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Everyone has something they want to change. 

Parents want to change their children’s behavior. Salespeople want to change their 
customers’ minds.  Marketers want to change people’s spending decisions.  Em-
ployees want to change their bosses’ perspectives, and executives want to change 
the direction of large organizations. Startups want to disrupt entire industries. Non-
profits want to change the world. 

Yes, everyone has something they want to change.  But the problem is, most people 
and most organizations are naturally resistant to change.

“When trying to change hearts and minds, the tendency is always to push harder,” 
writes marketing guru Jonah Berger.  “The client isn’t buying your sales pitch? Well, 
push harder!  The boss isn’t listening to your new idea?  Well, keep pushing and 
maybe finally she’ll get it!”

According to the bestselling author and popular Wharton School professor, the “Just 
Push Harder (JPH)” approach assumes that people are like marbles – i.e. we simply 
need to push them in a given direction and they’ll go that way. Unfortunately, that 
approach often backfires.  

“Unlike marbles, people usually don’t just roll with it when you lean on them,” writes 
Berger in the opening pages of his new book, The Catalyst.  The fact is, most peo-
ple push back.

Just as Sir Isaac Newton famously discovered so many years ago, inertia is a seri-
ous force to be reckoned with.  You can poke and prod at people all you like.  But 
at the end of the day, people and organizations tend to do what they have always 
done.

Change may not be easy, but often it’s necessary.  So, what can we do if our suc-
cess utterly and completely depends on getting someone - a client, a boss, a child 
- to change their mind?

The Catalyst
How to Change Anyone’s Mind
By Jonah Berger
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In The Catalyst, Jonah Berger identifies the five principal barriers to changing 
someone’s mind, and shows us how to overcome them.   

As we’ll soon find out, instilling change isn’t about pushing harder, nor is it about 
being more convincing, or more persuasive. Instead, it’s about being a catalyst.  
It’s about changing minds by removing roadblocks, and lowering the barriers that 
keep people from taking that first step. 

What’s A Catalyst?
In the domain of chemistry, scientists have discovered that certain man-made 
chemicals and substances can be used to lower natural barriers to change.  
Such chemicals can clean the exhaust system in our cars and dissolve away the 
grime from our contact lenses. They can transform liquid petroleum into solid 
bicycle helmets for our kids. Catalysts fuel chemical reactions, cajoling disparate 
molecules that would not normally interact with one another to do so willingly, 
and in a matter of seconds.

No different than the physical chain-reactions above, when you’re behaving as a 
catalyst, you’re changing someone’s mind by removing roadblocks, and lowering 
the barriers to resistance. 

Unfortunately, when it comes to fostering real change, people rarely understand 
the value and importance of removing roadblocks to action.  This was demon-
strated in a Wharton School study, which invited a group of super-smart MBA 
students to rank a list of available tools and approaches for how to go about 
changing someone’s mind.   These Wharton students should have known better, 
says Berger, yet over 90% of the answers (incorrectly) focused on some version 
of pushing.   “Present solid facts and evidence,” was cited by the majority of stu-
dents as their preferred method of persuasion, followed closely by: “Use really 
good examples.”

That’s usually the wrong way to go, says Berger.  In his experience, convincing 
another person to change his mind starts not with pushing, but with asking basic 
questions: “Why hasn’t that person changed already? What is blocking them?” 
People who start by asking the right questions and finding those hidden barriers 
can become powerful catalyst for change.  

Mastering the art of questioning, and becoming a catalyst in your home, your 
workplace and your community will take a bit of practice.  But it’s a skill that can 
be honed.

Indeed, Berger has taught his method to thousands of students, executives, 
community leaders and others, and most people seem to pick it up pretty quickly.   
His system starts with memorizing an acronym: Catalysts reduce Reactance, 
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ease Endowment, shrink Distance, alleviate Uncertainty, and find Corroborating 
Evidence. Taken together, these principles form an easy-to-remember acronym: 
R.E.D.U.C.E.  This, according to Berger, is exactly what great catalysts do.  They 
instigate action by reducing and eliminating the opposition to change.

