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Principles that lead to success in commercial settings
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In the advertising industry, there is a story about a frozen foods executive who was looking to hire an ad agency and, in the process, was interviewing one particular prospect. 

"Do you have experience in selling frozen food?" the executive asked. 

“Yes,” said the ad agency representative. 

"How about frozen vegetables?" 

“Yes, several types.” 

“Spinach?" 

“Yes,” claimed the agency representative, “we successfully advertised spinach for another client several years ago.” 

Now leaning forward in his seat, his voice strained in anticipation, the executive asked, "Whole leaf or chopped?" 

The story illustrates one of our central contentions: Although highly specialized knowledge in a narrow arena can be valuable, surely, it would be more valuable to possess a broader expertise than that—expertise in the fundamental, cross-situational laws of human behavior. Even in just the commercial domain, knowing the laws that regulate human responding would allow for the construction of effective appeals across a wide spectrum of circumstances—retail or wholesale, products or services, advertising or sales, whole leaf or chopped. 

Influence settings, issues, modalities, and agents might change, but truly universal principles of influence should undergird successful persuasive attempts wherever they are applied.  The question to be addressed in this chapter is whether such universal principles are known. While we certainly don’t claim to have located or come to fully understand all of the universal principles of influence, we do believe that there is evidence pointing to the existence of at least six. We consider these six principles at length subsequently. However, before we do, it is important to consider a prior issue: How does one determine which are the most regular and powerful influences on the influence process?

One answer involves the systematic observation of the behaviors of commercial compliance professionals. Who are the commercial compliance professionals and why should their actions be especially informative as to the identification of powerful influences on everyday compliance decisions? They can be defined as those individuals whose business or financial well-being is dependent on their ability to induce compliance with their requests (salespeople, fund raisers, advertisers, political campaign managers, lobbyists, recruiters, negotiators, public relations specialists, etc.). With this definition in place, one can begin to recognize why the regular and widespread practices of these professionals would be noteworthy indicators of the powerful influences on the compliance process: Because the livelihoods of commercial compliance professionals depend on the effectiveness of their procedures, those professionals who use procedures that work well to elicit compliance responses will survive and flourish. Further, they will pass these successful procedures on to succeeding generations—their trainees. However, those practitioners who use unsuccessful compliance procedures either will drop them or will quickly go out of business; in either case, the procedures themselves will not be passed on to newer generations.

The upshot of this process is that, over time and over the range of naturally occurring compliance contexts, the strongest and most adaptable procedures for generating compliance will rise, persist, and accumulate. Further, these procedures should point a careful observer toward the major principles that people use to decide when to comply. 

Employing this logic and the methodology of participant observation, one of us (Cialdini, 1993) engaged in an extended investigation of the influence techniques that are most frequently taught to and used by marketers, fund raisers, salespeople, and alike. What emerged was a list of six principles on which compliance professionals appeared to base most of their psychological influence attempts: Reciprocity, Consistency, Social Validation, Friendship/Liking, Authority, and Scarcity. Subsequent research has documented the ability of these principles to mediate influence in such diverse naturally occurring settings as home Tupperware parties (Frenzen & Davis, 1990), telephone charity solicitations (Howard, 1995), bill collector/debtor interactions (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991), corporate board rooms (Belliveau, O'Reilly, & Wade, in press; Main, O'Reilly, & Wade, 1995), and retail clothing stores (Cody, Seiter, & Montagne-Miller, 1995). For example, the Cody et al. (1995) study found that each of these principles, when incorporated into the sales techniques of department store clerks, produced a significant increase in retail clothing purchases. The remainder of this chapter offers an account of the origins and workings of the principles as well as of the social scientific theory and evidence regarding how each principle functions to motivate compliance.

Reciprocity

Societies throughout the world abide by the norm of reciprocity, which obligates people to return assistance they may have received from others (Gouldner, 1960). One person can provide food, or service, or information, to another with confidence that the effort won't be lost, but will be repaid in some fashion. Importantly, the norm safeguards those who are the first to give, because the ‘rule of reciprocity’ states that favors must be returned in kind. 

The reciprocity norm frees people to initiate advantageous relationships, where none previously existed. After all, the golden rule doesn’t state, “When others do unto you, be sure you do unto them in return.” Instead, it prescribes being the first to give: “Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you.” In fact, the sociologist Marcel Mauss (1967), who studied gift giving around the world, stated that in every human society, there are three obligations related to exchanges. There is, of course, the obligation to repay. But there's also an obligation to give, and an obligation to receive. By giving, receiving, and repaying, the rule of reciprocity allows societies to spin mutually supportive "webs of indebtedness," where everybody owes something to somebody else. These traded favors allow us to accomplish tasks that would be difficult to do alone (moving a heavy desk, for example), and help us manage uncertainty in our lives (drive me to work when my car won’t start, and I’ll do the same for you). Those who violate the norm by taking more than they give are often the first to be cut from our circle of friends, and are quickly avoided in business dealings. Anyone who violates the norm risks the relationship and all that it provides (Cotterell, Eisenberber, & Speicher, 1992; Meleshko & Alden, 1993).

Equitable relationships lead to satisfaction in every area of our lives, including our closest relationships, where the rules of giving and receiving are typically much looser. For example, a study of elderly widowed women showed that those who reported giving and receiving emotional support equally were the happiest; those who gave more than they received, and those who received more than they gave, were significantly less content. (Rook, 1987). 

On the other end of the relationships scale, the rule of reciprocity remains engaged for those we do not know and have not met. Evidence that the rule of reciprocity applies even when the giver is unknown to us can be found in the records of the Disabled American Veteran’s organization, which was able to increase its donations from 18% to 35% by simply including a few cents’ worth of personalized return address labels in the envelope as a ‘gift,’ along with the request for a donation. (Smolowe, 1990). Both market researchers and survey-takers have found that including monetary incentives along with a mail survey questionnaire produces truly significant increases in compliance. One meta-analysis determined that such incentives generated an average 65% increase in return rate (19 percentage points) over mail survey requests that included no incentives; when comparably-sized incentives were offered contingent upon completion of the survey, however, no enhancement of compliance occurred (Church, 1993). In fact, a study by James and Bolstein (1992) found that a check for $5 that accompanied a single mailed survey request produced significantly more compliance than an offer of $50 to be paid after survey completion (52% versus 23%), which produced no more compliance than a no incentive control condition (21%). What is more, as would be expected from an understanding of the rule for reciprocity, the great majority of those who received the $5 check but did not complete the accompanying survey as requested did not cash the check.

The rule of reciprocity is so powerful that it even applies to those whom we do not like. In a study performed by Regan (1971), it was discovered that liking—or the absence of it—had no impact on the rule of reciprocity. During the course of this study, a confederate (‘Joe’) gave a small gift—a bottle of Cola—to participants who were in one condition of the experiment. At the end of the experiment, Joe asked all participants to purchase several raffle tickets from him. Those who had earlier received the soft drink from Joe purchased significantly more tickets from him, providing Joe with an average 500% return on his investment in a bottle of Cola. It comes as no surprise that there was a significant tendency for participants to buy more raffle tickets from Joe the more they liked him—but this tendency held true only for those participants who were in the ‘no gift’ condition of the experiment. In the ‘gift’ condition of the experiment, it made no difference whether the participants liked Joe or not. They felt a sense of obligation to repay him, and they did. The participants in the ‘gift’ condition who indicated that they disliked Joe bought just as many tickets as those who indicated that they liked him.

Businesses frequently engage the rule of reciprocity—offering "free gifts" for listening to a sales pitch, "free workouts" at health spas, "free inspections" in the home, and so on. Such techniques are often effective in getting people to buy products and services that they would not have purchased without the powerful social pressure produced by having accepted a gift (Gruner, 1996). Perhaps this explains why Tupperware parties normally begin with a round of games that have small Tupperware items as prizes. Those guests who don't win a prize get to reach into a grab bag for theirs, so that all have received something from the company before the buying begins. Are these small initial gifts effective in generating larger favors? Indeed they are (Howard, 1995). For example, research shows that waiters and waitresses can significantly increase the size of their tips by giving diners something as small as a single piece of candy (Lynn & McCall, 1998). Perhaps because of their primitive survival value, gifts of food seem especially obligating first favors (Eibl-Eibesfelt, 1975), which make them a favorite of compliance professionals the world over.

For people who are engaged in negotiations, concessions are often the focus of reciprocation. After receiving a concession (you talk the dealer into selling you a car at a reduced cost), most people feel obligated to make a concession in return (you’re willing to hand out the salesperson’s business cards at work). A compliance tactic designed to engage this felt obligation is called the reciprocal concessions or door-in-the-face technique (Cialdini et al, 1975). Rather than starting with a small request and then advancing to the desired favor (as occurs in the foot-in-the-door tactic, which we discuss later under the consistency heading), someone using the door-in-the-face procedure goes in the opposite direction. Here, the requester begins with a large request which, if rejected, temporarily places her in the unique position of being significantly more likely to hear “yes” upon making a subsequent, but smaller request. The reciprocal concessions tactic is a unique influence strategy because it actually empowers the requester through rejection! By retreating from a large first request to a smaller second one, the requester makes a concession to the target, who—through the rule for reciprocity—feels obligated to provide a return concession by agreeing to the smaller request. 

Several years ago, a resourceful Boy Scout selling tickets to the circus used the technique on one of this chapter’s authors. He asked if I wished to buy any tickets at $5 apiece...I declined. "Well," he said, "if you don't want to buy any tickets, how about buying some of our big chocolate bars? They're only $1 each." I bought a couple and, right away, realized that something noteworthy had happened. I knew this to be the case because: (a) I do not like chocolate bars; (b) I do like dollars; (c) I was standing there with two of his chocolate bars; and (d) he was walking away with two of my dollars. (Cialdini, 1993; p. 34).

