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ABSTRACT 

In 2016, Donald J. Trump won the presidential election of the United States of America. This 

paper aims at analysing the persuasion techniques used by Donald Trump in his speeches and 

what project managers can learn from that with regards to influencing project teams. Robert 

Cialdini’s rules of persuasion were used to create a research framework to analyse five of Mr. 

Trump’s speeches. These rules are based on social psychology. To get a good overview of 

Mr. Trump’s speeches, we chose five key speeches made during the presidential race to 

analyse. The conclusions are that it is valuable for project managers to understand how the 

rules of persuasion function along with the potential effects they can have on project teams. 

They can be used as catalysts for motivation, unity, trust, cooperation and vision in project 

teams. It is also valuable to study the ethical side of persuasion to avoid being manipulative 

or being manipulated. This paper ends on a summary of what can be learned from Mr. 

Trump’s persuasion techniques on influencing project teams and notes on persuasion and 

ethics. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

On the 20th of January 2017, Donald J. Trump took the oath of office to become the 45’th 

president of the United States of America. The American businessman, television 

entrepreneur, and politician announced his presidential campaign in 2015. This came as a 

surprise to many people as Mr. Trump was not known for his presence in the political 

spotlight, but mainly for his television character and his image in the business world. Donald 

Trump rose quickly in the Republican Party and became known for using unusual methods 

when communicating with his peers, rivals, followers, and the media. Because of Mr. 

Trump’s ability to catch the frontline news and the fact that he is now one of the most 

powerful persons in the world, we became interested in studying Donald Trump’s rhetoric’s 

and influencing techniques during his campaign. Is all as it seems, straightforward politics, or 

are there lessons to be learned? It has been pointed out that Mr. Trump seems to use some key 

principles in persuasion techniques (Hreha, 2016).  

So what is Persuasion? Persuasion is a process of actions to motivate or convince 

people to change their attitudes, beliefs, or behaviour with communication (Perloff, 2003). 

Not only does this principle work efficiently, but it is virtually undetectable (Cialdini, 2007). 

There are individuals who know what a great impact these influence techniques can have and 

employ them regularly to get their own way. To change someone’s perspective you must first 

get their attention, and the easiest way to do that is to do something unexpected and possibly 

outrageous (Hreha, 2016). Mr. Trump is unpredictable and people never know what he is 

going to do or say, which is one of the qualities that makes him interesting. He is a 

mastermind at attracting attention to himself, and it does not matter how negative that 

attention may be. He is an entertainer and has been in the media spotlight for many years and 

knows how to capture people’s attention. One of Mr. Trump’s greatest assets is humour, he 

has a way of communicating that is simple, charismatic, amusing, and entertaining (Hreha, 

2016).  

Leadership is having a vision of where to go and the ability to successfully execute it 

(Jonasson & Ingason, 2011). Communication is important in teamwork because if you can’t 

relay your vision to your team, then you are not working towards the same goal. 

Communication skill is the ability to contain a healthy, constructive and efficient connection 

with other individuals (Jonasson & Ingason, 2012). The reason it pays to learn more about 

persuasion is that it will help leaders become more successful in communication skills and 

achieving their goals (Agezo, 2008). However these influence techniques can be used to 
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exploit people and project managers must be careful regarding the ethics of using it. The key 

is to use influence with general information, about factors that steer people correctly, the clear 

opposite being somebody that is trying fabricate that information to get authority (Cialdini, 

2007).  

This paper reviews how these factors cause one person to be easily influenced by 

another person's behaviour, attitude, and beliefs and which techniques Mr. Trump has most 

effectively used to influence his audience. Donald Trump is a master of using different 

persuasion techniques. He managed to shape the media narrative to make him seem an 

important, popular, powerful individual, a sort of larger-than-life image. The main objective 

of this paper is to summarize what we can learn from his persuasion techniques in project 

management, for leadership and project teams.  

The thesis statement in this paper is: What can project managers learn from Donald J. 

Trump’s persuasion techniques on influencing project teams?  

    

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

This paper aims at delivering information and investigates what we can learn from the wider 

context of the science of persuasion, persuasion and ethics, persuasion in politics, and Donald 

Trump’s persuasion techniques. Our main objective is to summarize what we can learn from 

his persuasion techniques with regards to project management, for project leaders and project 

teams. But what exactly is persuasion? Perloff defines persuasion in his book, The Dynamics 

of Persuasion as “a symbolic process in which communicators try to convince other people to 

change their attitudes or behaviour regarding an issue through the transmission of a 

message, in an atmosphere of free choice” (Perloff, 2003). Perloff analyses how different 

researchers approach the topic of persuasion. His meta-analysis lays good groundwork for 

defining persuasion. There are a few persuasion models available. According to Perloff’s 

meta-analysis, what the most popular models have in common is that they aim at explaining 

the communication process, where the communicator tries to elicit a response from his 

receiver. Secondly, persuasion is a deliberate attempt by an individual to change attitudes, 

beliefs, or behaviour. Thirdly, persuasion is a symbolic activity that has the purpose of illicit 

acceptance of a new cognitive state or overt behaviour through exchange of messages and 

finally, persuasion is a successful intentional effort to influence another’s mental state 

through communication where the individual being influenced has some measure of freedom 

(Perloff, 2003). The commonality between these models is that persuasion is a symbolic 
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process, it involves attempt to influence, it requires transmission of a message and requires 

some sort of free choice, that is, the person being influenced “must be free to alter his 

behavior or do what he wishes in communication setting” (Perloff, 2003).  

