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Abstract 

The purpose of this report is to review academic research literature on the topic of social 
influence, with particular emphasis on the effects of situational characteristics. We 
present an organizing framework for categorizing the vast array of situational factors 
known to regulate four types of social influence: conformity, compliance, obedience, 
and persuasion. The framework is grounded in a theoretical perspective for 
understanding how, when, and why situational factors have their effects. We conclude 
by highlighting applied implications of this literature for the Canadian Armed Forces 
(CAF), and note issues that remain to be resolved within the literature. 

Résumé 

L’objectif du présent rapport est d’examiner les travaux de recherche universitaires sur 
l’influence sociale en s’attardant aux effets des caractéristiques circonstancielles. Nous 
présentons un cadre organisationnel pour la catégorisation d’un vaste éventail de 
facteurs conjoncturels pouvant régir quatre types d’influence sociale : le conformisme, 
l’adhésion, la soumission et la persuasion. Le cadre est établi dans une perspective 
théorique permettant de comprendre comment, quand et pourquoi les facteurs 
conjoncturels produisent leurs effets. Nous terminons en soulignant les implications 
pratiques de ces travaux de recherche pour les Forces armées canadiennes (FAC) et en 
notant les questions non résolues par ces travaux. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Objectives, Scope, and Overview 

Social influence is a pervasive aspect of daily life. Each day, the typical person 
is bombarded with numerous influence attempts such as product advertisements 
attempting to influence consumer purchases, political advertisements seeking to secure 
votes, charities requesting donations, and friends asking for favours. In light of the 
centrality of social influence in people’s lives, it is not surprising that the study of social 
influence in its various forms has been a topic of great interest in social psychology and 
related disciplines (e.g., marketing and communications). Over nearly 70 years, 
researchers in social psychology and other disciplines have produced a vast literature 
documenting a host of factors that play a role in social influence (e.g., for reviews, see 
Albarracín & Johnson, in press; Cialdini, 2009; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Maio & 
Haddock, 2015; Petty & Cacioppo, 1996).  

The objective of this technical report is to introduce this extensive literature, 
with a particular emphasis on the impact of situational characteristics in social 
influence. Although our review will be predominantly based on research conducted in 
social psychology, we will also draw upon research from other disciplines including 
marketing, organizational behaviour, communications, health psychology, and political 
science. In discussing this literature, our goal will be to provide a conceptual review, 
rather than a detailed summary of the countless individual studies in this literature. 
Thus, we will focus on presenting readers with an organizing framework for 
categorizing that vast array of situational factors known to regulate social influence and 
a theoretical perspective for understanding how, when, and why these factors have their 
effects. Our intent is to review key themes and principles in this literature (i.e., general 
research findings and conclusions) rather than specific results. That being said, themes 
and principles can only be fully grasped if they are illustrated with concrete examples. 
Hence, for each major theme or principle in the social influence literature, we will 
discuss specific situational factors and empirical studies of them to illustrate broader 
concepts. Although space constraints preclude a detailed discussion of the full array of 
situational factors that have been studied in this literature, we will briefly highlight other 
situational factors beyond those we use to illustrate our themes so that readers have a 
clear sense of the scope of the literature.   

Our report will begin with an introduction to the central constructs in the social 
influence literature, as well to some key methodological practices in this literature. In 
the second section of the report, we will provide a framework for organizing the many 
situational characteristics that have been studied. We will then provide a broad 
theoretical perspective for understanding the ways in which these types of situational 
characteristics might be expected to have an impact on social influence. Following the 
presentation of our broader conceptual approach, we will then discuss the research 
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literatures associated with each of the four types of social influence that have commonly 
been studied. Our discussion of the research literature for each type of influence will be 
organized according to our categorization of situational characteristics. In the final 
section of the report, we will finish with a broad summary of the major empirical themes 
that have emerged from the literature and highlight some of the broader applied 
implications of this literature within the context of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). 
We will also note important issues that remained to be resolved within the literature.   

An Introduction to Key Concepts and Methodological Practices 

What is Social Influence? 

Broadly speaking, social influence refers to the ways in which people exert 
influence on the behaviours, beliefs, feelings, and attitudes of others (VandenBos, 2007, 
p. 865). Social psychologists have traditionally distinguished among four different types
of social influence. 