Although it cost $2, the episode with the Boy Scout did have a payoff. It led to a series of experiments exploring the door-in-the-face technique (Cialdini et al., 1975). In one study, researchers approached people walking along a sidewalk in Tempe, Arizona, and asked them if they would like to help the County Youth Counseling Program by chaperoning a group of juvenile delinquents on a day trip to the zoo. That request, by itself, was mostly ineffective. Only 17 percent complied. However, the results changed when this request was preceded by a much larger one: "Would you be willing to spend two hours a week as a counselor for a juvenile delinquent for a minimum of two years?" After the participants said no to this initial, huge request (as all of them did), the researchers retreated to the smaller one: "Oh, well, if you can't do that would you be willing to chaperone a group of delinquents on a day trip to the zoo?" This approach proved much more effective. Now fully 50 percent complied. Why? Because by presenting the zoo request as a concession—a retreat from the earlier request—the researchers had engaged the rule of reciprocity, which caused the participants to reciprocate with a concession of their own. 

But is this tactic limited to charity-like organizations or can in be successful for commercial entities as well? Some evidence indicates that it can be quite effective for business organizations. Mowen and Cialdini (1980) conducted an experiment in which people were asked to participate in an hour-long marketing survey for a California insurance company. After declining, these individuals were asked if they would just respond to one segment of the survey that would take “only” 15 minutes to complete. Compliance to this smaller request nearly doubled (44% vs. 25%) compared to that of control condition participants who received only the 15 minute request.

Do people who comply under the influence of the door-in-the-face tactic feel tricked? Does concession-compliance “poison the well” for the influence practitioner, leading to reduced levels of compliance in the future? The research evidence says no. In an experiment conducted by Cialdini and Ascani (1976), students were asked to donate blood during an annual campus blood drive. This request was made either without or with a previous, larger request that everyone refused—to donate blood weekly over the course of the coming year. As you’d expect, significantly more people said “yes” to a one-time blood donation (55%) after they turned down the larger request, compared to those who were not asked, and therefore did not turn down, the larger request (33%). But, when the students appeared at the blood center to provide their donation, the researchers asked an additional question designed to assess levels of future compliance—they asked participants if they would be willing to donate blood again in the future, and if so, would they be willing to give their phone numbers so they could be called again? While 43% of those who received the small request only were willing to give their phone numbers, 84% of those who agreed to the smaller request after rejecting the larger one agreed to be called to donate again. Why might that be?

Those who comply in the face of concessions report that they feel more control over the outcome of a negotiation, and are therefore more satisfied with it. In an experiment conducted at UCLA (Benton, Kelley, & Liebling, 1972), a participant and a confederate were asked to negotiate the split of $15. The confederate would employ one of three strategies: 1) he would make the extreme demand of $10 for himself and $5 for the participant; 2) he would make a moderate demand of $8 for himself and $7 for the participant; 3) he would start with the extreme demand for $10 and then, after being rejected by the participant, would retreat to the more moderate demand of $8. The last strategy yielded the most money for the confederate, and also caused there to be the fewest number of “bailouts,” where the subject forfeited his share of the money in order to make certain the confederate didn’t get any of the money either. But what was particularly interesting about the confederate’s strategy of retreating from a large to a small demand was how the participant felt about the negotiations. In the concession-compliance condition, subjects reported they felt they had “dictated” the terms of the agreement to a larger degree, reported more satisfaction with the outcome, and were more likely to agree to participating in similar negotiations in the future. This helps explain the success of the reciprocal concessions tactic in stimulating future compliance: The targets of the tactic feel more responsible for and more satisfied with the outcome, making them more susceptible to similar subsequent requests.

Although the obligation to reciprocate what one has received exists in all human societies (Gouldner, 1960), it may not apply with the same strength in each. In its strictest form ("I am obligated to return to you precisely the kind of favor you gave me"), the rule for reciprocation involves a kind of economic exchange between two individuals (Clark & Mills, 1993). Thus, this strict form of the rule should be most powerful in a society such as the US, where people are most likely to define themselves as free-standing individuals rather than as part of groups (Schwartz, 2000). But in other cultures, where people see themselves as embedded in family, friendship, and organizational networks, other norms of obligation may predominate.

To test these ideas, Michael Morris, Joel Podolny, and Sheira Ariel (in press) gained access to a multi-national bank (Citibank) with branches in 195 countries. Two features of Citibank's business operation lent themselves to a controlled investigation of the impact of cultural norms. First, the bank's policy was to minimize differences in the organization and structure of its branches around the world. That is, the services and products offered, the job categories and organizational charts, and even the physical aspects of the branch offices were highly similar in each location. Second, it was also bank policy to hire personnel almost exclusively from the local countries. Of course, these employees could be expected to carry with them the norms of their respective nations. Thus, if differences were observed in patterns of obligation among employees in the various countries, they could be traced to different cultural norms rather than to differences in the organizational structure of the workplace.

The researchers selected four societies for examination: the US, China, Spain, and Germany. They surveyed multiple Citibank branches within each society and measured employees' willingness to comply voluntarily with a request from a coworker for assistance with a task. The main reason employees felt obligated to comply differed in the four nations. Each of these reasons reflected a different normative approach to obligation.

* In the US. Employees in the US took a market-based approach to the obligation to comply. They offered assistance on the basis of the norm for a reciprocal exchange of favors between two individuals. In deciding to comply, they asked the question, "What has this person done for me recently?" They felt obligated to comply if they owed the requester a favor.

* In China. Employees in China took a family-based approach. They offered assistance on the basis of in-group/out-group norms that encourage loyalty only to those within one's small group. In addition, they felt especially loyal to those of high status within their small group. In deciding to comply, they asked the question, "Is this requester connected to someone in my unit, especially someone of high ranking?" If the answer was yes, they felt obligated to yield to the request.

* In Spain. Spanish Citibank personnel took a friendship-based approach. They offered assistance on the basis of friendship norms that encourage loyalty to one's friends, regardless of the friend's position or status. They decided to comply by asking the question, "Is this requester connected to my friends?" If the answer was yes, they felt obligated to say yes.

* In Germany. German employees took a system-based approach to obligation. They offered assistance on the basis of the existing norms and rules of the organization. Rather than feeling obligated to specific individuals or groups, they felt obligated to support the system that governed these individuals and groups. They decided to comply by asking the question, "According to official rules and categories, am I supposed to assist this requester?" If the answer was yes, the obligation to grant the request was high.

In sum, different norms of obligation to comply with requests predominate in different cultures. This is not to say, however, that the cultures are entirely different from one another in this regard. No doubt obligations to prior benefactors, to in-group members, to friends, and to legitimate systems exist in all four of the cultures studied by Morris, Podolny, and Ariel. But, as their findings make clear, the relative potency of these different norms of obligation varies from culture to culture. That is so because the social approval given to people who live up to these different norms varies accordingly in these cultures. 

Scarcity

Items and opportunities appear more attractive as they become less available (Lynn, 1991). This can hold true even when those items or opportunities can’t stand on their own merits. For example, undergraduates at Florida State University, like most college students, rated their cafeteria food as unsatisfactory. They changed their minds nine days later, however, rating the cafeteria food as significantly more desirable than before. Why? The enhanced ratings could not be attributed to a new menu, new management, better cooks, or higher quality food. It was, in fact, a fire that led students to a new appreciation of their meals. Before rating their cafeteria food a second time, students learned that a portion of the cafeteria had burned, and that they would not be able to obtain meals there for several weeks (West, 1975). The cafeteria food was regarded as more desirable the very moment that students realized it was unavailable.

The Desirable. The principle of scarcity appears to draw its power from two sources. First, items that are difficult to obtain are nearly always more desirable than those that require little effort (Lynn 1992). As even Aristotle conceded, "What is rare is a greater good than what is plentiful." Thus, the scarcity of an item alone provides a frequently accurate cue as to that item’s desirability (Cialdini, 1993; Ditto & Jemmott, 1989). This allows scarcity to be employed as a heuristic cue in decision making.
The scarcity heuristic is demonstrated by the results of a consumer preferences study conducted by researchers in North Carolina (Worchel, Lee & Adewole, 1975). Participants in this study were given a jar of chocolate chip cookies to taste and rate. Some participants received ten cookies in a jar; others received a jar that contained only two. Despite the fact that all the cookies had come from the same Nabisco box in the back room, the people who got only two cookies rated them as more desirable to eat, more attractive, and able to bring a higher price at the store than did the people who received an abundant supply of the identical cookies. For these cookie-consuming critics, fewer meant better. 

But how do we explain the behavior of those who desire the scarce and the rare along dimensions other than utility? What do we make of the popularity of the “limited edition,” which may not vary from the standard model in any functional way? How can we explain the brief but rabid demand for Cabbage Patch Kids—ostensibly available in toy stores for $23, but which were known to sell at auctions for over $900? How can we explain the fortunes of manufacturers who make more profit by making less product, whether those products are Beanie Babies or Harley-Davidson Motorcycles? Why do people want what is rare, scarce, or dwindling in availability, even when that scarcity has been thoughtfully engineered? 

The Forbidden. The second mechanism that fuels the principle of scarcity is our unrelenting desire to preserve our freedom of choice. Protecting freedom is the centerpiece of Psychological Reactance Theory (Brehm, 1966; Brehm & Brehm, 1981). The theory was developed to explain the human response to diminishing personal control. According to the theory, whenever our freedoms are limited or threatened, the need to retain those freedoms makes us want them (as well as the goods and services associated with them) significantly more than previously. So, when increasing scarcity—or anything else—interferes with our prior access to some item, we will react against that interference by wanting and trying to possess the item more than before.

Let’s examine the outcome of a decision made by county officials in Miami to ban the use and possession of phosphate detergents. Spurred by the tendency to want what they could no longer have, the majority of Miami consumers came to see phosphate cleaners as better products than before. Compared to Tampa residents, who were not affected by the Miami ordinance, the citizens of Miami rated phosphate detergents as gentler, more effective in cold water, better whiteners and fresheners, more powerful on stains, and so on. After passage of the law, they had even come to believe that phosphate detergents poured more easily than did the Tampa consumers (Mazis, 1975).

This sort of response is typical of individuals who have lost an established freedom, and is crucial to an understanding of how psychological reactance and scarcity work on us. When our freedom to have something is limited, the item becomes less available, and we experience an increased desire for it. However, we rarely recognize that psychological reactance has caused us to want the item more; all we know is that we want it. Still, we need to make sense of our desire for the item, so we begin to assign it positive qualities to justify the desire. After all, it is natural to suppose that, if one feels drawn to something, it is because of the merit of the thing. In the case of the Miami antiphosphate law--and in other instances of newly restricted availability--that is a faulty supposition. Phosphate detergents clean, whiten, and pour no better after they are banned than before. We just assume they do because we find that we desire them more.