 Robert Cialdini is a leading researcher of persuasion in social psychology. According 

to Cialdini, there are six universal principles of persuasion (Cialdini, 2007). The six key 

principles are reciprocity, when people feel a sense of indebtedness when a persuader offers 

them something, secondly, commitment and consistency, people want to be consistent with 

their existing beliefs and actions. Thirdly, social proof, people trust in others that are 

endorsed by trusted people or large groups. The fourth principle is liking, people prefer to 

comply to those whom they like. Principle number five is authority, people follow credible 

experts. The sixth and final principle is scarcity, people want more of what they can have less 

of. Finally, Cialdini reflects on what has changed since he wrote his pioneering book on the 

psychology of persuasion in 1984 in his newest book on persuasion, Pre-suasion (Cialdini, 

2016). He adds the seventh principle, unity. It’s about the mutual space that influencer and 

the one being influenced are a part of. The more someone connects with the influencer, like 

he´s a part of him, the more likely he is to get influenced by him, it is a shared identity such 

as that which is found in family ties and group dynamics (Cialdini, 2016).   

These seven principles have sub-topics of their own, explaining in detail which psychological 

effects are in motion in each one of them. These principles will be used as a research 

framework for analysing Donald Trump’s speeches in this research paper.  

 The psychology of persuasion is hard to grasp. Cialdini speaks of the art of 

persuasion, that some people are like artists at persuading, it comes naturally to them 

(Cialdini, 2001). Cialdini also adds how to make the effects of persuasion last, after 

delivering the message, by getting people to actively commit to a certain thing. The persuader 

has to arrange for the individual to make a commitment to the response, such as signing a 

deal with the customer’s signature. That signature is an active step to commitment and 

increases the odds of the customer honouring the deal (Cialdini 2016).  

 A key function of understanding persuasion is understanding the rules of shaping, 

reinforcing and changing (Perloff, 2003). Shaping refers to a psychological mechanism of 

association, such as associating a product with a desirable group. An example of this is Coca 

cola associating its product with young, healthy, happy people in advertisements. 

Reinforcing, e.g. by repeating a message, reinforces a position or belief an individual already 

has. Persuasion is not always about changing a position someone has, but reinforcing it 

further. Changing is an important aspect of persuasion. The effect of change is a large topic in 
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politics, how can a candidate convince a voter to change his position and vote for the 

candidate instead? 

 

Persuasion in politics 

Politicians use their knowledge of persuasion to help them gain the public's support and the 

ability to convince people that the politician’s interests is the same as their interests (Murphy 

& Shleifer, 2004). Presidents with a good reputation or that have a strong communication 

style have stood out in history of the United States (Howell, 2003). They have the power to 

change minds, negotiate, turn votes, and bargain, “You can’t force people to be persuaded, 

you can only activate their desire and show them the logic behind your ideas” (Perloff, 

2003). Beliefs, especially in areas where people do not have important personal involvement, 

can be relatively easily influenced (Murphy & Shleifer, 2004). Awareness of specific issues is 

often low, which makes those voters neutral and more acceptable to persuasion. Politicians´ 

best way to influence voters is telling them that they understand their problems and concerns. 

Psychologists have studied that politicians often use enthusiasm and fear to influence voters 

(Brader, 2005). Enthusiasm is a positive reaction, often associated with success and happier 

times to get voters to believe in the candidate’s opinions. Fear is powerful emotion because it 

directs attention to relevant issues, and shuts down higher thinking and rational decision 

making of the voters. Use of language is an important persuasion form in shaping the voter’s 

opinion. Linguist Allan Metcalf has formed a method he calls FUDGE, which reveals what he 

thinks are the main factors necessary for a new term/condition to thrive in a language: 

Frequency: the term is to be used repeatedly, Unobtrusiveness: it should be easy to remember 

(pick up) and not too alien, Diversity: it has to work among different groups, Generating: the 

term has to be flexible, and finally, Endurance: it should be long lasting (Luu, 2016). 

 Persuasion overlaps propaganda. Both are used to bring forth powerful examples of 

social influence (Perloff, 2003) Propaganda, best known from politics in a dictator style of 

government, is mostly used through mass media to be used for mass influence. Propaganda 

refers to when a group has complete control over all information, like in Hitler’s Germany. 

Persuasion allows for free flow of information, whereas propaganda is one sided and covert 

(Perloff, 2003). Finally, persuasion also overlaps with manipulation, “Manipulation is a 

persuasion technique that occurs when a communicator disguises his or her true persuasive 

goals, hoping to mislead the recipient by delivering an overt message that belies its true 

intent” (Perloff, 2003). Due to these overlapping parameters that persuasion has with 
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propaganda and manipulation, we must carefully consider what goal a persuasive message 

has from the persuader. 