Let’s now go through these five (often hidden) barriers to change, one at a time, 
and in doing so highlight the key strategies from Berger’s book for how leaders 
can overcome them.

Barrier #1 – Reactance
People like to feel like they have control over their own choices and actions – that 
they have the freedom to govern their own behavior.  And when others threaten 
or restrict that freedom, people get upset.  When you’re told that you can’t or 
shouldn’t do something, it interferes with your sense of autonomy, so naturally, 
you push back.  “Who are you to tell me that I can’t walk my dog on that pristine 
patch of grass?  You’re not the boss of me!”

Or there’s this one instead (you probably know someone like this …): “You’re tell-
ing me that I have to buy a hybrid car to save the environment?  No way!  I’ll get 
a gas guzzler instead!”

Telling others that they have to act a certain way generates a psychological phe-
nomenon called reactance.  It’s defined by behavioral scientists who’ve studied 
the phenomenon as: “An unpleasant feeling that occurs when people perceive 
their freedom is being threatened.” 

To reestablish their sense of autonomy, some people will simply turn around and 
do the opposite of whatever is being requested – like walking Fido where they 
know they’re not supposed to.  

“Just like a missile defense system protects against incoming projectiles, people 
have an innate anti-persuasion system that automatically fires back hard at in-
coming messages that threaten to disrupt their normal ways of being,” explains 
Berger.  To counteract this defense, catalysts don’t fire more missiles – catalysts 
encourage people to persuade themselves.  

If you stop and think about it, that’s exactly what hostage negotiators do.

“Anyone faced with a heavily armed SWAT team bearing down on them is bound 
to feel trapped,” writes Berger. “Hostage negotiators know that if you push a 
would-be bank robber holding a hostage too hard, he is likely to snap.” If you sim-
ply try to tell the robber what to do, he is unlikely to listen. That’s why better hos-
tage negotiators always take a different tack. These well-trained men and women 
always start by listening and building rapport. They encourage their subjects to 
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talk through their fears and motivations. They remind the robber of the friends 
and family that are waiting for him back at home. (Often talking about such things 
in the middle of a tense standoff can make all the difference.) 

To mitigate reactance, catalysts allow others to have agency over their actions.  
It’s important for people – no matter what the situation may be – to feel as though 
they have control over what happens next.   This doesn’t mean you become to-
tally hands-off.  It’s just better to work on subtly shaping the other person’s path, 
as opposed to telling them what to do.

Parents use this approach all the time. Telling a three-year old child outright that 
she must eat a serving of broccoli usually fails to achieve the intended result. 

So, instead of pushing, savvy parents give their toddlers a choice: which do you 
want to eat first – your broccoli OR your chicken nuggets? By giving kids options, 
they get to feel like they’re in control: “Mom and dad aren’t telling me what to do; 
I’m eating what I want to eat!”

Obviously, by selecting the menu options in the first place, mom or dad are clear-
ly shaping and framing their child’s decisions.  They’re not totally hands-off about 
the whole experience. The kid is still eating the food she needs to be eating.  But 
doing so in the order she chooses. 

Clever bosses will do the same thing by providing their employees as much flex-
ibility as possible around how they prefer to complete certain tasks.  The fact that 
a given task must be completed – and must be finished by a certain date – isn’t 
usually up for debate.   But the particular way the employee chooses to do the 
job could be largely left to his own discretion.    

The very best catalysts are fond of offering others a menu of options, all of which 
are directed towards the problem they are aiming to solve: You want to convince 
those tight-fisted executives to increase your advertising budget for next year?  
Then put together a compelling presentation and give them three options to 
choose from: a 50% increase; a 25% increase; and a 10% increase.   (Note that 
all of the options are framed in the direction of change, which gives you a fighting 
chance to secure that budget increase.)

