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Digital Behavioral Science 

The key deal breakers

In this booklet, I’m going to introduce 
you to the Audience-Influence Model, 
which I call AIM. 

It’s a simple model that highlights the key 
factors that lead to influence and behavior
change.

Think of it like your psychological “Swiss 
Army Knife” that works for most situations. 
It’s a great 80/20 rule tool that will help you 
zero-in on the most important factors with 
the least effort.

Interactive Influence Model

Audience-Influence Model

My complete training system comprises 
several tools, with my most important model 
being the Interactive Influence Model.

Within my larger training system, I developed 
AIM by integrating the most popular scientific 
models and extracting the important 
outcomes that need to be addressed for 
behaviour change to happen. To read about 
the science behind AIM, see the last section 
in this booklet.

Not only does AIM highlight the key 
outcomes, but also the key backfires. It shows 
you the key areas where you need to make a 
psychological impact, as well as those that 
typically backfire and undermine your efforts. 



Audience 
Influence 
Model

Concentrating (aware)
Your audience enters this stage when they’re exposed to a message, pay 
attention to it, and form a general impression of what it’s about. Apart 
from preconscious impacts, if you fail to engage your audience at this 
sensory stage, you’ll have a pretty low chance of success, because they 
won’t even know what you’re proposing. 

Deciding (intent)
Once someone’s motivated, they’ll normally form an intention to act 
and start moving towards your offer. However, there’s still a lot that can 
go wrong, and you can easily lose people in “analysis paralysis” when 
they’re facing too many choices or too few options to meet their needs. 
Your audience passes through this stage once they’ve made up their 
mind on how they’ll act on your advice. But, if they can’t make up their 
mind, there’s a good chance that they won’t act.

Comprehending (informed)
Your audience becomes informed once they generate a mental model of 
what your product, service, or idea is all about. If they can’t conceptualize 
what you’re advocating, they’ll have a harder time believing your claims 
and connecting your idea to something they care about. In this stage, 
you’re goal is to help your audience understand what you’re advocating 
or offering. 

Desiring (motivated)
In this mission-critical stage, your users feel motivated by what you’re 
offering and experience a burst of energy that drives them to act. You 
may motivate them with incentives where your audience feels driven to 
get something they want. You can also motivate people though loss-
aversion, where they feel motivated to avoid something they dislike or 
fear. If your audience isn’t motivated, you have little chance of evoking 
action. So, it’s at this point that I turn to neuroscience to understand the 
triggers that drive user emotion and action. 

Each Stage (outcome)

I developed the Audience-Influence 
Model as a practical tool that can be used 
to structure multi-page, long-term 
marketing campaigns or single-page 
designs where you only have one chance 
to make an impression and conversion.

Here’s how it works:



Trusting (confident)
To act, a person must feel confident that their actions will lead to the 
outcomes that motivated them in the first place. Your risk-averse 
audiences will pass this stage once they feel confident enough that it’s a 
safe deal, while your risk-tolerant audiences will act once they believe that 
the rewards are worth the risk. Before acting, your audience will assess 
your own credibility, and if they don’t trust you, they’re unlikely to act. But 
if they believe you’re credible, they’re more likely to trust you, which 
means it’s safe to believe what you say and act on your advice. Remember, 
trust is not a motivator, and distrust is a deal breaker.  

Abandoning (no behavior)
Throughout the process, audiences will drop in and out at different stages. 
There are numerous reasons why people abandon. They may no longer 
care, have other priorities, find the path too difficult, or give up out of 
frustration. When abandonment is serious, you can normally get people 
back on-track by either addressing their motivation or their self-
confidence. However, if people abandoned because they distrust you, 
your brand or company, you’ll also have to focus on strengthening your 
credibility, and rebuilding trust.

Acting (short-term behavior)
At this point, people are likely to take short-term action once they are 
motivated, have an opportunity to act, and feel confident that they’ll get 
the outcome. People often think that the first act is the ultimate goal of 
behavior change, but normally, it’s just the start. Since people typically 
abandon quickly, our ultimate goal is to get people to form habitual, 
repeated behaviours over time. For this reason, you should think about 
short-term behaviour change as the first step towards the goal of 
achieving long-term change.

