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The Magic of the Word  
 

Because… 

… or: Do people really think? 
 



The Magic of the Word Because… 



„The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtful Action: The Role of ‘Placebic’ 
Information in Interpersonal Interaction” 
Langer, E. J., Blank, A., & Chanowitz, B. (1978). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36, 
635. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.36.6.635  

 

Quotations:  

• „Social psychology is replete with theories that take for granted the "fact" 
that people think.” 

• “(…) subjects are not thinking about what one thinks they are thinking 
about (i.e., what is relevant), rather than demonstrating that their minds 
are relatively blank.” 

 

 

 

„The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtful Action: The Role of ‘Placebic’ 
Information in Interpersonal Interaction” 
• Publication 1978, Ellen Langer, Harvard, Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology · June 1978; DOI: 10.1037/0022-3514.36.6.635 
 

• „Three field experiments were conducted to test the hypothesis that complex 
social behavior that appears to be enacted mindfully instead may be 
performed without conscious attention to relevant semantics.” 

• „Social psychology is replete with theories that take for granted the "fact" 
that people think.” 

• “This article questions whether, in fact, behavior is actually accomplished 
much of the time without paying attention to the substantive details of the 
‘informative’ environment.” 

• “(…) studies like these may simply demonstrate that subjects are not thinking 
about what one thinks -they are thinking about (i.e., what is relevant), rather 
than demonstrating that their minds are relatively blank.” 

Study (seemingly) 
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Hypothesis:  

• Motions  automatic processing 

• Complex social behavior  concious processing of relevant information? 
… or rather automatic processing as well? 
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Experiment 

Excuse me, I have 5 pages.  
May I use the xerox machine, 
because I have to make copies? 
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60% 

93% 94% 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I have to 
make copies?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I’m in a 
rush?” 

„(…) the female experimenter had 
a higher rate of compliance than the male 
Experimenter (…)“ 

Success Rates 



Conclusion #1 (only mine):  
 Politeness probably helps. 

  

60% 

93% 94% 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I have to 
make copies?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I’m in a 
rush?” 

>50% 



Conclusion #2 (only mine):  
 Always being late helps. 
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93% 94% 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I have to 
make copies?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
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Conclusion #3 (the real one):  
 „BECAUSE“ is a magic word! 

60% 
 

93% 
 

94% 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I have to 
make copies?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 5 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I’m in a 
rush?” 

request 
only 

“placebic” 
information 

real 
information 



But why? 

• People learned in earlier situations:  
– If someone asks for a favor they usually have a profound reason, so comply with their wish! 

– Expressing reasons often start with „because“ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• If stakes are low:  
„Energy saving mode“ / autopilot behavior, even in complex interactions 
 Don‘t bother to process factual information for making decisions  
 Script-like reacting on cues („because“) is enough 

comply! 

 
… because… 
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What if the stakes are higher? 

Hmm... 
That would cost me 

like 15 minutes!  
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“Excuse me, I 
have 20 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 20 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I have to 
make copies?” 

“Excuse me, I 
have 20 pages. 
May I use the 
xerox machine, 
because I’m in a 
rush?” 

Success Rates: 20 Pages 

24% 24% 
42% 

request only 
“placebic” 

information 
real information 



Success Rates: 20 Pages 

• If stakes increase people start thinking, processing real information 
 “Placebic” information is just as good as no information 
 “Because” loses its magic…  

 

Hmm... 
That‘s a stupid 

reason! 
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Excuse me, I have 1 chip.  
May I have your chips  
because otherwise  
I have to re-buy? 
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