 

Persuasion and Donald Trump: 

Many articles have been written about Donald Trump before and after he won the presidential 

race in 2016. Since his inauguration, much debate has risen about news and articles written 

about him. Mr. Trump himself has coined the concept “fake news!” about news he says are 

false and not based on any evidence. This literature minefield can be hard to navigate, but we 

did our best to remain objective in our research and steer clear of misleading news and 

articles. Reviewed articles were hard to find, but multiple articles and videos about Mr. 

Trump’s persuasion techniques that were not peer reviewed are on the ever growing internet 

newsfeed. To our knowledge, a systematic review of Donald Trump´s persuasion techniques 

has not yet been done.  

 There are a few articles on the internet with speculations about Donald Trump’s 

persuasion techniques, one of which states that persuasion experts like Robert Cialdini refuse 

to analyse a candidate’s persuasion techniques, “It’s my policy not to speak about any 

campaign that’s ongoing. The emotions are too deep” (Kellaway, 2016). Psychologist Jason 

Hreha wrote about his speculations on Donald Trump´s persuasion techniques (Hreha 2016). 

Interestingly, he states that he uses some key persuasion techniques like association, 

authority, and social proof. Hreha mentions that Mr. Trump is good at projecting financial, 

professional, and social power. Interestingly Hreha also states that he is a master of active 

persuasion techniques, where the persuader changes people’s behaviour directly or indirectly 

through changing attitudes and beliefs (Hreha 2016). Finally Hreha noticed Donald Trump’s 

ability to frame a candidate in a negative way, which the writer and artist, Scott Adam coined 

“The Linguistic Kill Shot”. Mr. Trump associates negative frames for each candidates. He 

called Bernie Sanders “Crazy Bernie”, Jeb Bush “low Energy”, connected Hillary Clinton 

with all kinds of negative statements, such as “Hillary Clinton is weak and ineffective, no 

strength, no stamina” and “Crooked Hillary”, and finally he associated Ted Cruz with the 

phrase “Lyin’ Ted” (Hreha 2016).  

 

Persuasion and ethics 

The ethical use of persuasion techniques is an important topic. Before using persuasion 

techniques deliberately, one must ask oneself, on ethical grounds, if it is appropriate to deploy 

such an approach (Cialdini, 2016). Cialdini notes in his newest book Pre-Suasion “Using 
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psychological tactics to gain consent doesn’t mean we are entitled to them”. The science of 

persuasion can be used for good or evil. It is possible to exploit others by using these 

techniques. It is a question of perspective, benign, malignant, or vague motives. Aristotle 

endorsed this, he argued persuasion could be used “by a good person or a bad person, by a 

person seeking worthy ends or unworthy ends” (Perloff, 2003). This is the field of moral 

philosophy and judging what is ethical and what isn’t can be extremely complicated. 

Informing people of persuasion techniques can enhance their awareness, so they realize when 

these techniques are being used on them. Knowledge is the first step so one can actively 

respond to a persuasive message and not be convinced or manipulated by it.  

 

3. METHOD  

 

Our main objective for this research is to examine what can be learned from Donald Trump’s 

persuasion techniques on influencing project teams. Both authors of this paper studied 

Cialdini’s model of the psychology of persuasion before analysing Mr. Trump’s persuasion 

techniques. By building a research framework from Cialdini’s comprehensive research, the 

co-authors increased their chances on a fair analysis on Mr. Trump’s persuasion techniques.  

 

3.1 Analysis 

Selected speeches were reviewed by the authors through the framework of Robert Cialdini’s 

evidence based persuasion principles. To focus the analysis on these persuasion principles the 

authors built a research template that can be found in appendix A. These principles are sought 

from Robert Cialdini unless otherwise stated or referred. To analyse the speeches, the authors 

watched each speech, then read the speech transcript and finally, analysed the contents of the 

speech with the research template as a framework. To get a clear overview of each speech, 

the authors summarized what the event is about, where it was held and the main persuasive 

principles at work in each speech. This is to get a clearer context and overview for each 

speech. These speeches were of different length. This research paper doesn’t allow for a 

thorough analysis of Mr. Trump’s every word or interaction in every speech for its limited 

reach, so the authors had to be selective on some key sentences to analyse and get a greater 

sense of context of each speech, and the different kind of persuasive message flows within.  

 To build a good framework for researching Mr. Trump’s persuasion techniques, the 

authors chose five speeches with different themes to analyse. This was done to see how 

Donald Trump uses his persuasion techniques under different kinds of events with different 
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kind of themes in his campaign. To get a sense of the timeline, the authors analysed the 

speeches in the following order, (1) Trump rally, (2) the final republican nominee debate, (3) 

debate with Hillary Clinton after Mr. Trump was chosen as the republican candidate, (4) Mr. 

Trump’s victory speech and finally, (5) Mr. Trumps inauguration speech. The authors sought 

advice from Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir, adjunct professor at the Faculty of Political Science at 

the University of Iceland when it came to choosing differently themed speeches.  

 

4. RESULTS   

 

Trump Rally 

Donald Trump held a campaign rally in Orlando Florida, March 5th 2016 for the Republican 

presidential nomination (Presidential candidate Donald Trump rally in Orlando, 2016). In this 

speech, the main persuasion principles observed were authority, commitment and 

consistency, social proof, and reciprocation. His speaking style was often angry and 

aggressive and he appealed to negative emotions to attack his opponents. This was a way to 

establish authority, to associate himself with power and dominance.    