With scarcity operating powerfully on the worth assigned to things, it should not be surprising that compliance professionals have a variety of techniques designed to convert this power to compliance. Probably the most frequently used such technique is the "limited number" tactic in which the customer is informed that membership opportunities, products, or services exist in a limited supply that cannot be guaranteed to last for long. 

Related to the limited number tactic is the "deadline" technique in which an official time limit is placed on the customer's opportunity to get what is being offered. Newspaper ads abound with admonitions to the customer regarding the folly of delay: "Last three days," "Limited time offer," "One-week-only sale," etc. The purest form of a decision deadline--right now--occurs in a variant of the deadline technique in which customers are told that, unless they make an immediate purchase decision, they will have to buy the item at a higher price or they will not be able to purchase it at all. Cialdini (1993) reported this tactic's use in numerous compliance settings: A large child photography company urges parents to buy as many poses and copies as they can afford because "stocking limitations force us to burn the unsold pictures of your children within 24 hours." A prospective health club member or automobile buyer might learn that the deal offered by the salesperson is good for that one time; should the customer leave the premises the deal is off. 

Competition for Scarce Resources. As powerful a motivator as reactance is, certain conditions can amplify its effect. To examine the amplifying power of competition on scarcity, let’s revisit the cookie experiment mentioned above. An additional condition in this study added competition to the mix. While some participants got two cookies and others got ten, a third condition was first given a jar of ten which was promptly replaced with a jar of two with the explanation that, “I can't give you these ten cookies after all. There's been such a demand for these cookies by the other participants in the study that I can only give you two of them.” When these people rated the two remaining cookies, they evaluated them as more attractive than any other participants did in the entire experiment (Worchel, Lee & Adewole, 1975). Although people value scarce resources more than abundant ones, this is especially true when they are in competition with others for those scarce resources. 

One home vacuum cleaner sales company instructs trainees to claim to prospects that "I have so many other people to see that I have the time to visit a family only once. It's company policy that even if you decide later that you want this machine, I can't come back and sell it to you." For anyone who thinks about it carefully, this is nonsense; the company and its representatives are in the business of making sales, and any customer who called for another visit would be accommodated gladly. The real purpose of the can't-come-back-again claim is to evoke the possibility of loss that is inherent in the scarcity rule for compliance. 

Scarcity of Information. Other research has suggested that in addition to commodities, limited access to information makes the information more desirable--and more influential (Brock, 1968; Brock & Bannon, 1992). One test of Brock's thinking found good support in a business setting. Wholesale beef buyers who were told of an impending imported beef shortage purchased significantly more beef when they were informed that the shortage information came from certain "exclusive" contacts that the importer had (Knishinsky, 1982). Apparently, the fact that the scarcity news was itself scarce made it more valued and persuasive. Additional evidence--from the literature on censorship--suggests that restricting information can empower that information in unintended ways. Individuals typically respond to censorship by wanting to receive the banned information to a greater extent and by becoming more favorable to it than before the ban (e.g., Worchel & Arnold, 1973; Worchel, 1992). Especially interesting is the finding that people will come to believe in banned information more, even though they have not received it (Worchel, Arnold, & Baker, 1975). Even self-imposed bans on information can have powerful effects. Wagner, Lane, and Dimitri (1994) demonstrated that clandestine romantic relationships are more memorable than the nonsecret variety--and generate more attraction, as well.

Loss Framing. People seem to be more motivated by the thought of losing something than by the thought of gaining something of equal value. For instance, college students experienced much stronger emotions when asked to imagine losses as opposed to gains in their romantic relationships or in their grade point averages (Ketelaar, 1995). Especially under conditions of risk and uncertainty, the threat of potential loss plays a powerful role in human decision-making (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981; De Dreu & McCusker, 1997).

Humans consider gains and losses psychologically rather than logically. A decision maker will select the option with the highest subjective value, whether or not that option provides the highest objective gain. And more often than not, subjective value mandates no loss (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982). Investment counselors, for example, struggle with the “no loss” rule whenever they steer a client toward a potentially lucrative, but risky investment. 

Let’s take an example. If actual gains and losses matched their psychological incarnations exactly, you'd find that people who found a $100 bill would be ten times as happy as those who found a $10 bill, and 100x as happy as the person who found a $1 bill. The inverse should also be true for losing money. If you were to plot a logical relationship on axes of value (subjective utility) and gain (objective utility), a linear function would result. The relationship between value and gain, however, is not logical. Finding a single dollar makes a person disproportionately happy. Each additional dollar found makes that person happier, but not as much. That first dollar gives "the most bang for a buck,” while each additional dollar found, won, or earned gives somewhat less subjective value than the previous one. In positive territory, the value/gain function eventually asymptotes so that additional gain has less subjective value than should logically be the case. On the losing end of the line, however, there is no equivalent asymptote. The loss of a single dollar will make a person disproportionately unhappy. Further loss continues to make a person increasingly unhappy, even when those losses are staggering. The pleasure of gaining is less intense than the pain of losing the same amount, and there appear to be no equivalent desensitization processes for losses, as there are for gains. This accounts for the primacy of the “no losses” rule in human psychology. (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982)

Since losses loom larger than gains, humans tend to follow conservative strategies when presented with a positively-framed dilemma, and risky strategies when presented with negatively-framed ones. To illustrate, consider Kahneman & Tversky's 1984 study where they asked a representative sample of physicians the following question:

Imagine that the U.S. is preparing for the outbreak of an unusual Asian disease, which is expected to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to combat the disease have been proposed. Assume that the exact scientific estimates of the consequences of the programs are as follows: If program A is adopted, 200 people will be saved. If program B is adopted, there is a one-third probability that 600 people will be saved and a two-thirds probability that no people will be saved. Which of the two programs would you favor?

Notice that the preceding dilemma is positively framed. It views the dilemma in terms of "lives saved." When the question was framed in this manner, 72% of physicians chose program A, the safe-and-sure strategy, but only 28% chose program B, the risky strategy. An equivalent set of physicians considered the same dilemma, but with the question framed negatively:

Imagine that the U.S. is preparing for the outbreak of an unusual Asian disease, which is expected to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to combat the disease have been proposed. Assume that the exact scientific estimates of the consequences of the programs are as follows: If program C is adopted, 400 people will die. If program D is adopted, there is a one-third probability that nobody will die and a two-thirds probability that 600 people will die. Which of the two programs would you favor?

You can see that the two questions pose an identical dilemma. Two hundred of 600 people saved is the same as 400 of 600 lost. However, when the question was framed negatively, and physicians were concentrating on losses rather than gains, they voted in a dramatically different fashion. When framed negatively, 22% of the physicians voted for the conservative strategy and 72% of them opted for the risky strategy!

Alexander Rothman and Peter Salovey have applied this insight to the medical arena, where individuals are frequently urged to undergo tests to detect existing illnesses (e.g., mammography procedures, HIV screenings, cancer self-examinations). Because such tests involve risks that a disease will be found, and uncertainty regarding whether or not they can be cured, messages stressing potential losses are most effective (Rothman & Salovey, 1997; Rothman et al., 1999). For example, pamphlets advising young women to check for breast cancer through self-examinations are significantly more successful if they state their case in terms of what stands to be lost rather than gained (Meyerwitz & Chaiken, 1987). In a similar vein, physicians’ letters to smokers describing the number of years of life that would be lost if they didn’t quit were more effective than letters describing the number of years that would be gained if they did quit (Wilson, et al., 1987; 1988).

Authority

Legitimate authorities are extremely influential sources (e.g., Aronson, Turner, & Carlsmith, 1963; Blass, 1991, 1999; Milgram, 1974). Whether they have acquired their positions through superior training, talent, or fortune, we have been raised from childhood to look to authorities for information and guidance. As children, we followed the directives of our parents and teachers—partly because of their greater wisdom, and partly because they controlled our punishments and rewards. As adults, who the authority figures are have changed, but they continue to exist—as do the benefits associated with doing as they say. Consequently, it makes sense to comply with the wishes of recognized authorities. Following their advice often helps us choose rapidly and correctly—so we sometimes continue to follow the directives of authority figures even when doing so makes no sense at all.

Examples of automatic, but irrational compliance thrive in organizations with clearly defined hierarchies. One dramatic example comes from the airline industry, where insiders call the effect Captainitis (Foushee, 1984). Accident investigators from the Federal Aviation Administration have noted that, on many occasions, an obvious error made by a flight captain will not be corrected by the other crew members. Despite clear evidence of the captain’s mistake, crew members yield to the authority heuristic and fail to attend or respond to a captain's disastrous errors (Harper, Kidera, & Cullen, 1971). Further evidence suggests that when the captain maintains an authoritarian leadership style, crews are particularly susceptible to missing the captain’s oversights (Kanki & Foushee, 1990). 

Some of the most dramatic research evidence regarding the power of those we consider to be legitimate authorities comes from Milgram’s famous set experiments, conducted in the 1960s. These experiments were influenced, in part, by questions that remained about the high degrees of conformity attained within the Nazi ranks that were revealed during the Nuremberg war tribunals. Could Nazi crimes be attributed to character traits found uniquely in the German people, as many people held at the time (and that some still do)? Or did the German people conform to the Nazi agenda because of powerful situational constraints, orchestrated by the politically powerful Nazi party? Milgram conducted an experiment where an authority figure (a white-frocked scientist) directed a subject to deliver a series of deadly shocks to a confederate, who appeared to be another subject in the experiment. The academic community, and eventually the American public, were incredulous when they learned that 65% of a sample of average Americans were willing to electrocute a total stranger. Why? Because the authority in charge, with his appropriately authoritative dress, title, and mannerisms, directed them to do so. Milgram (1965, p. 74) claimed that his subjects’ obedience occurred not only because of the experimenter’s directions but also “by the uncritical acceptance of the experimenter’s definition of the situation.” 