Maintaining (long-term behavior)
Maintenance describes the continued performance of behaviors that 
repeat over several months, years, or in some cases, a lifetime. This stage 
has many names like loyalty, habit formation and maintenance, to name a 
few.  This is the ultimate goal of behavior change. Once your audience 
reaches the maintenance stage, you no longer need to invest time to 
keep them on the bandwagon, allowing you to focus on other audiences.



Let’s Walk Through the Model

Step 1.

To see an example of the Audience-Influence Model, I’d 
like to introduce you to Jill, a Behavioural Economist and 
Entrepreneur, who wants to learn more about digital 
psychology.

Here’s an example of how Jill found my training. 

Meet Jill

On Twitter, Jill sees one of my workshop ads. 
Something triggers an emotion, drives her to 
act, and now Jill’s starting to engage. Here’s 
how it works:

c. Desiring (motivated)
As a behavioral economist 
who loves psychology and 
the web, Jill’s interested. The 
words “build irrationally 
engaging websites” have a 
special impact on Jill, firing 
enough dopamine to trigger 
her curiosity and drive her to 
learn more. 

d. Acting (short term)
At this point, Jill has 
enough awareness, 
understanding and 
motivation to take short-
term action, so she clicks 
on my ad. 

a. Concentrating (aware)
While scanning Twitter, Jill 
sees my ads which catch her 
eye, triggering enough interest 
for her to take a closer look. 

b. Comprehending 
(informed)
She sees digital media words 
with a bunch of wireframes, 
so she quickly forms a fuzzy 
impression that this has 
something to do with 
technology and psychology.  



Step 2.
Next, Jill arrives on our 
landing page. She’s 
already motivated to 
some degree, but 
we’re going to go 
through the model 
again. 

Concentrating (aware)
We want Jill to look at the parts that 
matter. If she can’t see the persuasive 
parts, they can’t make any impact. So, 
we’re going to use perception 
psychology across the entire page to 
make elements pop-out and attract Jill’s 
eye, boosting the odds that she 
becomes aware of the elements 
designed to impact users.

Desiring (motivated)
If Jill doesn’t care about what we’re 
offering, we have no chance of making 
any impact on her. To motivate Jill, we’re 
going to discuss and display things that 
Jill cares about. Since this is a landing 
page designed to sell my training, I’ve 
simply listed the knowledge and skill 
outcomes that my students tell me they 
love. Assuming that Jill’s needs are like 
my other students’ needs, some of these 
benefits should motivate Jill enough that 
she will continue reading.



Trusting (confident)
Distrust is a deal breaker, which is 
why I’ve included trust building 
design throughout the page along 
with risk reduction measures. To 
reduce risks, we offer a full money 
back guarantee and share quotes 
from past students to reassure 
users that we’re offering high-
quality training. We also list our 
best known clients.

Comprehending (informed)
To help Jill understand what we’re 
offering, we’ll provide facts, 
features, and descriptions of the 
workshop. These don’t “sell” per 
se, but they do help Jill 
understand what we’re offering. 
This is important for analytical 
thinkers and helps users connect 
what we’re offering to their 
motivation. Users are unlikely 
going to feel motivated by 
marketing claims for a product 
they can’t even conceptualize.

Deciding (intent)
If we lose Jill in analysis paralysis, 
she won’t act, so we need tools 
to help her make up her mind 
and nudge her in the right 
direction. To do this, we offer a 
range of advisory information 
designed to help people decide 
if the workshop is right for them. 



Abandoning (no behavior)
It’s more than likely that Jill will 
abandon on the first visit, so 
we’re going to do what we can 
to try and retain our relationship 
through opt-in content, email 
contact, and remarketing. 

Maintaining 
(long-term behavior)
Our ultimate goal is to move Jill 
to become a permanent and 
loyal customer. We’ll achieve this 
by providing a quality product 
and maintaining the relationship 
through various follow-up 
activities beyond the scope of 
this landing page. 

Acting 
(short-term behavior)
We’d like to get Jill to take a 
modest action to start with, so 
we’ve included links to our 
Eventbrite page at the top and 
bottom of the page. Also, we’ve 
put our pricing online so Jill 
understands the full cost of 
signing-up.



Behavior Change is Chaotic
Here’s Some Practical Advice

Although scientific behavior change models may look simple, neat, 
and orderly, in practice they are totally different. 