 Mr. Trump attacked republicans Marco Rubio, Ted Cruz, and Jeb Bush in an effective 

way to show his dominant force in any interaction: “A talk about little Marco Rubio he is a 

total disaster, he is a disaster. He is a nasty guy, said nasty things”. “Lying Ted Cruz, lying 

Ted, he holds up the bible and then he puts it down and lies, I don’t like that. “I used to listen 

to Jeb Bush before he flamed out, and he said “Donald Trump cannot beat Hillary Clinton”, 

and I said: Why can’t you beat me? Right? He got nothing, low energy, low energy.” Mr. 

Trump is a master at branding and by branding his candidates, he is able to destroy the 

public’s perception of them. He trash talks people that don’t agree with him but idealizes 

people that do: “Jerry Falwell from Liberty University was so great to me and he does not 

endorse people, he doesn't do it, but he felt this was important, when he endorsed me it was a 

great, great thing”. In this example Mr. Trump used the principle of social proof, he was 

showing off his credibility by associating himself with a highly regarded person. Donald 

Trump told his crowd that he had to sacrifice in order to attend the rally:“In all fairness to 

you, right now I am supposed to be at The Cadillac World Golf Championship, and I am 

here. I am here.” This tactic can be applied to the principle of reciprocation, people may now 

feel that they owe him a favour. There were a lot of protesters at the rally and he claimed “we 

love protesters”. But each time one would come to light, he'd say in a disgusted tone, "Get 

him out of here." or "Get rid of him." Once he added, "Go home to Mommy." By publicly 
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shaming them he showed his authority and dominance, making people afraid to go against 

him. Mr. Trump spoke repeatedly about the crowd size. He was using the principle of social 

proof to build his image, showing how much support he has. During the rally he often 

criticized the cameramen for never showing the full crowd: “When I tell them, please turn 

your camera and show this massive crowd. They never do it, they never do it. Go ahead, turn 

the cameras, folks, turn the cameras. See that, they don’t even move, they don’t even move. 

Honestly, they are disgusting”. Finally Mr. Trump had his supporters pledge to go out to vote 

on primary day and repeat these words: “I do solemnly swear that I no matter how I feel, no 

matter what the conditions of there are circumstance or whatever. We’ll vote on or before the 

12th for Donald J. Trump for president.” Then he ended it by saying that bad things would 

happen if they didn’t live up to what they had sworn to. Once the audience have made a 

choice or taken a stand, they can feel pressure to behave consistently with that commitment. 

This is the principle of commitment and consistency, the audience actively commit, thereby 

increasing the odds that they will in fact vote for Mr. Trump on Election Day.  

 

The Primary Republican Debate 

Donald Trump participated in the final republican debate, March 10th hosted by CNN, faced 

with his three remaining competing presidential republican nominees (Transcript of the 

Republican Debate, 2016). In this debate, we observed how Mr. Trump interacted with his 

peers within the same political party and with the hosts and audience. Participants were Ted 

Cruz, John Kasich, Marco Rubio and Donald Trump. There was a certain format to these 

republican debates, they were hosted by different hosts, in this case CNN served as the host. 

The host moderator, CNN news anchor Jake Tapper directed the debate. When a nominee 

was asked a question, he had the opportunity to answer the question without getting 

interrupted by other nominees. 

 In this debate, Mr. Trump maintained his dominant personality style, often deflecting 

serious questions with humour and sought to highlight his leading status in the presidential 

nominee campaign for the Republican Party. The main persuasion techniques he used were 

authority, liking, social proof, unity, and reducing uncertainty. Mr. Trump reflected this in his 

opening statement: “We're taking people from the Democrat Party. We're taking people as 

Independents, and they're all coming out and the whole world is talking about it. It's very 

exciting. I think, frankly, the Republican establishment, or whatever you want to call it, 

should embrace what's happening. We're having millions of extra people join. We are going 

to beat the Democrats. We are going to beat Hillary or whoever it may be. And we're going to 
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beat them soundly”. Mr. Trump spoke as if he had already won the republican nominee 

campaign, he spoke with authority and reduced uncertainty. What made him even more 

likeable was the context of unity in his opening pitch, he used “we” a lot. Jake Tapper asked 

him a technical question about his position on Social Security, Mr. Trump answered calmly 

and ended with “We've lost our jobs. We've lost everything. We're losing everything. Our jobs 

are gone, our businesses are being taken out of the country. I want to make America great 

again and I want to leave Social Security as is. We're going to get rid of waste, fraud, abuse, 

and bring back business”. The principle of scarcity was powerful here, the idea of losing 

something made the audience want it more, that is, opportunities and values seem more 

important when their availability is limited or to be lost. Mr. Trump implied that the best 

thing to do to stop losing and start winning was to vote for him. He continued to answer in a 

simplistic form, he said he had all the solutions (reduced uncertainty) to the previously stated 

problems which made him likeable, authoritative, and cultivated a positive association to the 

audience. Here he implied he had all the answers, which could be a catalyst for the principle 

of reciprocation, the audience perceived that they owed him for solving everyone’s problems. 