Although virtually everyone who has ever taken a psychology course has learned about this experiment, it’s less well known that Milgram (1974) conducted a series of variations on his basic procedure to demonstrate that his results were replicable as well as to further identify the phenomenon. Milgram’s subsequent studies were equally compelling in demonstrating the powerful role that authority played in causing subjects to behave so cruelly. In one variation, Milgram had the scientist and the victim switch scripts so that the scientist told the subject to stop delivering shock to the victim, while the victim insisted bravely that the subject continue for the good of the experiment. The results could not have been clearer: not a single subject gave even one additional shock when it was a nonauthority who demanded it. Additional work has confirmed the basic finding that when nonauthorities give the commands in the Milgram paradigm, obedience drops significantly (See Blass, 1991, 1999, 2000 for reviews). 

Finally, it comes as no surprise that individuals possessing strong authoritarian beliefs are especially likely to comply with the directives of an authority, in the Milgram setting (Elms & Milgram, 1966) and in other settings as well (Ditto, Moore, Hilton, & Kalish, 1995; Miller, 1975; Miller, Collins, & Brief, 1995).

Symbols of Authority: Titles, Tailors & Tone. Sometimes the smallest symbols of authority are sufficient to engage automatic deference (Bushman, 1984). One of the shortest, but most effective of these symbols—the two letters "Dr."—have been shown to be surprisingly effective as a compliance-gaining device among trained hospital personnel. In one study, a group of physicians and nurses conducted an experiment that documented the degree of blind obedience accorded by hospital nurses to an individual whom they had never met, but who claimed in a phone call to be a doctor (Hofling, Brotzman, Dalrymple, Graves, & Pierce, 1966). Although the phony phone-in physician violated no less than four hospital rules governing the administration of a particular drug, fully 95 percent of the nurses he contacted were willing to administer twice the maximum acceptable dosage of it, merely because that caller requested it. A follow-up study asked nurses to recall a time when they had obeyed a doctor’s order that they considered inappropriate and potentially harmful to a patient. Those who admitted such incidents (46%) attributed their actions to their beliefs that the doctor was a legitimate and expert authority in the matter—the same two features of authority that appear to account for obedience in the Milgram experiments (Krackow & Blass, 1995). Subsequent research has found that, by varying aspects of the situation (e.g., the nature of the request or the nurses' familiarity with the drug) it is possible to lower the level of obedience, but the amount of compliance remains dangerously high even under these conditions. (Blass, 1999; Krackow & Blass, 1995; Rank & Jacobson, 1977).

Uniforms are another universally recognized symbol of authority that can bring about mindless compliance. In one study, a confederate wearing a security guard's uniform asked strangers to do such things as pick up a paper bag on the street, stand on the other side of a bus stop sign, and place money in an expired parking meter that wasn’t their own. When wearing the uniform rather than street clothes, the confederate could produce significantly more compliance with requests—even those that were irrelevant to a security guard's domain of authority (Bickman, 1974; Bushman, 1988). Another commonly encountered uniform—the well-tailored business suit—has also been shown to have dramatic effects on influence. Even without the aid of research, influence practitioners have long known the importance of the somber business suit in connoting authority. Dick Morris, the political operative to whom many credit President Clinton’s second term in office, insisted that Clinton adopt “a red tie and navy suit as standard” rather than Clinton’s preferred light-colored suits and ties with intricate patterns (Morris, 1999). Morris intuited what social scientists had confirmed years earlier. An experiment revealed that three and a half times as many people were willing to follow a jaywalker into traffic when he wore a conservative business suit and tie compared to a jaywalker attired more casually in a work shirt and trousers (Lefkowitz, Blake & Mouton, 1955; see also Mullin, Cooper, & Driskell, 1990). Whether on the street or in the White House, the business suit connotes the type of authority that says, “follow me.” 

The symbols of authority are not always as prominent and enduring as titles or as palpable as official-looking uniforms. Authority may also be communicated by the styles of speech one uses in conversation. Communication researchers have learned that people shift their voices and speech styles toward the styles of individuals in positions of power and authority (Giles & Coupland, 1991; Pittam, 1994). One study explored this phenomenon by analyzing interviews on the Larry King Live television show. When Mr. King interviewed guests with great social standing and prestige (such as George Bush or Bill Clinton), his voice style changed to match theirs. But when he interviewed guests of lower status and prestige (for instance, Dan Quayle or Spike Lee), King continued to communicate in his preferred style, and their voice styles shifted to match his (Gregory & Webster, 1996).

Credible Communicators. Although some authorities are in a position to force us to obey, it’s more interesting to consider how effective they can be without the power to reward or punish. In these cases, authorities must rely on expert power, the power that comes from acknowledged competence in a particular field (French & Raven, 1959). 

When circumstances disallow, or people are unmotivated to undertake, a thorough examination of a persuasive communication, people are especially likely to make a decision based on the credibility of the communicator. (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). What are the characteristics of a credible communicator? In the first century A.D., the famous Roman orator Quintilian wrote: “For he who would have all men trust his judgment as to what is expedient and honorable, should possess and be regarded as possessing genuine wisdom and excellence of character.” After years of scientific research, Quintilian’s two-part formula has been verified: A credible communicator is both expert and trustworthy (Perloff, 1993).

Expertise. Less than a century before Quintilian offered his enduring formula, the great Roman poet Virgil offered a partial answer to those seeking the shortcut route to accurate judgment: “Believe an expert.” Virgil’s advice continues to be widely followed today. As evidence, the media’s presentation of an expert’s views on a topic has an immediate and dramatic result. A single expert opinion news story printed in the New York Times is associated with an average 2 percent shift in public opinion nationwide. When an expert’s statement is aired on national television, public opinion shifts approaching 4 percent can be expected (Jorden, 1993; Page, Shapiro, & Dempsey, 1987). As agents of influence, looking for experts who will support our advocated positions is time and effort well-spent. Research shows that offering the opinions of experts is particularly effective when the intended audience doesn’t initially favor our proposal (Aronson, Turner, & Carlsmith, 1963). 

It is clear that people often employ heuristic thinking (e.g., “Believe an expert”) when forming opinions about simple topics in which they are uninvolved (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979). However, shortcut thinking appears on the other end of the scale as well. When issues are weighty and bewilderingly complex, people once again turn to those judgment strategies that have helped them arrive at acceptable conclusions in the past. When faced with overwhelming complexity, even on topics of vital importance, people frequently prefer to detour around a great deal of thought by employing only a little (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989). It is instructive that even though people often don’t take a fully considered approach to certain complicated, personally important topics, they wish their advisors—their physicians, accountants, lawyers, and brokers—to do precisely that for them (Kahn & Baron, 1995). When feeling overwhelmed by a complicated and consequential choice, most individuals still want a fully considered, point by point analysis of it—an analysis they may not be able to achieve except, ironically enough, through a shortcut: reliance on an expert. It is for this reason that a communicator’s expertise becomes increasingly important as issues become increasingly complex. 

Suppose you are sitting on a jury deciding how much money to award a man who claims that he contracted cancer as a result of exposure to a particular chemical while on the job. His employer, a manufacturing firm, admits that he was exposed to this chemical but disputes that it caused his cancer. One piece of evidence you hear is the testimony of an expert witness, Dr. Thomas Fallon, who states that scientific data show the chemical does indeed lead to cancer in a variety of species, including humans. How swayed are you likely to be by this expert? According to a study done by Joel Cooper, Elizabeth Bennett, and Holly Sukel (1996), that would depend not just on how expert you think he is but also on how complex his testimony was.

In that study, mock jurors heard Dr. Fallon described either as highly expert or only moderately expert on the topic. Some of the jurors then heard him give his testimony in ordinary language--saying simply that the chemical causes liver cancer, several other diseases of the liver, and diseases of the immune system. Other jurors heard him give his testimony in complex, almost incomprehensible language--saying the chemical led to “tumor induction as well as hepatomegaly, hepatomegalocytosis, and lymphoid atrophy of the spleen and thymus.” The most interesting finding of the study was that the highly expert witness was more successful in swaying the jury only when he spoke in complex, difficult-to-understand terms. Why? The study’s authors think that when Dr. Fallon used simple language, jurors could judge the case on the basis of the evidence itself. They didn’t need to use his expertise as a shortcut to accuracy. However, when his testimony was too obscure to understand, they had to rely on his reputation as an expert to tell them what to think. These results suggest an interesting but discomforting irony: Acknowledged experts may be most persuasive when nonexperts can’t understand the details of what they are saying!

Trustworthiness. You’ll recall that expertise was only the first element in Quintilian’s classic formula. Despite a communicator’s knowledge and experience, she won’t be optimally persuasive simply by convincing an audience that she knows what she’s talking about. Research conducted around the world indicates that a communicator must also convince the audience that she’s a trustworthy source of that same information (McGuiness & Ward, 1980).

Whereas expertise refers to a communicator’s knowledge and experience, trustworthiness refers to the communicator’s honesty and lack of bias. Most of the time, we trust those who have an established track record, or those whom we have known personally for a long period of time. How then can communicators appear to be honest and unbiased when delivering a persuasive message, without the benefit of a previously existing relationship? One way they can do that is by conveying the impression that their message is not intended to change attitudes in order to serve the communicators’ own interests, but is intended to serve the audience members’ interests by informing them accurately about the issues at hand (Campbell, 1995). Advertisements promising “straight talk” about a product illustrate one approach often taken to establish trustworthiness. 

A second method of enhancing trustworthiness requires more finesse on the part of the communicator: Rather than arguing only in one’s own favor, communicators can provide both sides of the argument--the pros and the cons--which gives the impression of honesty and impartiality. Researchers have long known that communicators who present two-sided arguments and who appear to be arguing against their own interests can gain the trust of their audiences and thereby become more influential (Eagly, Wood, & Chaiken, 1978; Smith & Hunt, 1978). This two-sided approach is especially effective when the audience initially disagrees with the communicator. It is less effective when “preaching to the choir,” since giving both sides of an argument to those who are already inclined to accept the communicator’s position simply provides the audience with novel ideas supporting the opposition (Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949). 