Conformity is the tendency to change attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and behaviours 
in ways that are consistent with group norms. For example, when a group of people are 
waiting at a bus stop and the bus arrives, people naturally form a line based roughly on 
the order in which people arrived at the stop. In many cases, the people engaging in this 
behaviour have never actually been directly asked to perform this behaviour nor has 
anyone attempted to actively convince them of its merits. Rather, people have adopted 
this behaviour over time simply by observing it in others. Thus, theorists have noted that 
conformity is a comparatively passive form of social influence in that it does not 
necessarily involve a person(s) actively attempting to exert an impact on others. Indeed, 
the people exerting the influence might be completely unaware of the impact they are 
having on others. Another important feature of conformity is that it can involve external 
overt behaviours (as in our bus stop example) or more internal mental representations 
such as attitudes. With respect to the latter case, an example might be a teenager who 
observes that certain musicians are popular among the teenager’s peer group whereas 
others are not. The teenager might acquire attitudes toward these musicians that are 
consistent with peer-norms in absence of any active attempts by peers to influence the 
teenager’s musical preferences. 

Compliance is a change in behaviour directly produced by a request from 
another person(s). For instance, agreeing to donate money in response to a request from 
a fundraiser for a charitable cause is one common real-world example of compliance. In 
contrast to conformity, compliance is considered to be an active form of social influence 
in that it involves one or more people directly attempting to exert influence on one or 
more other people. Theorists have noted that the focus of compliance is external in 
nature in that the objective is to alter an overt behaviour. Although successful attempts 
at compliance might sometimes be driven by changes in internal mental representations 
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(e.g., beliefs, attitudes) related to the merits of a given behaviour, such internal changes 
need not be involved. Indeed, as will be seen, some very common tactics for enhancing 
compliance are presumed to have their effects in the absence of such internal changes. 
Thus, changes in mental representations are not the primary goal of the influence 
attempt. For example, a panhandler soliciting change from a pedestrian on the street is 
likely more concerned about the immediate goal of securing the money than achieving 
long-term changes in the beliefs the pedestrian might have about the panhandler’s plight 
or the plight of the poor more generally. 
 

Obedience is a change in behaviour as a result of a command from another 
person. Like compliance, obedience is an active form of influence and its focus is 
external in that the goal is to alter an overt behaviour. The primary distinction between 
obedience and compliance is whether the attempt at influence is in the form of a 
command versus a request. This distinction can obviously be a subtle one as the 
wording of some commands can be in the form of a request even when the 
understanding of both the person exerting the influence and the target of influence is 
that the communication carries the intent of command (e.g., a business executive 
requesting an administrative assistant to undertake an action that is part of that 
assistant’s prescribed duties). Thus, the distinction between compliance and obedience 
is based on the construal of the parties involved. In most cases, obedience involves 
situations in which the influencer is in some sort of role of authority with respect to the 
target of influence and thus there is reason for both parties to assume that commands 
can be issued. However, there might be specific circumstances in which no obvious 
difference in authority exist, but one person nonetheless issues commands to another 
(e.g., a bystander to an accident taking charge of the situation and issuing instructions to 
other bystanders to help address the emergency).         
 

Persuasion refers to an active attempt to change the attitudes, beliefs, and/or 
feelings of one or more other people. Although conformity, compliance, and obedience 
have all received considerable attention in social influence research, the empirical 
literature on persuasion greatly exceeds the combined literatures of all other forms of 
social influence. Persuasion attempts most commonly involve the use of some type of 
message (e.g., an advertisement highlighting the merits of a particular product, a lawyer 
making a closing statement summarizing the evidence in support of that lawyer’s 
position). However, some attempts at persuasion might involve the presentation of very 
simple stimuli that do not constitute a message as it is commonly understood. For 
example, politicians and companies sometimes merely advertise their name in the 
absence of any supporting information with the intent that increased exposure to the 
name might alter people’s views. In other cases, a name of a company or a product 
might be paired with something positive with the intent that positive reactions to the 
paired stimulus might become associated with the company or product. 
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Like compliance and obedience, persuasion is an active form of influence in that 
it involves a direct attempt to exert influence on another. However, its goal is primarily 
the alteration of internal mental representations. Usually the primary mental 
representation targeted in such attempts are people’s attitudes (i.e., their relatively 
general and enduring positive/negative evaluations of persons, concepts, or objects), 
because such summary evaluative reactions are likely to be the most immediate 
determinants of related behaviours, decisions, and judgments. For example, when 
making a decision about which toothpaste to purchase, a person is more likely to access 
their overall evaluations of Crest and Colgate as guides to action than to fully consider 
all the specific good and bad features of each toothpaste. However, because people’s 
general attitudes are summaries of more complex reactions, persuasive attempts will 
often target the more specific feelings and beliefs in an effort to produce changes in 
overall attitudes.  