It’s easy to misinterpret how behavior change works when you look 
at AIM because it presents change in a linear process. In practice, 
the process can be chaotic as people jump around from stage to 
stage ,drop-out and regress before they reach their goal—if they 
get there at all.

So if you’d like to apply this model with the best odds of success, 
here’s some practical advice which outlines how I normally apply 
my own model. 

1. Grab attention and form comprehension in a split second
To influence someone, the first thing we need to do is grab their 
attention. I like to combine attention-grabbing tactics with visuals 
that help people understand what we’re offering, all within a 
fraction of a second. You can think of it as an aggressive attention 
grab combined with measures to create broad understanding.

2. Once we enter their mind, evoke emotions ASAP
Once I have someone’s attention, I target their emotions with a 
particular focus on triggering dopamine, the neurotransmitter 
associated with curiosity and the desire to learn more. Depending 
on the product, service, idea, or thing I'm promoting, I’ll normally 
try to hit multiple reinforcing emotions at the same time so that I 
can bank up the most motivating energy in the shortest time 
possible.

3. Support cognitive understanding early, educate later
It’s a good idea to skip heavy educational content early on. Why? 
Well, educational content can demand quite a bit of time and 
cognitive energy from users. But once someone is motivated, 
there’s a good chance they’ll be energized enough to go through 
your educational content. This is why I only focus on basic 
cognitive understanding early on and then introduce full 
educational content, facts, specs, and other details. 



4. Only help people decide when they’re stuck
If you’re struggling with users who are not converting, and you’ve ruled 
out confusion, disinterest, distrust, complexity and you still can’t figure 
out what’s wrong, then you may want to run a few tests to see if decision 
support resources may solve your problem. Decision support is not 
always necessary, so I only use it when I suspect there may be a decision 
making barrier such as being confused by too many choices, or 
struggling to compare our offering against that of our competitors’. 

5. Be authentic and ethical to win trust 
The single best tactic to win people’s trust is to build ethics and client 
respect into the DNA of your company and brand so that all your 
communications feel trustworthy – because they are. Not everyone 
agrees with me on this last point, but I advocate extreme authenticity, 
which means using imperfect real-world communications that feel 
sincere over highly polished perfect communications that many users 
don’t believe and often ignore. Online consumers have gotten savvy in 
recent years and can often spot ‘fake’ a mile away. If you want to build 
trust and boost engagement, let your organization’s culture flow freely to 
the market outside.  

6. Trigger action 
To get action, I always use overt behavioral triggers, but sparingly. If 
you’re worried that your users may lack self confidence or find your 
process difficult, you’ll want to find a smart design pattern where you 
can also offer help or support if needed. If you’re worried that you may 
not fully trust your brand or offer, then add subtle confidence building 
content near your calls to action. Also, a big part of change is reminding 
people to follow-through, so make sure you have strong sign-posting 
content in the form of navigational structures and processes that are so 
clear, you don’t need instructions.

7. Dropout, reengagement, and maintenance 
It’s not realistic to expect people to continue with a program. In most 
cases, they’ll abandon it pretty quickly. When people stop acting —
which they will — my best advice is to change how we view our role. 
Many people see persuasive design as the art of being a sneaky 
manipulator, but in reality, it’s the art of being a trusted facilitator. Your 
job is to help people get things that they care about, and reengagement 
is a key time when being helpful and nice will make a big difference. If 
users have dropped out because they need help, help them out. If they 
drop out because they’re still deciding, give them honest advice. But if 
they’ve dropped out because they absolutely don’t want or need what 
you’re providing, refer them elsewhere, and focus on the next person 
who’s motivated but needs help or advice. 



From Science to Practice

Science Behind the 
Audience-Influence Model
I developed the outcome model by synthesizing 
stage-based systems, including Porchaska's Stages 
of Change, the hierarchy of effects, Rogers' stages 
of innovation, and social transformation models like 
Andreasean's life cycle of a social change, among 
others.

I then supplemented the gaps with decision-support 
concepts from behavioral economics and some of 
the latest findings from neuroscience. 

The problem with stage-based models is that the 
stages limit the models to particular industry 
applications. 

So instead of presenting stages, the Audience-
Influence Model only includes those mission-critical 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral outcomes that 
you’ll want to focus on for most applications.