Convert communicators— those who argue against their own previous ideas and behaviors—can efficiently make up for deficits in trustworthiness. Since humans universally strive to be, and to appear, consistent with their own beliefs and behaviors, we take notice when we observe a person arguing against his own previously-held attitudes and actions. This is a particularly effective tactic when used by low status communicators, to whom we might not otherwise attend (Levine & Valle, 1975). Drug addicts, alcoholics, and former criminals may lack status and prestige, but can nonetheless become extremely credible communicators when they tell us about their conversion from a previous lifestyle or ideology to an opposite set of beliefs and behaviors. Research has demonstrated that a reformed alcoholic is a significantly more persuasive communicator than a tee-totaler on the subject of the importance of abstaining from alcohol (Perloff & Pettey, 1991). While the convert communicator is better able to take strategic advantage of similarities between himself and his audience, he is also able to demonstrate that he has overcome a past bias, which further serves to enhance his credibility.

Arguments against self interest—in the guise of “straight talk,” giving both sides of the argument, or in the mouths of convert communicators—are efficient and effective ways of enhancing communicator trustworthiness in the absence of previous relationships with the audience. While arguing against one’s own position may appear counterproductive at first, savvy marketers have made frequent and effective use of this tactic. One particularly effective way that advertisers have seemingly argued against their interests is in mentioning a minor weakness or drawback of their product in the ads promoting it (e.g., “Avis: We’re number 2…” “L’Oreal: Expensive…”). That way, they create a perception of honesty from which they can be more persuasive about the claimed strengths of the product (“…but we try harder.” “…but worth it.”). Advertisers are not alone in the use of this tactic. Attorneys are taught to “steal the opponent’s thunder” by mentioning a weakness in their own case before the opposing lawyer does, thereby establishing a perception of honesty in the eyes of jury members. Experiments have demonstrated that this tactic works. When jurors heard an attorney bring up a weakness in his own case first, jurors assigned him more honesty and were more favorable to his overall case in their final verdicts because of that perceived honesty (Williams, Bourgeois, & Croyle, 1993).

In sum, credible communicators possess both expertise and trustworthiness; but without trustworthiness even experts won’t be very persuasive. One way that a communicator can acquire the trust of an audience is to appear to be honest by seeming to argue against self-interests—by volunteering a weakness or drawback to the advocated position, before delivering his strongest and best arguments. In this manner, those strong arguments have more impact—because listeners will have lowered their cognitive defenses to a communicator who is now seen as more trustworthy.

Commitment & Consistency

Social scientists have long understood the fundamental role that the need for consistency plays in human behavior. Many theorists have viewed the desire to be consistent as a prime motivator of behavior (Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958; Newcomb, 1953). Others have emphasized the additional desire to appear consistent (Baumeister, 1982; Tedeschi, 1981). But consistent with what? The evidence points clearly to existing commitments (Cialdini, 1993). Once an individual takes a stand, goes on record, or establishes a position, there is a tendency to respond in ways that are stubbornly consistent with it. Understanding this need for consistency with earlier commitments explains much about why people resist change. And, as we will see shortly, it also helps explain how people can be induced to change.

Commitment in Resisting Change. Research by Eva Pomeranz, Shelly Chaiken, and Rosalind Tordesillas (1995) suggests that one reason that people resist changing an attitude is their commitment to it. When people are committed to an attitude they are more certain that the attitude is correct, they are more sure they won't change it, and their position on the issue is more extreme. As a result, they are typically unwilling to shift from it. 

Being deeply committed to a particular attitude leads to resistance by causing people to dismiss contrary evidence. For example, in the Pomeranz, Chaiken, & Tordesillas experiment, participants with committed attitudes toward capital punishment were shown a research study that opposed their position on the issue. They reacted by rejecting this information, dismissing the essay's arguments, and attacking the study's "flawed" methods. 

Commitment in Causing Change. A great deal of research suggests that commitments can efficiently engage pressures to align oneself with salient positions. Depending on which internal element a particular commitment taps, those commitments can be followed by remarkable changes in a person's attitude and behavior. Once a commitment is made, there is a marked tendency to behave in ways that are consistent with it (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Greenwald et al., 1987; Howard, 1990; Sherman, 1980). Any of a variety of strategies may be used to generate the crucial instigating commitment. Let's look at several that differ primarily in the way they obtain the initial commitment.

Foot-in-the-door. One such strategy is the foot-in-the-door technique (e.g., Freedman & Fraser, 1966; Schwartzwald, Bizman, & Raz, 1983). This term refers to the efforts of door-to-door salespeople to get “one foot in the door,” as a prerequisite to gaining full entry. A solicitor using this procedure will first ask for a favor that is so small, it is virtually certain to be granted. The initial compliance is then followed by another request for a larger, related favor. First explored in the 1960s, researchers have now amassed considerable evidence supporting the efficacy of this tactic (see Dillard, Hunter & Burgoon, 1984 and Burger, 2000 for reviews). A modern confirmation of the FITD technique was conducted by Israeli researchers who went to a local apartment district, knocked on half the doors, and asked residents to sign a petition favoring the establishment of a recreation center for the mentally handicapped. The cause was good and the request was small, so almost everyone agreed to sign. Residents in the other apartments did not receive a visit and, consequently, did not make a commitment to the mentally handicapped. Two weeks later, on National Collection Day for the Mentally Handicapped, all neighborhood residents were approached at home and asked to give money to this cause. Only about half (53%) of those who had not been previously asked to sign a petition made a contribution; nearly all (92%) of those who had signed two weeks earlier gave a donation (Schwartzwald, Bizman, & Raz, 1983). 
Freedman and Fraser (1966) argued that the foot-in-the-door technique is successful because performance of the initially requested action causes a change in self-perception. They came to this conclusion when they observed a “halo effect” for the initial commitment that transferred to other remotely related behaviors: After signing a petition advocating state beautification, Californians were more willing to support traffic safety. Freedman and Frasier reasoned that the foot-in-the-door tactic causes individuals to recognize they possess certain character traits that have behavioral implications, if they wish to be consistent with themselves. For example, after accepting and wearing a lapel pin in the support of a given charity, subjects come to see themselves as more favorable toward the charity whose pin they were wearing in particular, and toward charitable causes in general. Later, when these subjects were asked to perform the larger, related favor of contributing to that charity, they were more willing to do so—in order to verify the "charitable" trait they had earlier assigned to themselves. (Pliner et al, 1974). Considerable data support this interpretation, including a study showing that children are not influenced by the foot-in-the-door technique until they are around six to seven years old, a time at which they begin to comprehend and appreciate stable personality traits. At the same time that children come to understand the meaning of a stable trait, the foot-in-the-door tactic becomes effective—especially among those children who prefer consistency in behavior (Eisenberg, Cialdini, McCreath, & Shell, 1987). Cialdini, Trost, and Newsom (1995) have replicated this latter finding with adults; only those with a strong preference for consistency showed a foot-in-the-door effect. Gorassini and Olson (1995) provided data indicating that changes in self-perception are not sufficient to produce a foot-in-the-door effect. Although compliance with a small request led to greater self-perceptions of helpfulness, these shifts did not mediate willingness to comply with a related, larger request. It may be that, for the foot-in-the-door effect to appear reliably, individuals must experience a self-perception change in response to initial compliance and must be inclined to behave consistently with that changed self-view. The inclination toward consistent responding may come about through dispositional factors, as in the Eisenberg et al. (1987) and Cialdini et al. (1995) studies, or through situational factors that make consistency salient. 
Lowball. A similar strategy is employed by car dealers using the low-ball technique, which proceeds by obtaining a commitment to an action and then increasing the costs of performing the action (Cialdini, Cacioppo, Bassett, & Miller, 1978). Automobile salespeople have been known to use this technique regularly: They induce the customer to choose a particular car by offering it an attractive low price. After the selection has been made—and, at times, after commitment to the car is enhanced by allowing the customer to take it home overnight, or by arranging financing with the bank—the attractive price is removed before the final papers are signed. Perhaps a calculation error is “discovered” or the sales manager disallows the deal because “we’d be losing money at that price.” By this time, however, many customers have experienced a strong desire to own that particular automobile. They often proceed with the purchase, in the absence of the beneficial price that attracted them to the car in the first place.

The tactic has been shown to be surprisingly effective in the lab as well. For example, French cigarette smokers were asked to participate in a study in which they would fill out a short questionnaire. After committing to a date and time, they were then given information that made their commitment less attractive—they were told that the study required them to refrain from smoking for 18 hours before the experiment. Even though they were given the chance to back out after hearing of the nonsmoking requirement, an astounding 85% agreed to participate anyway—many more than the 12% who agreed to participate if informed of the nonsmoking requirement before they committed to a date and time (Joule, 1987). 

Why do both consumers and laboratory subjects forge ahead with a commitment, after the reason they made the commitment in the first place has been removed? After making an active choice for something, people regard it more positively and are reluctant to relinquish it (Cioffi & Gardner, 1996; Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1991). This is especially the case when they have come to own the decision internally. Once people take “mental possession” of an important object or idea, it becomes part of self-concept (Ball & Tasaki, 1992; Beggan & Allison, 1997). 

Let’s take a parting look at the lowballed automobile buyer and examine how commitment and consistency related phenomena worked together to make certain the automobile remained in the buyer’s garage instead of back in the dealer’s showroom. First, consistency pressures caused the buyer to view the features of the car more favorably. After having invested time, attention, and money, the car became increasingly attractive. Second, after taking the car home for a night to show neighbors and coworkers, the buyer’s self-image shifted to include the new automobile. His previous car no longer fits that image. In this way, the automobile became embedded in the buyer’s persona. Despite increased cost, many car consumers decide to buy anyway, saying to themselves that “It’s worth a few hundred dollars extra to get the car I really like because it fits who I am.” People tend to act in ways that make good psychological, if not good economic, sense. 