Although persuasion is internally focused, this is not to suggest that behavioural 
change is not also sometimes an important goal of persuasive appeals, and in many 
contexts may even be the ultimate goal of persuasion. However, critical to persuasion is 
that this behavioural outcome be accomplished via changes in peoples’ attitudes and/or 
related mental representations. Indeed, when successful, persuasion is often regarded as 
the most powerful form of behavioural change for two reasons. First, the effects of 
persuasion have the potential to be enduring, whereas many other forms of social 
influence tend to be more transitory. For instance, getting people to comply with a 
request to donate money to a political party because they feel some obligation to the 
requester would not necessarily be expected to lead to future donations to the party 
beyond the immediate context. However, if people are persuaded to adopt positive 
attitudes toward the political party, this could produce future donations beyond the 
initial request. Second, persuasion has the potential to have broad behavioural effects. 
For example, persuading a person to adopt a positive attitude toward the political party 
might not only produce donations for the party, but also to specific political candidates 
associated with the party. It might also translate into people engaging in other forms of 
behaviour supportive of the party (e.g., doing volunteer work for the party).   

How is Social Influence Assessed? 

Assessing Behaviour. In the context of obedience, compliance, and sometimes 
conformity research, the primary objective of these forms of social influence is overt 
behaviour. Thus, it is common to determine influence by directly observing if the target 
behaviour is performed. However, in some cases, it might not be feasible to evaluate 
performance of the actual behaviour. In such situations, researchers sometimes simply 
rely upon later self-reports of behaviour. In cases where it is not possible to observe 
behaviour or collect self-reports of past behaviour, influence is often evaluated using 
measures of behavioural intentions, which refer to people’s subjective impressions of 
their likelihood of performing a given behaviour. Although behavioural intentions are 
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by no means perfectly related to actual behaviour, in many contexts and when 
appropriately measured, they are comparatively strong predictors of actual behaviour 
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Webb & Sheeran, 2006). Such 
intentions are typically assessed using self-report rating scales. Researchers interested in 
using behavioural intentions to predict behaviour have developed fairly formal 
procedures for constructing these self-report intention measures and following such 
procedures can substantially improve prediction (e.g., see Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). 
 
 Assessing attitudes. When the focus of social influence research is internal 
mental representations (e.g., attitudes) as is the case in persuasion and sometimes 
conformity studies, self-report rating scales are most commonly used to evaluate the 
impact of the influence attempt. Within the context of attitudes, a sizeable literature has 
accumulated regarding methods for constructing self-report measures of attitudes 
(Fabrigar, Krosnick, & MacDougall, 2006; Krosnick, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2018). 
Indeed, a number of very formal methods of constructing self-report measures have 
been developed including techniques such as the Thurstone Equally-Appearing Interval 
Scale, Likert Summated Rating Scale, and Semantic Differential Rating Scale. These 
approaches for measuring attitudes can be very useful and function quite well in many 
contexts. That being said, there are cases where self-reports measures might have 
significant drawbacks. Most notably, when attitudes involve socially sensitive topics, 
people might not express their true attitudes so as to manage the impressions others have 
towards them. In such situations, traditional self-report measures might not provide a 
valid assessment of the success of a persuasive attempt. 
 
 This concern has led to the development of alternative measures of attitudes. 
One general approach has been to develop physiological measures of attitudes (e.g., see 
Blascovich, 2014; see also Krosnick et al., 2018). A number of measures of this type 
have proven promising including facial electromyography (EMG), Event-Related 
Potentials (ERP), and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). Although 
physiological measures have proven to be a useful alternative to traditional self-report 
measures of attitudes, in many contexts their expense and technical requirements make 
them infeasible.  
 
 Another alternative approach to assessing attitudes, that has become extremely 
popular over the past 20 years, is “implicit” measures of attitudes (Gawronski & De 
Houwer, 2014; see also Krosnick et al., 2018). Implicit measures of attitudes do not 
directly ask people to report their attitudes. Instead, people are typically asked to 
perform some sort of judgmental task involving stimuli related to the attitude object of 
interest that is presumed to be influenced by attitudes toward that target object.  
 