Mr. Trump stated “First of all, Ted was in favour of amnesty. So there's no question about 

that. And Sheriff Joe Arpaio recently endorsed me and there's nobody tougher on the borders 

than Sheriff Joe. And Jeff Sessions, one of the most respected Senators in Washington, an 

incredible man, also endorsed me. And there's nobody that knows more about the borders 

than Senator Jeff Sessions. I would say this. We're all in this together. We're going to come 

up with solutions. We're going to find the answers to things”. Through the debate, Mr. Trump 

made sure that his association with powerful people was known with social proof and name 

dropping, highlighting his authority. This debate contained difficult questions about the 

candidates’ position towards religious groups. Mr. Trump responded with authority, repeating 

the words “bad” and “hatred” in an “us versus them” manner. He stated “There is tremendous 

hate. There is tremendous hate. Where large portions of a group of people, Islam, large 

portions want to use very, very harsh means. Let me go a step further. Women are treated 

horribly. You know that. You do know that. Women are treated horribly, and other things are 

happening that are very, very bad.” He continued after the moderator indicated his time for 

answering was up “We better solve the problem before it's too late”. Mr. Trump implied, if 

American voters wanted to stop terrorism and war they should vote for him because he had 

solutions to the problems he stated. The principles of authority and unity were clear. This 

continued through the debate. At one point, he interrupted another nominee’s answer when 

Ted Cruz was answering the moderators’ question. Mr. Trump interrupted and said “make me 
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president”, the audience laughed and Cruz got offended. In that situation, Mr. Trump seized 

control, and exhibited authority and likability using humour, which seemed to be his main 

tactic in this debate.  

 

Trump versus Hillary Clinton 

Donald J. Trump and Hillary Clinton’s final presidential debate was in Las Vegas on October 

19th 2016 (The final Trump-Clinton debate transcript, annotated, 2016). The 90 minute 

debate was moderated by Chris Wallace, who asked the candidates as many key policy 

questions as possible. During the debate, there were a lot of personal attacks from both 

candidates and while Wallace did well in controlling the debate by stopping the candidates 

when they tried to talk over one another and keeping the audience quiet, there were a lot of 

interruptions.  

Mr. Trump’s main focus was on attacking Secretary Clinton’s past and her levels of 

trustworthiness and credibility, thereby reducing the principle of social proof from her 

character and establishing authority within himself. He blamed Hillary Clinton for the heroin 

epidemic in America because of her open border policy. “We have some bad, bad people in 

this country that have to go out. We’re going to get them out: we’re going to secure the 

border”. He implemented tactics of creating uncertainty and fear, while presenting himself as 

a hero and a powerful man who was going to fix the problem and reduce the uncertainty.  Mr. 

Wallace asked Secretary Clinton about a quote from WikiLeaks that said her dream was to 

have open markets and open borders. While he was still presenting the question to Secretary 

Clinton, Mr. Trump interrupted by saying “Thank you” to Mr. Wallace, making it look like 

Mr. Wallace was on his side (social proof) and eliciting laughter from the crowd. Mr. Trump 

used humour to associate positive feelings with himself, making him more likeable and the 

audience more vulnerable to be lead on emotionally (authority), something he did on several 

occasions in this debate. He made Secretary Clinton seem ineffective in everything she had 

done: “I say the one thing you have over me is experience, but it’s bad experience, because 

what you’ve done has turned out badly”. He also claimed that she was all talk and no action: 

“The problem is, you talk, but you don’t get anything done, Hillary, you don’t”. Then he 

created fear by saying: “If you become president, this country is going to be in some mess. 

Believe me”. Finally he talked about all his great accomplishments and how they qualified 

him above her experience in politics, accentuating how great everything would be if he 

became the president: “And if we could run our country the way I’ve run my company, we 

would have a country that you would be so proud of”. Mr. Trump spoke with authority by 
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talking about his impressive accomplishments in the business world and reduced uncertainty 

because he knows how to fix every problem. He also created unity and likability by using the 

word “we” a lot to tell the crowd, we are all in this together. Throughout the debate Mr. 

Trump referred to Secretary Clinton as a liar: “She’s lied hundreds of times to the people, to 

Congress, and to the FBI” and as a criminal: “She shouldn’t be allowed to run. It’s crooked, 

she’s guilty of a very, very serious crime. She should not be allowed to run”. With all these 

fears he created, he implied that people will not be safe unless he became the president 

(authority). Hillary Clinton talked about Mr. Trump being unfit to be president because when 

things don’t go his way he makes up outrageous claims, e.g. by tweeting that The Emmy 

Awards were rigged after not winning an Emmy award for his TV program three years in a 

row. He interrupted her and replied: “Should have gotten it”, and the audience laughed. 

While under attack from Secretary Clinton, Mr. Trump was quick and very skilled at 

interrupting her, thereby taking back control (authority) with humour.  Using the power of 

laughter made him more likeable and the audience less likely to stay angry at the person 

making them laugh. Mr. Trump frequently used the principle of social proof on Hillary 

Clinton, by establishing that she doesn’t have any allies: “Now, John Podesta said you have 

terrible instincts. Bernie Sanders said you have bad judgment. I agree with both.” thereby 

implying that she was untrustworthy and should not be respected. This appeared to be his 

main strategy throughout this debate to attempt to appear powerful.  