Even a penny will help. Another approach that makes use of the human desire to be, or at least to appear, consistent deserves examination. This tactic puts people in a situation where, to refuse a specific request, would be inconsistent with a value that they posses—or merely wish to be known as possessing (Greenwald, et al., 1987; Sherman, 1980). One tactic belonging to this genre is the legitimization-of-paltry-favors technique (Cialdini & Schroeder, 1976). The tactic works because most people prefer to view themselves as helpful, charitable individuals. Consequently, a fund raiser who makes a request that legitimizes a paltry amount of aid ("Could you give a contribution, even a penny would help") makes it difficult for a target to refuse to give at all; to do so risks appearing to be a very unhelpful person. Notice that this procedure does not specifically request a trivial sum; that would probably lead to an abundance of pennies and a small total take. Instead, the requester merely makes a minuscule form of aid acceptable, thereby reducing the target's ability to give nothing and still remain consistent with the desirable image of a helpful individual. After all, how could a person remain committed to a helpful image after refusing to contribute when "even a penny would help?"

Experimental research done to validate the effectiveness of the technique has shown it to be successful in increasing the percentage of charity contributors (Brockner et al., 1984; Cialdini & Schroeder, 1976; Reeves, Macolini, & Martin, 1987; Reingen, 1978; Weyant, 1984). In each of these studies, the even-a-penny procedure proved profitable; subjects didn't actually give a penny, but provided donations in amounts typically given to charities. Thus, the legitimization-of-paltry-favors approach appears to work by getting more people to agree to give (so as to be consistent with a helpful image); but the decision of how much to give is left unaffected by the mention of a paltry amount. The consequence is increased proceeds. 

Labeling Tactics. Another way to induce commitment to a course of action is to give a person a label that is consistent with the action we wish for them to take. Some researchers call this tactic “altercasting” (Weinstein & Deutschberger 1963, 1964; Pratkanis, 2000). For instance, when an adult told elementary school children that “You look to me like the kind of girl (or boy) who understands how important it is to write correctly” those children were more likely to work diligently on a penmanship task several days later in private (Cialdini et al., 1998). Alice Tybout and Richard Yalch (1980) demonstrated how this same approach could be used to spur adults to vote. They interviewed 162 voters and, at random, told half of them that—according to their interview responses—they were “above average citizens likely to vote and participate in political events.” The other half were told that they appeared to be average in these activities. Those given the above-average label appeared to internalize the feedback, reporting in a follow-up questionnaire that they saw themselves as better citizens. Tellingly, these same people were significantly more likely to vote in a local election held a week later.

Savvy politicians have long understood the committing character of labels. Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was renowned as one of the most capable negotiators of his time. Yet, even he was impressed by the influence skills of then-President of Egypt, Anwar Sadat, who was expert at getting international bargaining opponents to do as he wished. Before negotiations began, he would tell his opponents that they and citizens of their country were widely known for their cooperativeness and fairness, thereby labeling them with the traits he wanted them to exhibit. His intent with this sort of flattery was not merely to create positive feelings—it was also to connect his opponents’ identities to a course of action that served his goals. According to Kissinger (1982), Sadat was a successful negotiator because he understood how to get others to act on his behalf by giving them a reputation to uphold.

Existing Commitments. So far, we have been discussing tactics that vary in the way they obtain an initial commitment. However, a vast amount of influence is accomplished not by obtaining new commitments, but by tapping commitments that are already in place.

Drawing connections between ideas or products and pre-existing commitments within the consumer is one of the most powerful, popular, and efficient techniques used by savvy marketing professionals. Rather than engaging in the laborious task of creating new commitments, clever marketers look for existing commitments within potential customers that are consistent with the products or services they’re offering. If existing commitments can be made more salient to the customer, the motivation to maintain consistency can then direct behavior accordingly. For example, insurance agents are often taught to stress to new homeowners that the purchase of an expensive house reflects an enormous personal commitment to one's home and the well-being of one's family. Consequently, they argue it would only be consistent with such a commitment to home and family to purchase home and life insurance in amounts that befit the size of this commitment. 

Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach, and Grube (1984) demonstrated long-term behavioral effects from a television program that focused viewers on their personal commitments to certain deep-seated values (e.g., freedom, equality) on the one hand, and their current beliefs and behaviors, on the other. Not only did uninterrupted viewers of this single program evidence enhanced commitment to these values, they were significantly more likely to donate money to support causes consistent with the values 2-3 months after the program had aired. A similar effect occurred among Australian high energy consumers after being shown the discrepancy between their current levels of consumption and their previous pro-conservation statements. They conserved significantly more energy than control subjects (Kantola, Syme, & Campbell, 1984). The tactic of pointing out the discrepancy ("hypocrisy") between an existing commitment and inconsistent current conduct has been employed successfully by Aronson and his colleagues to generate compliance with requests or recommendations for water conservation (Dickerson, Thibodeau, Aronson, & Miller, 1992), recycling action (Fried & Aronson, 1995), and condom use (Stone et al., 1994).

A variety of techniques have been developed by marketers to find the deep-seated commitments that drive consumer behavior. One of these, the “laddering” technique, attempts to discover the underlying values that influence buying decisions and voting behaviors through structured interviews (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). Experience has shown that, when consumers are asked why they are attracted to a particular idea, candidate, service, or product, they typically respond by listing the desirable attributes associated with that item (“Those shoes have elegant high heels.”) If consumers are pressed as to why those attributes are attractive, consumers will next list a number of benefits associated with those attributes (“High heels make you look taller, slimmer, and more exotic.”) If they are further pressed as to why those benefits are important, consumers may finally reveal the fundamental values that underlie their purchasing decisions (“Being taller makes you more powerful and formidable in negotiations; appearing slimmer makes you feel younger, sexier, and more alive.”) Armed with the deeper knowledge about which fundamental values drive selection decisions, marketers and public relations professionals are in a much better position to design new products or create new promotions that align products, services, or candidates with the basic desires and pre-existing values of their customers (Andreasen, 1995).

The practice of recasting one’s positions and aligning one’s arguments with prevailing mores and popular values is a technique practiced by skillful influence professionals who mount media campaigns for political, commercial, public service, or propagandistic ends. Communicators are encouraged to frame issues so that “they are based on the most deeply ingrained core values” of the audience (Siegel & Doner, 1998). Careful research into audience members’ lifestyles, leisure activities, attitudes, preferred media channels, and sources of knowledge reveal the core attitudes, preferences, and values of targeted audience members to influence professionals, who then use that information to craft products and messages that are appealing, relevant, and most importantly, consistent with the desires and commitments that already exist within the listening audience. From products to politics, successful persuaders know it’s much easier to promote a service, product, or person who can harness the “prevailing winds” of widely-held attitudes and values, than to create a new attitudes, values, and demands within that same audience.

In sum, because of a desire in people to maintain consistency and live up to their commitments, it is possible to influence a target person’s actions by using any of several commitment-based tactics. Although these tactics differ in the way they engage commitment, they have in common the establishment of an early commitment, or the location of an existing commitment, that ties the target person’s identity to the desired action. In the process of performing that action, the target person is able to enhance, confirm, and protect the self-concept. 

However, not all types of commitments are equally effective. There is research evidence that demonstrates the particular types of commitments that lead to consistent future responding. A commitment is likely to be maximally effective in producing consistent future behavior to the extent that it is voluntary (i.e., uncoerced, Freedman, 1965; Lydon & Zanna, 1990); active or effortful (Aronson & Mills, 1959; Bem, 1967; Cioffi & Garner, 1996); and public (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Schlenker, Dlugolecki, & Doherty, 1994).

Voluntary. Voluntary commitments are lasting and enduring in a way that pressured commitments can never be. Over 300 years ago, Samuel Butler wrote: “He who complies against his will/Is of the same opinion still.” Those words are as true today as the day they were written. To the extent that commitments can be induced so they are internally affirmed rather than externally applied, compliance with those commitments has been shown to increase. For example, restaurant owners across the nation are plagued by callers who make reservations but fail to appear as scheduled. Tables that could have been filled by paying customers stand empty, causing substantial economic loss. The problem has become so severe that some restaurateurs have begun requesting the credit card numbers of callers and charging a fee if they don’t honor their reservations. However, Gordon Sinclair, the proprietor of Gordon’s restaurant in Chicago, has hit on a highly effective tactic that doesn’t bruise the egos of his customers when they call for reservations. He has instructed his receptionists to stop saying, “Please call us if you change your plans” and to substitute, “Will you call us if you change your plans?” —and then to wait for a response. As a result, his “no-show” rate has dropped from 30 percent to 10 percent (NY Times, 1997). What is it about this subtle shift that leads to such a dramatic difference? The receptionist specifically asks for—and waits for—the customer’s voluntary affirmative response, at which point the customer “owns” her commitment in a way she did not before. By inducing customers to make personal commitments to a behavior, chances increase that they will perform the behavior (Cooper & Scher, 1994). 

Active. According to Consumer Reports magazine (“Rock ‘n’ Ripoff,” 1997), an important piece of information has been disappearing from ads for popular rock music concerts: ticket prices. Why should concert promoters hide the cost of a ticket from fans, especially when they’ll discover the price as soon as they call or visit a ticket outlet? Because promoters have recognized that potential concert-goers are more likely to purchase tickets after that call or visit than before. Even making a phone call to inquire about ticket prices constitutes an active personal commitment to the concert, which makes the caller more favorable to the idea of attending. 

Even seemingly insignificant commitments that are active can lead to large behavior changes. Agreeing to answer a five-question survey about organ donation leads to a significant increase in respondents’ willingness to become organ donors (Carducci et al., 1989). Another demonstration of this effect comes from Russell Fazio, Steven Sherman, and Paul Herr (1982), who asked Indiana University undergraduates to report whether they thought a sample of cartoons were funny. Half of the students indicated that a cartoon was funny by pressing a button, thus making a small but active commitment. The other half did so by not pressing a button, thus making a passive commitment. Later, when asked to indicate how funny each cartoon was, those who had actively labeled the cartoon as funny rated it as more humorous than those who had passively labeled it as funny. Making a commitment through action had more impact on a related attitude than making the same commitment through inaction.