 For example, the well-known Implicit Association Test (IAT) requires people to 
perform a word categorization task on a computer. One set of words involves 
categorizing words as either positive (e.g., peace, love) or negative (e.g., disease, hate). 
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A second set of words involves categorizing words related to the attitude object of 
interest and some comparison object. For instance, if the goal was to measure attitudes 
toward Canada versus the United States, words that are related to Canada (e.g., Maple 
Leaf, Ottawa) or the United States (e.g., Stars and Stripes, Washington DC) would be 
presented and people would categorize these words as Canadian or American. The 
computer records the speed with which people categorize words. In some trials, the 
same computer response key is used to indicate if a word is positive or Canada-related 
and a second response key is used to indicate if a word is negative or US-related. In 
other trials, these pairings are reversed (negative with Canada-related and positive with 
US-related). If people have stronger positive associations with Canada than the US, they 
should find trials with the positive/Canada response key pairing to be congruent and 
therefore much easier to perform (and therefore do it more quickly) than the 
negative/Canada pairing response key pairing (which should be done much slower). 
People with more positive associations with the US than Canada should show the 
opposite pattern. The difference in the average speed of performing this categorization 
task for the trials involving the two different pairings provides the index of relative 
attitudes toward Canada versus the US.  

A number of implicit attitude measures in addition to the IAT have been 
developed including but not limited to affective priming, the affect misattribution 
procedure (AMP), and the Go/No-Go Association Task (GNAT). The IAT and other 
implicit measures have been found to be less susceptible than traditional self-report 
measures to deliberate attempts to report socially desirable attitudes and in many cases 
they might capture people’s more automatic attitudes free of higher order cognitive 
considerations (see Petty, Fazio, & Briñol, 2009). Although implicit measures are 
typically more complicated to administer than traditional self-report attitude measures, 
they nonetheless can be adapted for use in many settings including on-line surveys. As 
such, they offer a practical alternative to self-report scales in many contexts.   

Assessing attitude strength. When evaluating the impact of persuasive appeals, 
the primary focus in both research and applied settings has been on gauging the extent 
to which attitudes are changed. That is, persuasive attempts have typically been assessed 
in terms of the extent to which they altered the valence (negative vs positive) and 
extremity (e.g., mildly negative vs extremely negative) dimensions of people’s attitudes. 
However, attitude theorists have come to increasingly appreciate that attitudes that are 
similar in their valence and extremity can nonetheless differ substantially in their 
underlying strength (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). For instance, two people might well both 
report a rating of 6 on a 7-point scale with respect to their favourability toward the issue 
of CAF involvement in military operations in Afghanistan. However, for the first 
person, this attitude might be comparatively weak in that it will be unstable over time, 
vulnerable to persuasion, and unlikely to influence behaviours and judgments. In 
contrast, the second person’s seemingly identical attitude might be quite enduring and 
consequential. 
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A sizeable body of research has emerged over the past 35 years documenting 
different properties of attitudes that distinguish when attitudes are likely to be strong or 
weak (see Fabrigar, MacDonald, & Wegener, 2018; Petty & Krosnick, 1995). These 
properties include characteristics of the underlying cognitive structure of attitudes (e.g., 
the extent to which the attitude is easily accessible from memory, the extent to which 
the attitude is based on extensive knowledge), subjective beliefs about the attitude (e.g., 
how certain people are regarding their attitudes, how personally important their attitudes 
are to them), and the manner in which the attitude is formed/changed (e.g., the extent to 
which the attitude is based on extensive consideration of attitude-relevant information, 
the extent to which the attitude is based on direct versus indirect experience). Measures 
of these various strength-related properties have been developed and can be used in 
conjunction with attitude measures to determine not only the extent to which people are 
favourable or unfavourable toward a given object (i.e., people’s attitudes), but also the 
strength with which these favourable versus unfavourable evaluations are held. 