 

Mr. Trump’s Victory Speech 

Donald Trump delivered his victory speech after winning the presidential election, November 

9th 2016 in New York City (Donald Trump Victory Speech, 2016). In one word, this speech 

reflected gratitude. We saw a humble Donald Trump thanking his main rival, Hillary Clinton 

for a well fought battle.  His main goal appeared to be to bring forth unity, likeability, and 

authority as the new President of the United States of America. In this speech, the main 

persuasion principles at work were consistency, liking, authority, and unity. By being likeable 

he cultivated positive association. 

 Mr. Trump was perceived as generous and likeable in one of his key sentences “We 

owe her (Hillary) a major debt of gratitude for her service to our country, I mean that very 

sincerely”. This sentence was a catalyst for the principles of unity, authority, liking and 

reciprocation.  

 Mr. Trump stated “For those who have chosen not to support me in the past, of which 

there were a few people, I’m reaching out to you for your guidance and your help so that we 
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can work together and unify our great country.” Here he used humour when he said “there 

were a few people”, which is the principle of liking, while simultaneously implying that the 

majority of people voted for him, and that only “a few” did not.  This is the principle of social 

proof. The sentence had the principle of liking, where he admited that he wanted to unite and 

work with those who did not vote for him and asked for their guidance.  
 The objective of this speech was to reduce uncertainty for all parties, those who voted 

for him and those who did not. He stated many of his campaign promises, sub topics that 

were included in making America great again, e.g. having a great economic plan and 

doubling the growth of the United States of America. He used repetition for many positive 

adjectives such as “great”and “we”. Finally, his victory speech ended with a long gratitude 

list. He mentioned his family, his friends, co-workers, politicians and others. The rules of 

reciprocation, social proof, liking, authority and unity were overflowing in his victory speech. 

Mr. Trump thanked General Kellogg and stated “we have over 200 generals and admirals 

that have endorsed our campaign. And they’re special people and it’s really an honour. We 

have 22 congressional Medal of Honour recipients. We have just tremendous people”. This is 

the principle of social proof. Mr. Trump continued using the principle of social proof by 

pointing out favourable groups and famous people that supported him.  

 

President Trump’s Inauguration Speech 

President Trump delivered his inauguration speech on January 20th, 2017 in Washington DC 

(Donald Trump Inauguration, 2017). In this speech, President Trump was calm and collected 

and stated his future vision as the president of the United States of America. The main 

persuasive effects in this speech were unity, liking, authority, reciprocation and consistency.  

         The effects of unity and liking were strong in his opening statement “We, the citizens of 

America, are now joined in a great national effort to rebuild our country and to restore its 

promise for all of our people. Together, we will determine the course of America and the 

world for years to come”. President Trump continued and enforced that feeling of unity, that 

together, he and the people of America were transferring the power from Washington back to 

the American people.  Mr. Trump implied that because he was in charge now along with the 

American people, they would together stop poverty, crime, and fix the education system. His 

authority was complete and with this future vision, the principles of unity, liking and 

reciprocation were combined. President Trump stated “I will fight for you with every breath 

in my body and I will never, ever let you down. America will start winning again, winning like 
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never before”. The principles of reciprocation, scarcity and consistency continued through the 

speech. Donald Trump ended by stating “So to all Americans, in every city near and far, 

small and large, from mountain to mountain, and from ocean to ocean, hear these words: You 

will never be ignored again. Your voice, your hopes, and your dreams, will define our 

American destiny. And your courage and goodness and love will forever guide us along the 

way. Together, we will make America strong again. We will make America wealthy again. We 

will make America proud again. We will make America safe again, and, yes, together, we will 

make America great again. Thank you, God bless you, and God bless America”. Finally 

President Trump ended by underlining his main campaign slogan, “We will make America 

great again”. Here was a strong sense of unity, consistency, reciprocation, liking, authority 

and scarcity. 

 

5. DISCUSSION  

The purpose of this article was to summarize what project managers can gain by studying 

Donald Trump’s persuasion techniques. A successful leader seeks to convince others, rather 

than command and control (Spears, 2010). He emphasizes open communication and ethical 

use of persuasion, rather than seeking control with manipulation. Leaders using persuasion 

can use this technique in effective way to influence others without forceful authority or 

legitimate power (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). However, numerous scholars have noted that 

leaders can use these techniques to obfuscate in delivering their message and only speak so 

called “half-truths” (Loewen & Rubenson, 2011). Although persuasion can be learned and put 

to a good use, it is important to project managers to know how it can interplay with 

manipulation, coercion and propaganda. To actively respond to a persuasive message, one 

must know the fundamental principles from which the principles of persuasion are built. With 

knowledge, project managers can decrease the odds of being solely convinced by a persuasive 

message or manipulated by it.  

 After analysing Mr. Trump’s five speeches, the authors noticed that there seems to be 

two sides to Mr. Trump. Before he won the election, his style was chaotic and spontaneous, 

but after he was elected President he seemed to be more self-disciplined and prepared.  