Research by Delia Cioffi and Randy Garner (1996) extended the superiority of active commitments beyond attitudes to behavior. College students were given the option of volunteering for an AIDS education project in the local schools. Half volunteered actively by filling out a form stating that they wanted to participate. The other half volunteered passively by not filling out a form stating that they didn’t want to participate. Three to four days later, when asked to participate in the project, the great majority who appeared as scheduled (74%) came from the ranks of those who had actively agreed to participate. What was it about active commitment that caused these individuals to follow through? One way people come to know themselves is through an examination of their own actions (Bem, 1972; Vallacher & Wegner, 1985). The evidence is strong that we think our actions tell us more about ourselves than our inactions (Fazio, 1987; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Indeed, compared to those who volunteered passively for the AIDS education project in the Cioffi and Garner (1996) study, those who volunteered actively were more likely to explain their decisions by implicating their personal values, preferences, and traits. Thus, active commitments give us the kind of information we use to shape our self-concepts, which then shape future behaviors. 

Public. Public commitments to a course of action increase the chance that people will maintain that course of action into the future. Morton Deutsch and Harold Gerard (1955) performed a classic experiment where they asked subjects to estimate the length of lines, and then keep the judgment private, write and immediately erase the judgment, or write and turn in their judgments to the experimenter. The results were clear. Those whose judgments never left their heads, were the least loyal to them. Those who had made an active commitment to their initial choices were less willing to change their minds when confronted with contradictory evidence. But, by far, it was those who had connected themselves publicly to their first estimates who most resolutely refused to shift from those positions later.

We can think of two reasons why public commitments are the most resistant to change. First, people who had gone on record may not have wanted to be seen by the experimenter as easily influenced or inconsistent. This is a real possibility, as most people prefer to be seen as resolute and stable in front of others (Baumeister, 1982). But, reasons of appearance do not adequately explain the power of public commitments. Students at Boston University, for example, behaved almost as consistently with a commitment they made to a computer as to another person (Kiesler, Sproull, & Watters, 1996). So what other factor about public commitments (whether the audience is carbon-based or silicone) could increase compliance? Once people have made a public pronouncement, they come to believe it more (Schlenker, Dlugolecki, & Doherty, 1994; Schlenker & Trudeau, 1990). For example, in research conducted by Diane Tice (1992) subjects agreed to play the role of an extraverted person and then did so under either public or private circumstances. Much more than subjects in the private condition, those who played the extraverted role in public incorporated extraversion into their subsequent self-concepts, describing themselves later as truly more outgoing and sociable. This new extraverted identity showed itself in subjects’ behavior after the study was over and they were left in a waiting room with a confederate: Those who had publicly portrayed themselves earlier as extraverted sat closer and talked more to the confederate. Tice (1992) also found that the effect of public self-presentations was strongest when subjects felt they had free choice in deciding to make them. In sum, like active commitments, public commitments—especially when freely chosen—lead to consistent future behavior because they alter self-concept (Kelly, 1998; Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Schlenker, 1980). These altered self-concepts then guide further actions accordingly.

People can enhance, validate, and protect their identities by yielding to requests for action that fit with their self-concepts. Several influence tactics (the foot-in-the-door, the low-ball, the bait and switch, and labeling techniques) work by establishing an early commitment that links the target person’s identity to a desired course of action. In addition, people have existing commitments in the form of personal values that spur them to comply with requests that are consistent with these values. These commitments are most effective when they are actively and publicly made, particularly when they are made with free choice. Therefore, influence practitioners can increase compliance by establishing connections between their requests and the values to which targets feel committed, especially when these values are prominent in consciousness. 

Social Validation

Susan Fiske and Shelly Taylor (1991) identify us as “cognitive misers”—humans burdened with processing demands that far exceed our timeframes and mental capacities. Because of this, we are forever seeking ways to arrive at correct solutions while avoiding a great deal of thought. Cognitive misers everywhere can rejoice in the next principle of influence, consensus. Through a cursory examination of what others (especially others like us) are doing, we can often obtain satisfactory outcomes. If all your friends are raving about a new television show, or restaurant, or personal digital assistant, you will probably like those things too. We can use the actions of others (“social proof”) as a means to locate and validate correct choices (Festinger, 1954). 

Because the desire to choose correctly is powerful, and the time in which to choose is forever diminishing, the tendency to follow the crowd is both strong and widespread. Studies have shown that, based on evidence of what their peers are doing, bystanders decide whether to help an emergency victim (Darley & Latané, 1968), citizens decide whether to pay their taxes fully (Steenbergen, McGraw, & Scholz, 1992), juveniles decide whether to commit crimes (Kahan, 1997), people decide whether or not to “cheat” sexually on their spouses (Buunk & Baker, 1995), and homeowners decide whether to recycle their trash (Schultz, 1999). 

In this last study, residents of a Los Angeles suburb received information describing the recycling behavior of many of their neighbors who recycled regularly. This information produced an immediate increase in the amount of material the residents recycled. In addition, when observed up to a month later, the community was recycling more trash than ever. These improvements did not occur, however, for residents who only received a request to recycle.

Social proof accounts for an extensive array of human actions, from the ways we protect our environment to the ways we engage in exchange. Rutte, Wilke, and Messick (1987) manipulated conditions of scarcity or abundance in a commons dilemma task by varying the amount of money group members could harvest from a common pool. They artificially created the appearance that those who had harvested earlier in the trial had either taken more than their share (i.e., setting a norm of selfishness) or had taken less than their share (i.e., setting a norm of generosity). Their results supported the notion that the participants looked to the behavior of the group members who had gone before to decide how much money to take: those who saw others acting in a selfish manner were selfish themselves, whereas those who saw others acting generously were more generous. 

Whenever influence practitioners are able to identify a psychological principle that people use to reach their goals, those practitioners are sure to use it to advance their own. Sales and marketing professionals make a special point of informing us when a product is the “largest selling” or “fastest growing” in its market. Bartenders are known to “salt” their tip jars with dollar bills at the start of a shift to give the impression that previous customers tipped with folding money. Church ushers have been observed priming collection baskets for similar reasons and with similar effects on proceeds. Television sitcoms utilize canned laughter because it makes people laugh harder and longer. (Smyth & Fuller, 1972) Television commercials depict crowds rushing into stores and hands depleting shelves of the advertised item. Consider the advice offered more than 350 years ago by the Spaniard Balthazar Gracian (1649/1945) to those wishing to sell goods and services:

Their intrinsic worth is not enough, for not all turn the goods over or 

look deep. Most run where the crowd is—because the others run. (p.142)

This tendency to run because others are running affects more than product sales. Indeed, it accounts for some of the most bizarre and befuddling forms of human behavior on record, including the ultimate choice of death over life.  Research by David Phillips and his colleagues (Phillips, 1974, 1989; Phillips & Carstensen, 1986) shows that suicides can have a decidedly copycat character. Thus, even in the extreme case of suicide, people feel that behaviors become more valid when others are performing them. 

Although the tendency to follow the lead of our peers can lead to misguided behavior, most of the time it does not. Most of the time it sends us in right directions, toward correct choices. Which are the factors that spur people to use the actions of others in the process of trying to choose correctly? Social scientists have uncovered several.

Uncertainty. When people don’t trust their own judgments, they look to others for evidence of how to choose correctly (Wooten & Reed, 1998). This self-doubt may occur when a situation is ambiguous, as it was in a classic series of experiments by Muzafer Sherif (1936). Sherif projected a dot of light on the wall of a darkened room and asked subjects to indicate how much the light moved while they watched it. The light never actually moved at all; because of an optical illusion termed the autokinetic effect, it seemed to shift indeterminately about. The amount of that shift was, however, purely subjective. When in groups, subjects announced estimates of light movement. It turned out that these estimates were strongly influenced by what other group members estimated; nearly everyone revised their estimates toward the group average over time. Sherif concluded that when there is no objectively correct response, people are likely to doubt themselves and, thus, are especially likely to assume that “the group must be right” (p.111). Many studies have supported his conclusion (Bond & Smith, 1996; Tesser, Campbell, & Mickler, 1983). When uncertainty and ambiguity reign, people lose confidence in their ability to chose well. As a result, they rely more heavily on the gathered wisdom of others.

Despite initial uncertainty, once a group has agreed on a response, members often cling to it fervently (Jacobs & Campbell, 1961). In one study, group members who had undergone Sherif’s autokinetic effect procedure returned many months later to be tested again, but this time without any other group members present. When placed in the darkened room once more, these individuals saw the light move a distance that was remarkably similar with the group answer formed a year earlier (Rohrer et al., 1954). 

Many Others. One researcher who puzzled over Sherif’s 1936 findings was Solomon Asch. Asch wondered if people wouldn’t be much more likely to resist social influence when the situation was not as ambiguous as it was in Sherif’s experiment. In his well-known experiments (1956), Asch asked college students to match the lengths of different lines. The task was not difficult. In the control condition, 95% of the participants got every one of 12 line matches right. Participants in the experimental condition, however, were faced with a social consensus that contradicted their own eyes. Before making their own judgments, they heard five other students (who were actually confederates of the experimenter) unanimously agree on an answer that was clearly wrong. Given the consensus of many others, only 25% of the participants were able to ignore the group’s obvious errors and gave only correct answers. The other 75% went against the evidence of their senses and conformed to some extent. Although no one went along every single time, one individual conformed on 11 of the 12 choices. Asch’s research demonstrated that people faced with the pressures of unanimous group consensus frequently conform to the crowd, doubting the clear evidence of their own senses in the process. Research on a variety of judgments and from a variety of cultures has continued to support Asch’s conclusions (Baron, Vandello, & Brunsman, 1996; Bond & Smith, 1996).  As powerful as the effect is, however, a single visible dissenter can break the spell (Allen & Levine, 1969, Morris & Miller, 1975). 

Other research shows that the behavior of others shapes one’s interpretation of and response to a situation, even without the social pressure brought to bear in Asch’s experiments. For example, Milgram, Bickman, and Berkowitz (1969) were able to induce 84% of pedestrians passing a city street corner to gaze up into space at nothing by simply having a group of confederates model the behavior. According to Cialdini (1993), when we perceive sufficient social support for a particular behavior, we follow others’ leads because this heuristic of “social proof” saves us time and cognitive effort while still providing an outcome that has a high probability of being effective. 

It’s interesting to note that the classic conformity experiments yielded their effects from the most fleeting of groups. Milgram was able to get hurried strangers to take a futile glance into the sky. Asch obtained his results among students who were strangers convened for a short experiment. Think how much more potent the social pressure might be when those confident others are trusted members of one’s inner circle, in groups ranging from the family and neighborhood to those of the workplace. 