“To change someone’s mind, stop trying so hard to persuade them,” says Berger.  
Instead, frame their choice in a way that aligns to your objective, and let them 
persuade themselves.

Barrier #2 – Endowment
A few years ago, Jonah Berger had a problem with his iPhone. He’d had the 
phone for several years, and he loved it to bits.  It had all the features he wanted, 
fit nicely into his pocket, and was super reliable.  But the problem was, it was 



The Catalyst

                   TheBusinessSource.com                                                                                       All Rights Reserved ©
             

5

starting to run out of memory. Every time he wanted to take a new photo, he 
had to delete an old one.  It was getting a bit tedious, but it wasn’t the end of the 
world. Nevertheless, friends insisted that he look into getting a new phone, so he 
did.  Berger discovered that the newer iPhone models had a faster processor, 
a better camera, and lots of additional memory. But they were also almost 20% 
longer and wider than his old phone. It was harder to fit the newer models into 
his pocket, and they felt too big resting in his hand.  But, the overloaded memory 
thing was a problem, so eventually, Berger broke down and bought a new, larger 
iPhone. 

Technically, the newer iPhone was better in just about every respect.  But still, 
the author hated it at first.   For weeks, he missed using his tired old iPhone.  And 
while it’s easy to attribute this feeling to mere nostalgia, something far more pow-
erful is actually at play.

As we learn in the field of psychology, most people are extremely wedded to 
the status quo.  As the old saying goes: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”   And un-
less what someone is already doing isn’t working for them (as with Berger’s old 
phone), they often don’t want to switch. 

Most of us tend to eat the same foods we’ve always eaten, buy the same brands 
we’ve always bought, and donate to the same cause as we’ve always supported, 
explains Berger.  Behavioral research shows that once we come to own some-
thing – once were endowed with it – we become emotionally and even physically 
attached to it. And consequently, we value that thing more. This so-called endow-
ment effect happens all the time. Duke University students, for example, were 
willing to pay around $200 for a ticket to the final four basketball tournament. But 
students who already owned a ticket leaned heavily towards wanting to keep it.  
The same kids that were willing to pay only $200 for the ticket in the first place 
wanted more than $2,000 to sell it.  This wasn’t about greed – most students 
genuinely didn’t want to sell.  Merely owning the ticket had dramatically increased 
its perceived value in their minds. 

This is because perceived losses loom far larger than perceived gains.  When 
deciding whether to sell a basketball ticket, or buy a new phone, or make any 
sort of change in our lives at all, the potential disadvantages associated with the 
change are weighed more heavily than the potential advantages.  Studies have 
shown, for example, that losing $100 in a bet is much more emotional than win-
ning $100. In fact, research suggests that the potential gains of doing something 
have to be at least 2.6 times larger than the potential losses to get people to take 
action.  So, if you stand to lose $100 on a bet that may not go your way, the po-
tential win has to be at least $260 before most people will take that bet. 

To ease this “endowment effect” (i.e. people’s inherent attachment to the status 
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quo) catalysts highlight how inaction often carries a hidden cost.   Catalysts show 
that, rather than being “safe” or consequence free, sticking with the status quo 
actually carries a real downside.

Going back to the example of Berger’s phone, if you’re a salesperson in the Ap-
ple Store who wants to think and behave like a catalyst, you might be wise not to 
try to sell Berger on the benefits of having a better camera or a faster processor.  
Instead, you could focus on what he’s missing with his current older model.  Ex-
plain to him how he’s not able to take as many photos of his dog as he might like 
to, or how the out-of-date software won’t allow him to download electronic board-
ing passes from the airlines, which costs him extra time. 

“Catalyzing change isn’t just about making people more comfortable with new 
things,” writes Berger. “It’s also about helping them let go of old ones.”  Show 
them it’s time to move on.

