
2. Scarcity

Stamp collectors, antique dealers, and purveyors of sports memorabilia know that a
product’s value is determined in part by its availability. The less there is of some-
thing, the more valuable that something is judged to be. This is one reason why gold
is more valuable than silver. There is less gold in the world than silver, and we use
an item’s availability to judge its value.

This tendency is not lost on advertisers. Slogans such as “Exclusive limited engage-
ment,” “One day only,” and “Hurry in—at these prices, these products won’t last forever”
are designed to increase demand by creating the impression of scarcity in customers’
minds. Although many companies make use of this principle, the company that made
Cabbage Patch Dolls put it to greatest effect. By purposefully limiting the number of
dolls it manufactured, the company increased the value of each doll. Several years later,
the maker of Beanie Babies used a similar strategy to increase the sales of its product.

Principles of scarcity also operate in the interpersonal marketplace. In a country-
and-western song from the 1970s, Mickey Gilley sang, “Don’t the girls all get prettier
at closing time?” To test Gilley’s hypothesis, Pennebaker and associates (1979) visited
several bars in Texas and asked patrons to rate the physical attractiveness of the other
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FIGURE 8.11
Perceptual Contrast in
Action

Salespeople aren’t the
only ones who use princi-
ples of contrast to their
advantage.

Source: Cialdini (1993, p. 14). 

Dear Mother and Dad,

Since I left for college I have been remiss in writing and I am sorry for my thought-
lessness in not having written before. I will bring you up to date now, but before you
read on, please sit down. You are not to read any further until you are sitting down.
Okay?

Well, then, I am getting along pretty well now. The skull fracture and the con-
cussion I got when I jumped out the window of my dormitory when it caught on fire
shortly after my arrival here is pretty well healed now. I only spent two weeks in the
hospital and now I can see almost normally and only get those sick headaches once
a day. Fortunately, the fire in the dormitory, and my jump, was witnessed by an atten-
dant at the gas station near the dorm, and he was the one who called the fire depart-
ment and the ambulance. He also visited me in the hospital and since I had nowhere
to live because of the burnt-out dormitory, he was kind enough to invite me to share
his apartment with him. It’s really a basement room, but it’s kind of cute. He is a very
fine boy, and we have fallen deeply in love and are planning to get married. We
haven’t set the date yet, but it will be before my pregnancy begins to show.

Yes, Mother and Dad, I am pregnant. I know how much you are looking forward
to being grandparents and I know you will welcome the baby and give it the same
love and devotion and tender care you gave me when I was a child. The reason for
the delay in our marriage is that my boyfriend has a minor infection which prevents
us from passing our premarital blood tests and I carelessly caught it from him. I know
that you will welcome him into our family with open arms. He is kind and, although
not well educated, he is ambitious.

Now that I have brought you up to date, I want to tell you that there was no dor-
mitory fire. I did not have a concussion or skull fracture. I was not in the hospital. I
am not pregnant. I am not engaged. I am not infected, and there is no boyfriend.
However, I’m getting a D in American history and an F in chemistry, and I want you
to see those marks in their proper perspective.

Your loving daughter,

Sharon
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