 In his first three campaign speeches, The Trump Rally, The Primary Republican 

Debate and Donald Trump vs. Hillary Clinton, Mr. Trump comes off quite dominant and 

aggressive. His speeches are particularly rhetoric, divisive, and include chaotic random 

ranting, while missing some clarity. He states outrageous things constantly and attacks his 

opponents and defines them in highly personal and unflattering terms. He is very 
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authoritarian and uses fear, notifies the audience repeatedly how bad everything has gotten in 

America and is consistent in stating that he alone is going to reduce uncertainty by making 

America great again. In these three speeches Donald Trump is always presenting himself as a 

winner and his main emphasis is on establishing dominance and authority, he associates 

himself with power and dominance. He uses social proof, by associating himself with 

important people who support him or his ideas and showing how much support he has by 

mentioning crowd size. In these speeches, he implies he has all the answers and solutions, 

which could be a catalyst for the principle of reciprocation. The audience perceives that they 

owe him and have to commit to him for solving everyone’s problems. In his first three 

speeches, the authors came to the conclusion that he is using his persuasion techniques in a 

less ethical way, for personal gain at the expense of others.   

 In his victory and inauguration speeches Mr. Trump is sounding more presidential. He 

is much more humble, inclusive, optimistic and likeable. He goes from being loathful towards 

Hillary in his debates, to thanking her sincerely in his victory and inauguration speeches. He 

moves away from attacking minority groups by promising to be president for all Americans, 

induces unity, and drops the sarcasm, no longer trying to divide but unite the country with his 

guidance. From his speeches, he envisions that everything that seemed to be impossible 

before, has now become possible with his leadership. He uses his persuasion techniques in a 

more ethical way and seeks to convince others with more respect, understanding, caring, 

fairness, and gratitude, all the while making certain that his authority is well known. His 

vision is now to unite America and ensure that everybody comes together and works towards 

the same goal, which is to make America great again. 

 In summary from the five speeches, Mr. Trump’s main goal is to hold his status as a 

leader with authority and social proof. He seems to understand that people are often irrational 

and seek motivation and inspiration rather than truth. That can cause one person to be easily 

influenced by another person's behaviour, attitude, and beliefs and Mr. Trump is a master of 

using different influence techniques. Mr. Trump often uses emotional messages to appeal to 

the audience and the most powerful emotion he induces is fear, because when people are 

afraid, they don’t think rationally. Mr. Trump portrays himself as a leader and promises to 

provide the American people with their biggest need, which is to be safe and live in a 

growing society. He shows off his dominant force and authority in his interaction with other 

opponents, interrupting them in the debates and seizing control of the interaction. Mr. Trump 

labelled his debate competitors negatively, increasing the odds that the viewers associated the 

negative words he used to refer to his opponent with that opponent (Low Energy Jeb, Lying 
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Ted, Little Marco Rubio and Crooked Hillary). Mr. Trump excelled in taking control of 

situations and whenever faced with a criticism he deflected it with a joke. This made him 

come across more likeable and made the audience more susceptible to whatever he said or did 

next. Mr. Trump is consistent in his messages in his speeches and repeats himself often, 

which reduces uncertainty and people start to believe in his message. By studying the 

underlying factors of the psychology of persuasion, building a research framework and 

analysing how Mr. Trump uses these principles for his political strategies, we can see how it 

can be useful to see how these principles are useful in other communicational settings for 

project managers. 

 What can project managers learn from Donald J. Trump’s persuasion techniques on 

influencing project teams? After analysing the psychology of persuasion, creating a research 

framework and analysing five of Mr. Trump’s speeches, we can summarize that it is 

necessary to learn what psychological factors are behind persuasive messages. It is valuable 

for project managers to know how these seven core principles can work as catalysts for 

motivation, trust, unity, cooperation, and vision in a project manager’s environment. It is also 

valuable for project managers to learn when there’s a possibility a stakeholder, colleague or a 

project member is being persuasive, trying to influence the project manager’s behaviour or 

beliefs using the principles of persuasion. Like Robert Cialdini notes in his latest book on 

persuasion, his aim with publishing the principles of persuasion almost two decades ago was 

to bring information to people, reducing the odds that other people could manipulate them 

(Cialdini, 2016). The same goes for project management, what we learned is how these seven 

core principles work and the ethical side of persuasion, when is it classed as manipulation and 

when is it used as a catalyst to build trust, unity and cooperation in project teams.  

 Our research has certain limitations. We did not analyse body language, a big factor in 

communicating persuasively, nor did we analyse pitch of tone or the environmental context of 

the persuader. Due to time limitations, the co-authors had to limit their scope of analysis to 

five key speeches. It would be interesting to analyse Mr. Trump’s advertisements, interviews 

and news bulletins as well. This research did not allow for a thorough analysis of Mr. 

Trump’s every sentence in these speeches due to its limited scope. Additionally, scholarly 

articles on Donald Trump were hard to find. It was difficult to navigate the literature 

minefield as many articles are biased with the author’s personal or political views.  