Barrier #3 – Distance
When trying to change people’s minds, we often want big change to happen right 
away. We want detractors to immediately become supporters.  And we tend to 
think that if we just give people enough information, they’ll come around quickly. 
But usually, this backfires.  As we discussed, reactance is one reason. When 
people feel like someone is trying to convince them of something, their guard 
goes up.  Another key reason for resistance is what Berger calls “distance.”

According to the author, people naturally have a certain range – or a zone – 
around their beliefs.  If a new piece of information happens to fall within this 
zone, or even a small distance away from the zone, then they’re generally willing 
to consider it.  For instance, staunch conservatives generally oppose govern-
ment spending and regulation.  So, if you start arguing in favor of a massive new 
spending Bill, chances are hard-core conservatives are going to reject your argu-
ments out-of-hand.  But what if you tried to convince them of the merits of a more 
modest investment Bill that’s explicitly tied to the annual rate of inflation instead?  
Then those same anti-spending conservatives just might talk to you.

If new information is more or less within a person’s zone of acceptance, they’ll 
probably be more willing to listen to it.  But if the information is too far away – in 
what the author calls “the region of rejection” – then your efforts at persuasion 
will likely prove futile.

So, armed with this understanding, how do catalysts avoid the region of rejection 
and encourage people to actually consider what they have to say in an open-
minded way?

One tried-and-true approach is to ask for less. 
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In other words, instead of asking for the moon and the stars, just ask for the 
moon.  “You almost always can dial down the size of your initial request so that 
it better falls within striking distance of someone’s zone of acceptance,” writes 
Berger.   “That increases the odds of your initial request being successful, and it 
also sets the stage for future requests.” 

Experienced doctors will often play this game when they’re trying to motivate 
obese patients to lose weight. When a patient needs to drop 50 or 100 pounds, 
for example, less experienced family doctors will often call for something dras-
tic.  They’ll admonish their overweight patient to exercise every day; stop eating 
junk food and drinking beer altogether; and completely cut out dessert. But these 
reprimands will almost inevitably fail.  Sure, an obese person should exercise for 
at least an hour every day, and completely stop eating dessert. But for someone 
who hasn’t worked-out in months – or even years – and who’s used to eating two 
slices of cake a day, the doctor’s messages won’t land within their zone of accep-
tance.  

Physicians who behave as catalysts will attack the problem more effectively by 
asking for less of a sacrifice at first, and then come back and gradually ask for a 
little more. It’s really about “chunking the change” – breaking big asks into small-
er, more manageable chunks. In this case, encourage the overweight patient 
to lose 10lbs. before his or her next doctor’s visit; say by adding in a 20-minute 
brisk walk every day, and by limiting dessert to weekends only.  

One could also think about this key lesson in football terms. Smart coaches know 
that breaking the field up into manageable chunks is the most effective way to 
move the football the distance of the field.  Aim to move the ball 10 or 15 yards at 
a time by completing manageable passes or running plays, and before you know 
it, you’ll be in the end zone.  Conversely, if your whole game plan is to try to toss 
a bunch of 50-yard “Hail Mary’s” on every play and hope for the best, you’re not 
likely to be winning the Super Bowl anytime soon.

That’s not to say that it’s easy to catalyze change, or that everyone’s mind can 
be changed overnight. If you talk to someone who switched political parties, 
you’ll likely find that it wasn’t one “eureka moment” when suddenly everything 
changed. Those sudden conversions might make for great movies or works of 
fiction, but they rarely happen in real life. In real life, major change usually takes 
weeks, months, or even years to happen. But by “eating the elephant one bite at 
a time,” catalysts can make change far more likely to occur, and to endure.

Barrier #4 – Uncertainty
Change – especially big change – typically involves a lot of uncertainty. People 
really dislike uncertainty.  In fact, uncertainty is even worse than certain nega-
tive outcomes. (Getting fired isn’t fun.  But wondering if you’re about to be fired is 
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somehow even worse.) 