Interestingly, research has indicated that sometimes attempts at persuasion can 
show no actual impact on the valence and extremity of the attitude itself, but 
nonetheless can produce changes in the underlying strength of the attitude (e.g., 
Tormala & Petty, 2002). Thus, one important lesson from the social influence literature 
is that persuasive attempts should be judged not only in terms of their impact on 
attitudes, but also their impact on the strength of attitudes. Indeed, in many applied 
contexts, the goal of persuasive campaigns is not so much to “convert” people (e.g., 
change an attitude from negative to positive), but rather to strengthen pre-existing 
attitudes so that they resist competing persuasive appeals, and translate their attitudes 
into behaviour. For example, many political advertisements are aimed at strengthening 
attitudes of party supporters to ensure that they resist attempts to undermine their 
support for the party and are sufficiently motivated to actually vote. Likewise, people 
generally have positive attitudes toward many environmentally-friendly behaviours. The 
challenge of many public service campaigns is to intensify these attitudes such that they 
translate into behaviour in the face of competing demands.  

ORGANIZATIONAL TAXONOMY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Overview 

Before we begin a detailed review of the empirical literature on the role of 
situational characteristics in social influence, it is important to discuss the organizational 
taxonomy and theoretical framework that we will use to structure our discussion of this 
literature. The organizational taxonomy that we will use is a four category typology that 
has a long history in persuasion research, but can also be meaningfully applied to other 
forms of social influence. Our primary reason for organizing our review in the context 
of this taxonomy is that the number of situational characteristics that could potentially 
play a role in social influence is vast. Indeed, based on our review, there are dozens of 
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situational characteristics known to have an impact on social influence and this list 
expands with each passing year. Thus, it is easy to become overwhelmed by the sheer 
number of characteristics in the literature. That being said, there are certain thematic 
similarities and differences underlying these social influence factors that can provide a 
useful basis for categorization. 
 
 Of course, categorization of situational characteristics is only a first step in 
arriving at a coherent framework for understanding the impact of these characteristics 
on social influence. One also needs to have insight into why these characteristics 
produce their effects on social influence. As we will see, a vast array of social influence 
effects have been demonstrated for different characteristics and these effects are quite 
diverse. Indeed, in some cases, the same characteristic has been found to produce 
different effects across different settings. Given the number of characteristics under 
consideration, it is easy for a review of these findings to become unwieldy and for a 
reader to get lost in the details of the literature. However, as will be discussed, this 
seemingly disparate set of effects can be conceptualized as reflecting a much more finite 
and manageable set of five basic underlying processes. By taking into account 
underlying psychological similarities and differences in various categories of situational 
characteristics in light of these five different processes, we can accomplish two 
important tasks. First, we can gain insight into why situational factors have produced the 
various effects documented in the literature. Second, this framework can provide a basis 
for generating predictions regarding how these properties might operate in novel 
settings that have yet to be tested. 
 

Taxonomy of Situational Characteristics 
 
 Even from the very early days of the scientific study of social influence, 
researchers realized that it would be important to arrive at some sort of taxonomy of 
situational factors to organize research. The taxonomy we will use is a system originally 
developed for understanding persuasion effects and generally attributed to Laswell 
(1948). It has been incorporated, in slightly modified form, in later theories of 
persuasion (e.g., McGuire, 1969) and remains a common organizing system for 
discussing persuasion variables (e.g., Petty, Briñol, Fabrigar, & Wegener, 2018; Petty & 
Wegener, 1998). Although this system of categorization was originally developed for 
use in organizing research on persuasion, it can nonetheless be usefully applied to 
organizing situational characteristics that play a role in conformity, compliance, and 
obedience. Regardless of the type of social influence under consideration, the central 
premise of this taxonomy is that all situational characteristics likely to have an impact 
on social influence fall into one of four broad categories of variables: source, message, 
recipient, and context.  
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Source Characteristics 
 
 Of the various situational characteristics that have been found to have an impact 
on social influence, many of these characteristics can be conceptualized as properties of 
the source of social influence. For any social influence attempt, there must be some 
originating source of that influence. For example, compliance and obedience require at 
least one person to make the request or issue the command. Persuasive appeals must be 
constructed and communicated by someone and conformity can only occur if someone 
is present to be observed. Many properties of the source of influence have been found to 
play a role in social influence. Some source characteristics reflect broader collective 
properties such as how many sources are exerting influence, the extent to which these 
sources are independent of one another, and the extent to which these sources are 
exerting consistent versus contradictory influence. Other source characteristics reflect 
properties located within a single source. For example, such characteristics include the 
expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness of a source.   
 