 Possibilities for further research are limitless. It would be interesting to see research 

on the use of persuasion in politics and when communicators are being manipulative with 

their persuasive messages. It would be interesting to see a wider analysis on Donald Trump’s 
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campaign, the underlying forces of persuasion and how he became President of the United 

States of America. These persuasion principles are evidence based and can be applied in any 

other communicational settings, opening the doors to further research in group dynamics, 

politics, religion and moral philosophy.  

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

Our conclusion can be retrieved from our research question: what can project managers learn 

from Donald Trump’s persuasion techniques on influencing project teams? The main focus of 

this paper was providing information about persuasion and balancing what project leaders can 

learn from these principles and increasing awareness of the ethical aspects behind them. Our 

conclusion is as follows: it is important to know the driving psychological factors behind each 

persuasion principle known from social psychology. With that knowledge, project managers 

can decrease the odds of being manipulated and using these principles in a harmful way. For 

project managers, knowing how these principles function can help with their communication 

style in a way that’s more likely to convince people to take some form of action without the 

use of power and control. Project managers can use these principles to build trust, vision, 

unity and cooperation in project teams. 
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Appendix A.  
Robert 1.0  

The following guidelines are for analysing speakers’ influencing techniques. Those 

guidelines are sought from the world’s leading pioneers in the psychology of persuasion and 

influence today. These principles are evidence based (Cialdini, 2007). These principles are 

sought from Robert Cialdini unless otherwise stated or referred.  

 

Cialdini states “Each principle is examined as to its ability to produce a distinct kind of 

automatic, mindless compliance from people,  that is, a willingness to say yes without 

thinking first” (Cialdini 2007) 

 

Persuasive messages from Donald Trump are researched with our template found in this 

document. These are the key areas, what we analyse. How each concept operates is found in 

detail in Robert Cialdini’s books, Influence, the psychology of persuasion (2007) and Pre-

Suasion (2016). Following is our research template. 

 

What we search for in Trump’s discourse, source for any indication of the following: 

 

1 Reciprocation - The principle of reciprocation, people feel a sense of indebtedness when a 

speaker offers them something first. This will make them more likely to comply to the 

following request/message.  

• When does the speaker imply that he will do the audience a favor? 

• When does the speaker make the audience feel they owe him? 

• Does the speaker imply that he will help the majority of the audience advance their 

goals? 

 

2 Commitment and consistency - The principle of commitment and consistency, People 

want to be consistent with their existing/previous beliefs and actions.  

• When does the speaker create the environment for a voluntary, active, public 

commitment for members in the audience? 

• People want to be consistent with their existing/previous beliefs and actions. When 

does the speaker enforce this consistency for the members of his audience? 

• Reinforcing (Perloff, 2003). When does the speaker repeat a message or idea in his 

speeches? 
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3 Social proof - People tend to trust in things that are popular or endorsed by other trusted 

people  

• Validity, if we receive information that a number of other people responded in a 

particular way, that response is more valid and right to us, both morally and 

practically. When does the speaker imply to this social proof? 

• When does the speaker refer to experts that endorse him? 

• When does the speaker name popular people that agree with him? 

• When does the speaker state he’s approved by large groups of other people? 

• Social proof from comparison to others 

 

4 Liking - People prefer to comply to those they like 

• Compliments, we like those who compliment us, when does the speaker compliment 

other people or the audience? 

• Similarities, we like those who are like us. When does the speaker state similarities 

between him and his supporters/audience? 

• When people cooperate with us. When does the speaker state cooperation or 

teamwork with the audience or others? 

 

5 Authority - The principle of authority, people follow credible experts 

• Signal to others what makes you credible, knowledgeable authority 

• When does the speaker state his position of power or experience? 

• Signal to others what makes you knowledgeable 

• Association with power and dominance 

• Trustworthiness, a quality we all like to see in those with whom we communicate. We 

like a communicator that delivers information in an honest way, someone that depicts 

reality accurately.  

 

6 Scarcity - The principle of scarcity, people want more of what they can have less of  

• When does the speaker induce the feeling that the audience will miss out on 

something desirable? Opportunities and values seem more important to us when the 

availability is limited. The idea of a potential loss is influential in human decision 

making 
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• When does the speaker talk about benefits of his supporters and what makes them 

unique? 

 

7. Unity - Shared identity the receiver/audience shares with the speaker. Members tend to feel 

united, merged with others. The need to belong.  

• When the speakers refers to words like we, us, our, anything that creates a feeling of 

unity in the audience/supporters 

• When does the speaker refer to a category with which individuals define themselves, 

such as nationality, political and religious affiliations?  

• Shared identity such as that which is found in family ties and group dynamics 

 

8. Other guidelines and underlying principles - Other streams of persuasion techniques the 

co-authors searched for: 

• Linguistic kill-shot -Usage of metaphors and association. Persuader associates 

meaning with something or someone (Hreha, 2016). Main persuasion principle at 

work is shaping, the psychological mechanism of association (Perloff, 2003) 

• Cultivate positive associations. People are more favorable to communication from a 

communicator they like. (Cialdini, 2017) 

• Reduce uncertainty. If people choose to change, they want to see that that decision is 

wise. Social proof and authority are often used in this setting (Cialdini, 2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

 