You can think of it as a summary of the key factors in 
behavior change, covering all the key stages of 
influence, from first contact, to repeat interaction, to 
long-term maintenance.



TEMPLATES



Practice
I developed this model as a practical tool that can be 
used for persuasive design, UX audits, conversion 
optimization, and helping people zero-in on the most 
important elements in behaviour change. 

You can use AIM for several applications, including:

• auditing landing pages that are underperforming
• learning to quickly identify what does/doesn’t work
• figuring out why a page/campaign is failing
• brainstorming creative ideas
• structuring marketing sequences
• planning long-term persuasion campaigns

On the following pages are some templates you can 
use in your upcoming projects.

Applying the Model



Marketing Stage Template
You can also apply the model to long-term processes, covering marketing 
sequences from first contact to loyal customers. Simply cluster the stages into 
the classic three categories commonly used in e-marketing: acquisition, 
conversion, and retention. 

Use this as a template to brainstorm your psychological strategies at 
each stage. 

Stage Channels Design Concepts

A
cq
u
is
it
io
n

Concentrating 
(Aware)

Comprehending
(Informed)

C
o
n
ve
rs
io
n

Desiring 
(Motivated)

Deciding 
(Intent)

Trusting 
(Confident)

Acting 
(Short Term)

R
ef
le
ct
io
n

Maintaining
(Long Term)

Abandoning
(No Behavior)



Landing Page Flash Test
One of the best times to use AIM is when you’re developing new digital 
products/campaigns or fixing-up old ones. 

Below are a few key questions you can ask yourself, your users, or your target 
audience to see how your digital products are performing in each stage. 

One great application is with ‘flash tests’. To use my model in a flash test, 
simply flash a page screenshot for 5-seconds, then ask the top question in each 
category covering concentrating, comprehending, desiring, trusting, and 
acting.

Deciding is optional if you offer decision support tools while maintenance or 
abandoning is important if you have attrition problems or if you need to identify 
effective strategies for retaining users on first contact.

Concentrating
(Aware)

Which elements stand out on this page immediately? How does this page use 
graphic design principles to accent persuasive elements?

Comprehending
(Informed)

List the educational content that describes the pages solution, product, service, or 
idea.

Desiring
(Motivated)

What problem does this page promise to solve? What is the primary value 
proposition? What are the key benefits offered? Does this page provoke any 
particular motivation‐emotion systems?

Deciding
(Intent)

How does this page help users make a decision?

Trusting
(Confident)

What does this page provide to reduce users’ concerns, risks, or fears? How does 
this page assure the user that they will receive the promised benefits?

Acting
(Short Term)

What actions does this page encourage? How does this page get the user to take 
action? (you may have to guess.)

Maintaining
(Long Term)

Does this page encourage any long‐term habitual behavior? If so, how does it 
maintain a long‐term relationship with its audience?

Abandoning
(No Behavior)

Are there any mechanisms on this page that can be used to re‐engage people who 
might relapse later on? How does this page deal with those who have relapsed?



Marketing Automation Template
If you’re using marketing automation technology, I recommend that you 
structure your processes and funnels around a sequence of stages that are 
optimized for your exact business. 

However, if you’re new to marketing automation, or looking to start with a 
simple, but proven sequence of steps, then here’s how you can adapt my model 
to your automated marketing processes. 

To use it, structure your campaigns around 5 stages, starting with 
aware/informed where you focus on raising people’s awareness and 
understanding of you and your offerings, then motivated/intent where they care 
and want to act, then aim for short-term behavior, and long-term maintenance. 
People will spend more time in the unengaged stage than you may think, so 
develop good lead nurturing and re-engagement strategies from the onset. 

START

E. Unengaged

A. Aware / 
Informed

B. Motivated /
Intent

C. Acting
(short‐term)

D. Acting
(long‐term)

Principles

Lead nurturing

Re‐engagement

Grab attention

Educate

Motivate

Help decide

Build trust

Develop skills

Foster loyalty

Media Channels

Paid Owned Earned

Re‐engage
(No intention)

Unengaged
(Intend > 6M)

Aware / Informed
(Intend <6M)

Motivated / Intent
(Intent < 1M)

Acting (short‐term)
(Acting < 6M)

Acting (long‐term)
(Acting > 6 M)
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