sought-after plate to $14 million. 

Of course, one can also gain prestige by earning it. Achieving a FICO credit score above 

800 would be an example – though presumably only if someone else is made aware of it. And in 

a tough economy, even having a full time job with benefits might be regarded as prestigious, at 

least in some locales. 
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The fifth trigger is Power,which manifests itself in three forms – domination, control of 

our environment, and systems of reward and punishment. 

A first instinct might be to think of domination in a military or adversarial context but 

what the author is thinking of here is the way companies might compel consumers to behave in a 

certain way just by their own actions. If you ever saw the Seinfeld episode titled "The Soup 

Nazi" you'll get the idea – a deli owner who dictates to his customers the rules to follow in his 

restaurant…and whether they will even be served! That's not as far-fetched a concept as you 

might think – a sushi restaurant in LA prominently posts notices telling patrons not to ask for 

bowls of rice or California rolls. Their contention that they are the genuine article empowers 

them to dominate customers, telling them how to behave - and that becomes part of their 

fascination factor. 

When power is exercised through control of an environment, we see companies 

stipulating what we can and can’t do when we consume their products. Apple's tightly controlled 

iTunes and app store demonstrate this, and virtually every piece of software has an End User 

License Agreement we're obliged to agree to before we can use it. 

Systems of reward and punishment are perhaps the most overt example of the exercise of 

power. Mostly, we look up to those who wield this power. Indeed, granting or withholding praise 

is sometimes seen among leaders as a mechanism for flexing their managerial muscle. 

Being tempted by things we know we really shouldn't have or use describes the next 

fascination trigger – Vice. You recognize it instantly in what happened during the Prohibition era 

in the United States, with speakeasies meeting a burgeoning demand for illicit alcohol. It also 

accounts for the failure of anti-drugs programs. Instead of sparking alarm, drugs campaigns 

create curiosity and mystique, ultimately drawing people in to the very things proponents are 

trying to warn us away from. 

In the commercial world, one could see the vice trigger in action when watch 

manufacturer Omega exploited the fact that Olympic medalist Michael Phelps was wearing one 

of their timepieces when he was photographed using an alleged drug-smoking device. Or, 

consider the marketing line used by the city of Las Vegas –  "What happens in Vegas, stays in 

Vegas." 

"The purpose of a message with vice isn’t to lure your audience into sin," the author 

explains, "but rather to lure them away from their standard choices. A message with vice 

encourages people to change their patterns and try something different: a most useful tactic for 

anyone who wants to change ingrained beliefs or behavior." 

Our final trigger is Trust, a complex and somewhat fragile quality that delivers 

reassurance. It's an important component of interaction, say, when you're presenting at an event 

or just introducing yourself to someone. Establishing shared values will help you bond more 

quickly with the other side. 

As the author points out, trust doesn’t depend on moral absolutes, only absolute 

consistency. So whether you like or agree with their products or not, the famous arches of 

restaurant chain McDonald's symbolizes consistency and trustworthiness for its customers. The 
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key here is our familiarity with the symbol and, through repeated experience, our trust that it will 

remain unchanged. 

In a more extreme and notorious case, the value of repetition as a pillar of trust is 

exemplified in a statement by Nazi propaganda leader Joseph Goebbels who wrote: "If you tell a 

big lie enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it." And they did. 

Although trust generally takes time to establish, it can be accelerated by the recall of 

familiar messages or a harking back to the way things used to be. That's why realtors like to use 

the smell of baking bread during the showing of a house or why coffee maker Maxwell House 

revived its slogan "Good to the last drop." 

Getting Your Fascination On 

The seven triggers can work with or overlap each other to some extent. Power and 

prestige, lust and vice, for instance. Although one trigger may be dominant, most commercial 

organizations mix and match their use to achieve their marketing goals, as we'll show in a 

moment. So, in your own organization, before you start tinkering with them, it's important to 

have an understanding of where you stand now with these triggers and how changing the mix 

might positively affect your business. 

This evaluation process is the first stage of an action strategy you might apply to improve 

performance. It must be an honest assessment of your fascination ability right now. To do this, 

go back and test your organization against the Six Gold Hallmarks. What is the buzz about your 

business like? What values does it enshrine? How do you influence competitors? 