Similar Others. If people follow the lead of others to make good choices for themselves, it stands to reason that most of the time they would want to follow the actions of individuals similar to themselves. We’re all more likely to seek out and accept the advice of individuals like ourselves, who are similar in background, interests, and goals. 

Heightened sensitivity to the responses of similar others appears in a wide variety of situations. For example, in one study, New Yorkers were strongly influenced to return a lost wallet after learning that a similar other had first tried to do so; but evidence that a dissimilar other—a foreigner—had tried to return the wallet had no effect on the New Yorkers’ decisions (Hornstein, Fisch, & Holmes, 1968). In a different study, children watched a film depicting another child’s positive visit to the dentist. Did watching this film reduce the children’s dentist office anxieties? Yes, but that was so principally when the child in the movie was the same age as those viewing it (Melamed et al., 1978). 

Combining both consensus and similarity in the same procedure creates a highly effective fund raising technique, called the list procedure (Reingen, 1982). Researchers went door-to-door collecting money for charity, showing residents a list of others in the vicinity who had already given. The longer the list of neighbors (similar others) that residents saw, the more likely they were to give a donation. 

In sum, the heuristic of social validation often provides an efficient shortcut to effective action. We are particularly likely to mimic the behaviors of others when we are uncertain of how to proceed, when many others are performing a certain behavior, and particularly when those others are like us. 

Liking 

It is hardly surprising that people prefer to say yes to those they know and like. Consider, for example, the remarkable success of the Tupperware Corporation and their "home party" demonstration concept (Taylor, 1978). The demonstration party for Tupperware products is hosted by an individual, usually a woman, who invites to her home an array of friends, neighbors, and relatives, all of whom know that their hostess receives a percentage of the profits from every piece sold by the Tupperware representative who is also there. In this way, the Tupperware Corporation arranges for its customers to buy from and for a friend (a liked other) rather than from an unknown salesperson. One study (Frenzen & Davis, 1990) found that, in a home party setting, strength of social ties between a guest and the hostess accounted for twice as much variance (67%) in purchase likelihood as did preference for the product (33%). So favorable has been the effect on proceeds ($2.5 million in sales per day) that the Tupperware Corporation has wholly abandoned its early retail outlets, and, according to company literature, a Tupperware party begins somewhere in the world every 2.7 seconds. 

Indeed, not only has the Tupperware Corporation abandoned retail sales, in another testament to the role of the liking/friendship rule, it has largely abandoned the U.S. market where the company is based. Why has Tupperware’s success spread so rapidly to societies in Europe, Latin America, and Asia? In these countries, one’s place in a network of friends and family is a more potent determinant of behavior than in the U.S. (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995). As a result, now less than a quarter of Tupperware sales take place in North America.

But, of course, most commercial transactions do not take place in home parties among already-liked others. Under these much more typical circumstances, practitioners who wish to commission the power of liking must resort to another strategy: They must first arrange for their influence targets to like them. How do they do it? The tactics that practitioners use to generate liking cluster around certain factors that also have been shown by controlled research to increase liking.

Physical attractiveness. Although it is generally acknowledged that good-looking people have an advantage in social interaction, research findings indicate that we may have sorely underestimated the size and reach of that advantage. There appears to be a positive reaction to good physical appearance that generalizes to such favorable trait perceptions as a talent, kindness, honesty, and intelligence (See Eagly et al., 1991 for a review). As a consequence, attractive individuals are more persuasive both in terms of changing attitudes (Chaiken, 1979) and getting what they request (Benson, Karabenic, & Lerner, 1976). 

 For example, voters in a Canadian Federal election gave physically attractive candidates several times as many votes as they gave unattractive ones—while insisting that their choices would never be influenced by something as superficial as appearance (Efran & Patterson, 1974; 1976). Voters can deny the impact of attractiveness on electability all they want, but evidence has continued to confirm its troubling presence (Budesheim & DePaola, 1994). Looks are influential in other domains as well. Good-looking fund raisers for the American Heart Association generated nearly twice as many donations (42% versus 23%) as other requesters (Reingen & Kernan, 1993). Likewise, physically attractive salespeople are more effective at getting customers to part with their money (Reingen & Kernan, 1993).

A comparable effect has been found in hiring situations. In one study, good grooming of applicants in a simulated employment interview accounted for more favorable hiring decisions than did job qualifications—this, even though the interviewers claimed that appearance played a small role in their choices (Mack & Rainey, 1990). The advantage given to attractive workers extends past hiring day to payday. Economists examining U.S. and Canadian samples have found that attractive individuals get paid an average of 12-14 percent more than their unattractive coworkers (Hammermesh & Biddle, 1994).

Similarity. We like people who are similar to us (Byrne, 1971; Carli, Ganley, & Pierce-Otay, 1991; Hogg, Cooper-Shaw, & Holzworth, 1993) and grant them favorable treatment in charitable (Dovidio, 1984), negotiation (Kramer, Pommerenke, & Newton, 1993), and legal settings (Amato, 1979; Towson & Zanna, 1983). Thus, salespeople often search for (or fabricate) a similarity between themselves and their customers: “Well, no kidding, you’re from Minneapolis? I went to school in Minnesota!” Fund raisers do the same, with good results. In one study (Aune & Basil, 1994), donations to charity more than doubled when the requester claimed a shared group identity with the target person, such as “I’m a student, too.” Instruction in generating more subtle forms of similarity occurs in many sales training programs. Trainees are urged to "mirror and match" the customer's body posture, mood, and verbal style, as similarities along each of these dimensions have been shown to lead to positive results (LaFrance, 1985; Locke & Horowitz, 1990; Woodside & Davenport, 1974).

Another similarity researcher was able to significantly increase the percentage of people who responded to a mailed survey by changing one small feature of the request: On a cover letter, he modified the name of the survey-taker to be similar to that of the survey recipient. Thus, Robert Greer received the survey from a survey center official named Bob Gregar while Cynthia Johnston received hers from a survey center official named Cindy Johanson. In two separate studies, adding this little bit of similarity to the exchange nearly doubled survey compliance (Garner, 1999). These seemingly minor commonalties can affect decisions that go well beyond whose insurance to purchase or whose survey to complete. They can affect the decision of whose life to save. When asked to rank-order a waiting list of patients suffering from kidney disorder as to their deservingness for the next available treatment, people chose those whose political party preference matched their own (Furnham, 1996).

Compliments. Praise and other forms of positive estimation also stimulate liking (e.g., Byrne & Rhamey, 1965). The simple information that someone appreciates us can be a highly effective device for producing return liking and willing compliance (Berscheid & Walster, 1978). For instance, one study demonstrating the rather remarkable impact of flattery on compliance occurred in the context of criminal interrogations, where the interrogator’s job is to induce suspects to provide incriminating admissions. Sociologist Richard Leo (in press), who watched 182 such interrogations, found that one of interrogators’ most effective tactics for producing incriminating statements was to praise the prospect in some way.

Additional evidence for the power of praise on liking comes from a study (Drachman, deCarufel, & Insko, 1978) in which men received personal comments from someone who needed a favor from them. Some of the men got only positive comments, some only negative comments, and some got a mixture of good and bad. There were three interesting findings. First, the evaluator who offered only praise was liked the best. Second, this was so even though the men fully realized that the flatterer stood to gain from their liking of him. Finally, unlike the other types of comments, pure praise did not have to be accurate to work. Compliments produced just as much liking for the flatterer when they were untrue as when they were true. It is for such reasons that direct salespeople are educated in the art of praise. A potential customer's home, clothes, car, taste, etc., are all frequent targets for compliments (Cialdini, 1993).

Cooperation. Cooperation is another factor that has been shown to enhance positive feelings and behavior (e.g., Aronson, Bridgeman, & Geffner, 1978; Bettencourt, Brewer, Croak, & Miller, 1992; Cook, 1990). Those who cooperate toward the achievement of a common goal are more favorable and helpful to each other as a consequence. That is why compliance professionals often strive to be perceived as cooperating partners with a target person (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991). Automobile sales managers frequently set themselves as "villains" so that the salesperson can "do battle" in the customer's behalf. The cooperative, pulling together kind of relationship that is consequently produced between the salesperson and customer naturally leads to a desirable form of liking that promotes sales.

Conclusion

At the outset of this chapter, we suggested that an important question for anyone interested in understanding, resisting, or harnessing the compliance process is, “Which are the most powerful principles that motivate individuals to comply with another person’s request?” We also suggested that one way to assess such power would be to examine the practices of commercial compliance professionals for their pervasiveness. That is, if compliance practitioners made widespread use of certain principles, this would be evidence for the natural power of these principles to affect everyday compliance. Six psychological principles emerged as the most popular in the repertoires of compliance professionals: reciprocity, scarcity, authority, commitment/consistency, social validation, and liking. Close examination of the principles revealed broad professional usage that could be validated and explained by controlled experimental research. As with most research perspectives, additional work needs to be done. Nonetheless, there is considerable evidence at this juncture to indicate that these six principles engage central features of the human condition to motivate compliance.

However, just because effective compliance principles exist doesn’t mean that they should be employed. Besides efficacy, there is another dimension that should be taken into account in deciding whether and how to engage a particular principle in the service of successful influence: the ethical acceptability of the principle’s use in the situation. Indeed, the more powerful a principle is, the more significant should be the attendant issues of ethical practice. We believe that, in the case of the six compliance principles discussed in this chapter, there is special reason for a focus on ethics, because they stand to be used increasingly by consumers in the future. That is so because these principles normally counsel consumers very well as to when to comply with a request. After all, it usually makes sense to say yes to a person we like or owe or recognize as an authority or to a person who is offering something rare or popular or to which we have already made a commitment. As such, these principles are often employed heuristically by consumers, as shortcuts in their decision processes. Moreover, the pace and information overloaded character of modern life is causing people to rely increasingly on decision-making shortcuts (Cialdini, 1993; Kahn & Baron, 1995). It is for this reason that it seems so important to make consumers aware of their vulnerability to such principles as well as to make consumers and practitioners aware of the crucial distinction between the honest and dishonest uses of the principles (Cialdini, 1996; Cialdini, Sagarin, & Rice, in press).
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