Message Characteristics 
 
 In order for social influence to occur, some type of information must be 
transmitted from one person to another. In the case of persuasion, this often involves a 
message of some sort, often containing positive or negative information regarding the 
attitude object of interest. In other cases, the information communicated in persuasion 
could be simple stimuli (e.g., the object paired with a positive stimulus). In the context 
of compliance and obedience, the message itself is the request or command. In 
conformity, it is some sort of observable behaviour. It is self-evident that features of the 
information that are transmitted should play a central role in the impact of an attempt to 
influence another. In the case of persuasion, the various characteristics of the message 
that have been studied are quite extensive, which is sensible because persuasion can 
often involve fairly complex messages. For example, research has investigated the 
impact of the content of the message (e.g., does the message attempt to evoke strong 
emotional responses or does it focus on changing people’s beliefs) and how the style in 
which information in the message is expressed (e.g., does it make use of rhetorical 
questions or not). In the case of other forms of social influence, the nature of the 
“message” tends to be much simpler and thus there has been less research on message 
characteristics in this context. However, in the case of compliance, there has been 
substantial interest in how requests are structured. Indeed, a large literature has 
developed exploring different tactics that people can use to structure their requests in a 
manner so as to maximize compliance.      
 
Recipient Characteristics 
 
 Just as the characteristics of the influence source have an impact, so too do 
characteristics of the person who is the target of influence. Some of these recipient 



13 

characteristics involve very general and stable personality traits and individual 
differences. These sorts of stable recipient characteristics will not be the focus of the 
present report as they have been extensively reviewed in previous technical reports (e.g., 
see Fabrigar, Kan, Vaughan-Johnston, & Seaboyer, 2016). Instead, we will focus on 
more situationally bound recipient characteristics. For example, researchers have 
documented a number of comparatively transitory recipient characteristics (e.g., current 
mood states) that are known to have an impact on social influence processes. Other 
recipient characteristics can be comparatively stable, but are nonetheless specific to a 
given situation. For example, the extent to which a person’s attitude is predominantly 
based on affect versus cognition could often be quite stable for that given issue (i.e., 
attitude object), but only applicable to a single attitude object. Across other attitude 
objects, the bases of attitudes or the functions attitudes serve are likely to vary, meaning 
that a person might act one way in situations involving one topic, and act quite 
differently when a different topic is involved. For instance, a person’s attitude toward a 
particular type of music (e.g., jazz) might be based predominantly on affective reactions, 
whereas that person’s attitude toward a brand of toothpaste (e.g., Crest) might be very 
cognitively based. Likewise, many traditional attitude strength variables such as 
working knowledge, attitude certainty, or attitude importance are also likely object-
specific recipient characteristics. Of course, many situation-specific recipient 
characteristics could have both a stable and transitory component. For instance, the 
extent to which a person’s attitude is readily accessible from memory has a chronic 
component, but can also be influenced by more transitory factors such as the frequency 
and recency of attitude activation. Recipient characteristics have been studied 
extensively in all four forms of social influence. 

Context Characteristics 

Social influence always occurs in some sort of context and the features of this 
context can have an impact on the magnitude of the influence that occurs as well as the 
underlying processes responsible for this influence. These context factors are external to 
the source, message, or recipient, but nonetheless can have effects. A number of such 
context characteristics have been documented in the literature. For example, sometimes 
the influence occurs in a context where there are few distractions (e.g., a person 
listening to a radio advertisement while driving alone with little traffic on the road), 
whereas in other cases the environment might be highly distracting (e.g., a person 
listening to a radio advertisement while talking to a passenger and driving under 
conditions of heavy traffic). Other contextual factors include characteristics such as the 
modality by which the influence is communicated (e.g., face-to-face, audiovisual, 
auditory, written) and the extent to which the context provides forewarning of an 
advocated position and/or persuasive intent (e.g., encountering a door-to-door 
salesperson at one’s front door is a context where people will quite reasonably infer the 
intent to influence).  