Don’t overlook a vital point referred to earlier: The issue is not about what you're saying 

to your customers but what they say to each other about you. Look for evidence – there's 

probably plenty of it on social networks. If they're not talking to each other about you then face 

the truth: You're probably not fascinating them! 

Now focus on the triggers. Which ones are working hardest for you right now? There 

should be a dominant one but, as mentioned earlier, there will be a blend. Here are a few 

examples to get you thinking: Coca Cola (lust and trust, with a pinch of mystique), Olive Garden 

(also lust and trust but this time with a little alarm – will you ever get a table?), FedEx (trust and 

alarm, the latter via the negative effect of not getting an item delivered on time), and Walt 

Disney (lust, mystique and trust). 

The author likes to represent the 7 Triggers as seven flasks in a chemistry set, 

encouraging clients to indicate how full (or empty) each one is at the moment. Try it. 

In the second stage of her action program, you explore ways of heightening fascination 

by changing the levels in those flasks. To do this, you need one more set of seven variables – the 

basic ingredients, tangible or otherwise, that represent your business. Here, we are talking about: 

1. Your purpose, your raison d'être. 

2. The core values that guide the way you do business. 

3. Your back-story – the company's history and development. 
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4. Your products and/or services. 

5. Benefits of doing business with you. 

6. Your corporate behavior – this seems to be connected with item 2, core values. 

7. Your corporate personality – how all the previous points meld together. 

Hogshead refers to these as Fascination Badges and encourages you to write down all 

the words and associations you can think of in your business that link with these, then test them 

against the Gold Hallmarks to see where you already fascinate your customers. Is there, for 

instance, something that gets people talking about your company history or the way you interact 

with customers? Which of the 7 Triggers come into play? 

Now, consider what would happen if you intensified the use of these triggers or applied 

new ones. Run through a series of "What if?" scenarios and see how far you can push the 

application of those triggers. "If your trigger is trust, what if you laced a little alarm into the mix 

to increase urgency?" the author asks. "If your trigger is prestige, mystique will make people 

want to ask questions, learn more and share what they know. If power is your thing, avoid 

intimidating your audience by adding just a drop or two of lustful warmth and approachability." 

Push past the norm, push past your competitors, keep going, she advises, quoting the 

examples of retailer Sears' decision to introduce a lifetime replacement policy for its Craftsman 

tools or the way that hotel group Ritz Carlton empowers its employees to spend up to $2,000 

without any further authorization to resolve a customer's problem or needs. These are the things 

that others talk about. 

Here's another example: Suppose you manufacture T-shirts. What could you do to make 

them scarce? How could you turn them into high-end (prestigious) products? What if people had 

to do something special to earn them? How might you trigger lust or mystique? 

Going through these options can be a lengthy and intensive process. Certainly it shouldn’t 

be hurried if you want to be sure that you've explored all possible ideas and the implications of 

any changes you might plan. Take at least a day to brainstorm the options, but then make it an 

ongoing process – something you return to frequently to assess and explore new ideas and 

approaches. 

The final stage, naturally, is to implement the changes, and there's no single formula for 

that since it depends on your product and the appropriate triggers. But there are three key 

elements that apply to all – ensuring that all your stakeholders are on-side with the changes you 

plan, supporting the implementers of change, and returning to measure the success of any 

changes. Remember again, success will be measured by the key element of fascination – the 

degree to which others are talking about you. 

Conclusion 

Information is cheap and plentiful in today's digital world. Standing out from the crowd is 

no longer just about informing customers of what you do or what you sell. It's about the degree 

to which you can incite your customers to start talking about you among themselves – because 

they're fascinated. 
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A company or individual can establish whether or not they currently rank in the 

fascination stakes by questioning the way others currently talk about them; or ally themselves, as 

a fan-base if you like, to your product or service; the way your activities prompt competitors to 

respond; and the extent to which they revolutionize the way things are done – the Gold 

Hallmarks. 

The keys to creating this fascination, or adding to it – the 7 Triggers – are sensory 

stimulation (lust), intrigue and mystery (mystique), an element of fear or worry (alarm), status 

and rarity (prestige), control and security (power), a little bit of doing what you really shouldn't 

(vice), and dependability and loyalty (trust). 

By exploring the extent to which each of these is used and the potential impact of 

increasing their usage or changing the mix, a well-thought out plan can ratchet-up a company's 

fascination factor and therefore, ultimately, its commercial success. 

 