Uncertainty often makes people hit the pause button. To overcome this barrier, 
catalysts make new things easier to try.  “Like offering free samples at the super-
market, or test drives at the car dealership, catalysts create innovative ways of 
reducing risk by letting people experience things for themselves,” writes Berger.

Now obviously, some products, services, and ideas are easier than others to try. 
If someone tells you about a new, subscription-free lifestyle newsletter, for exam-
ple, and sends you a link, it’s relatively effortless to check it out. The same is true 
for a new brand of paper towels. They’re cheap, easy to find, and don’t require 
any additional learning to use.   But not everyone is in the business of selling pa-
per towels.  Sometimes there are real barriers that prevent customers from trying 
new things.  Catalysts therefore ask themselves the question: “How can I reduce 
a customer’s decision-making uncertainty by lowering the barriers to trial?”

An increasingly popular way to do this is by harnessing the “freemium” model, 
which is particularly potent when it comes to online, subscription-based offerings. 
Rather than trying to convince new customers how great your service is and ask-
ing them to pay up-front for it, try giving the service away for free to sample your 
offering.  Services like Uber, Dropbox, and Sirius XM radio have all embedded 
elements of freemium into their business model. Rather than spending millions of 
dollars trying to convince consumers how great the services are, the prospective 
consumers are given a risk-free opportunity to convince themselves.

The up-front costs to the service provider are negligible.   But the potential up-
side is huge.

Barrier #5 – Corroborating Evidence
Let’s say that you’ve put your catalyst hat on, and you’ve diligently chipped away 
at reactance, endowment, distance and uncertainty.   But you still haven’t been 
able to seal the deal.

That’s when you need to bring in reinforcements.  

“Sometimes one person alone cannot successfully persuade another person to 
change,” writes Berger.  No matter how knowledgeable or self-assured you might 
be, sometimes your individual efforts at persuasion simply are not enough. Some 
things just need more proof.

In these instances, experienced catalysts will expertly leverage corroborating evi-
dence from trusted influencers to close the deal.

Generally speaking, people are more susceptible to being influenced by people 
who they perceive to be like them in some important way.  A great deal of behav-
ioral science research finds that “similarity” matters more than just about anything 
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else in such cases – i.e. someone like me thinks an emailed joke is funny?  Then 
I’ll probably read it and find it funny as well!

Looking at hotel reviews on TripAdvisor? You don’t just want to know whether a 
given hotel is highly rated; you want to know if that hotel is highly rated amongst 
people like you.   For example, if you’re a young family travelling with two kids, 
you’ll want to find a place that other families with two kids recommend. If you’re a 
British person contemplating a trip to a certain spot in the Caribbean, you’ll prob-
ably tend to read reviews by other British people.  

Rather than trying to push prospects towards a decision, catalysts will let their 
existing clients do the talking. They identify people who are similar to their target 
audience and create opportunities for those people to offer corroborating evi-
dence.  There are many ways to do this.  Traditionally, (i.e. pre-COVID19) this 
often involved hosting events, such as networking luncheons, where potential 
clients could interact with existing ones to get a third-party perspective.   Going 
forward – in the short-term at least – we’d expect that more of this networking will 
happen virtually.   Forward-thinking catalysts will find ways to make that work.

Conclusion
Believe it or not, anyone’s mind can be changed when you go about it the right 
way.

The right way is not to push harder at the first sign of resistance.   It’s to ask bet-
ter questions.

“Whether you’re trying to convince a client, change an organization or disrupt the 
way an entire industry does business, ask questions to find out what roadblocks 
are preventing change from happening, so you can REDUCE them,” writes Jo-
nah Berger in the concluding chapter of his book. By doing so, you’ll be enabling 
change to happen with less friction, less wasted energy, and more positive mo-
mentum than ever before. Just like a catalyst.
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