14 

Multi-Category Interactions 

Although it is the case that characteristics of the situation can be meaningfully 
classified into four general categories and such a categorization can be useful for 
organizational purposes, it is important to note that the effects of these different 
categories are not necessarily independent of one another. The effects produced by one 
type of situational characteristic might well be contingent on another type of situational 
characteristics. For example, the impact of variations of message characteristics are 
often regulated by characteristics of the recipient. One illustration of this is in the 
context of persuasive messages that are predominantly affective (emotional) versus 
cognitive (informational) in nature. The extent to which either type of message is 
effective is in part determined by whether the recipient’s attitude is primarily based on 
affect versus cognition (e.g., Fabrigar & Petty, 1999; Guyer, Fabrigar, Vaughan-
Johnston, & Tang, 2018). Likewise, the success of messages stressing different attitude 
functions (e.g., value-expressive, utilitarian, or social-adjustive functions) is in part 
determined by the function a recipient’s attitude serves (e.g. see Lavine & Snyder, 1996; 
Petty & Wegener, 1998; Shavitt, 1990). Similarly, many social influence effects are also 
joint effects of source and recipient. For instance, a substantial literature has 
accumulated indicating that social influence is often enhanced when the source of 
influence is similar to the target of influence (e.g., see Brock, 1965; Mackie, Worth, & 
Asuncion, 1990). Obviously, a concept such as source similarity is by definition 
determined jointly by characteristics of the source and recipient.     

Summary of Taxonomy 

Table 1 presents a list of situational characteristics, organized by category, that 
have received significant attention in the social influence literature. In considering the 
assignment of characteristics to categories provided in Table 1, it is useful to keep in 
mind that this table likely oversimplifies the relations among characteristics. For 
example, we have restricted ourselves to listing each characteristic in only one of the 
four categories. In some cases, characteristics might be conceptualized as belonging to 
more than one category.  

Table 1: Situational characteristics organized by category. 

Source Credibility: how believable the source is 
Expertise: …based on their relevant knowledge and ability 
Trustworthiness: …based on their motivation to be truthful 

Immediacy: how close the source is to the recipient 
Liking: how much the source is worthy of liking 

Attractiveness: …based on their physical attractiveness  
Familiarity: …based on how well-known they are to the recipient 
Similarity: …based on their resemblance to the recipient 
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Number of sources: whether there are one or more sources 
Power: how much the source is empowered to influence the recipient 

Message Difficulty: how hard the message is to understand 
Message framing (gains vs losses): whether messages are focused on 
gains or losses 
One- versus two-sided messages: whether a message introduces an 
alternative side, and how this alternative side is managed 
Quantity/length: how extensive the message is 
Scarcity: whether the message stresses the scarcity of an object or 
opportunity 
Structure: features of how the message is ordered and presented 
Type of Message Information:  affective versus cognitive content, focus 
on specific attitude functions such as utilitarian, value-expressive, or 
social-adjustive 

Recipient Attitude bases (affective vs cognitive): whether a recipient is more 
focused on their feelings (affect) or information (cognitions) 
Attitude functions: the functions served by the attitude object for 
recipients, such as when attitudes serve instrumental roles for people 
Behavioural/Task importance: whether the matter at hand is personally 
significant for the recipient 
Consistency: whether a recipient feels a desire to be consistent with their 
prior behaviours  
Knowledge: whether the recipient has relevant knowledge about the topic 
Ostracism: whether the recipient feels isolated from other people 
Previous disobedience: whether the recipient has previously acted against 
the source 
Responsibility: whether the recipient feels personally responsible for 
consequences relevant to the attitude object 

Context Anonymity: whether recipients feel that their actions or responses are 
hidden from others 
Distraction and time pressure: degree to which recipients attention is 
distracted or their ability to think carefully is impaired 
Emergencies: dramatic situations in which urgent action is required of 
recipients 
Modality: whether a message is video-taped, written, et cetera 
Reciprocity: whether a situation involves returning a favour, such as when 
one has been given a gift and then asked for help 
Repetition: whether a message is presented once or several times 

 
Processes Underlying the Effects of Situational Characteristics 

 
 The taxonomy we have presented provides a useful way of organizing the vast 
number of situational characteristics that might plausibly be expected to have an impact 
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on social influence. However, this categorization system does not on its own provide a 
basis for making predictions regarding how these characteristics will have an impact on 
social influence or explanations for why they might be expected to have their effects. To 
address these questions, we draw heavily on several related theories originally 
formulated and tested by Richard E. Petty and his colleagues. Most notably, the ideas 
we present are derived from the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) and to a lesser 
extent the Meta-Cognitive Model (MCM) and Flexible Correction Model (FCM; see 
Petty & Briñol, 2014; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty & Wegener, 1999; Wegener & 
Petty, 1997). Although the ELM and MCM in particular were originally designed to 
account for phenomena related to attitudes and persuasion, all three theories can be 
usefully applied more broadly to other types of social judgments (e.g., the self-concept, 
stereotypes) and other forms of social influence (i.e., compliance, obedience, and 
conformity). A key premise underlying the conceptual framework we will advance 
based on these theories is that the four general categories of situational characteristics 
we have discussed can produce a multiplicity of social influence effects. However, 
ultimately these effects are a result of only five fundamental underlying psychological 
processes (see Table 2 for a summary of these processes). Another key premise 
underlying these theories is that which of these five psychological processes is likely to 
emerge is in part determined by the extent to which people are thoughtful versus non-
thoughtful in the responses to social influence. 
 
Low Thought Mechanisms 
  
 First, when people are in situations in which they are unmotivated (e.g., a topic 
of persuasion is comparatively unimportant or a behavioural request involves minimal 
effort) and/or unable (i.e., people are under time pressure or the environment has many 
distractions) to engage in careful thought in response to some type of influence being 
exerted on them, people rely on simple peripheral cues in their environment to provide 
them with a non-thoughtful basis to formulate a response to an influence (sometimes 
referred to as the peripheral route to influence). For example, if an influence originates 
from a source that is attractive, they might use the attractiveness of a source as a simple 
non-thoughtful cue to infer that they should respond favourably to the influence. This 
reliance on attractiveness to shape their responses will involve minimal cognitive effort 
and in some cases might occur without the recipient of influence even being aware that 
they are making use of this cue.  
 
 Thus, under conditions of low thought (often referred to as low cognitive 
elaboration in the social psychological literature), situational characteristics will exert 
their effects by providing various peripheral cues that might be used to shape responses 
to influence and/or by affecting the types of peripheral cues people tend to focus on 
when responding to influence attempts. For example, characteristics of a source of 
influence provide a rich set of cues that people might use as a non-thoughtful basis to 
respond to influence. Classic source characteristics such as expertise, trustworthiness, 
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and attractiveness are all features of the source that can provide simple, non-thoughtful 
bases for shaping responses to influence. Likewise, characteristics of the recipient will 
often determine the sorts of cues to which people are more likely to respond. For 
example, a person whose attitude serves a social-adjustive function (i.e., the attitude was 
formed as a means of facilitating social interaction with others) might be more likely to 
rely on the popularity of the message source or the popularity of the advocated position 
as peripheral cues than a person whose attitude on the same topic serves a value-
expressive function (i.e., the attitude was formed as a means of expressing some 
cherished value).  

High Thought Mechanisms 

In other cases, people might be in situations in which they are highly motivated 
(e.g., the topic is personally important to them or the request requires substantial effort) 
and are very able (e.g., there is substantial time to consider a message or request and 
there are no distractions in the environment) to carefully consider their responses to the 
influence to which they are being subjected. In such circumstances, people will carefully 
evaluate (i.e., engage in extensive cognitive elaboration) information directly relevant to 
the merits of an influence being exerted upon them (e.g., arguments in favour of or 
against an advocacy). People will then use the evaluative responses they generate after 
carefully considering the information being communicated to them in determining their 
reactions to the influence (sometimes referred to as the central route to influence).  

Under these conditions, situational characteristics can exert their effects on 
influence via one or more of three possible mechanisms. First, situational characteristics 
might provide information directly relevant to evaluating the merits of a given 
attitudinal position or behavioural action. For example, a recipient characteristic such as 
the person’s current mood state might serve as direct information in evaluating the 
merits of a relaxation audio recording or a source’s attractiveness might be regarded as 
information directly relevant to evaluating the merits of a cosmetic product.    

Second, in some cases, situational characteristics might not provide information 
directly relevant to evaluating the merits of a given attitude or behaviour, but might bias 
the manner in which information that is directly relevant is processed (i.e., might 
predispose people to generate either predominantly positive or negative responses to the 
information). Finally, situational characteristics might also affect meta-cognitions 
related to the thoughts and other evaluative responses people generate in reaction to an 
influence attempt.  

Moderate Thought Mechanisms 

Finally, in some cases, people might find themselves in situations in which they 
are not constrained either to be very non-thoughtful or very thoughtful. Rather they 
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could be in a situation where substantial thought is possible, but there is not a 
compelling external reason to engage in extensive thought (e.g., there are only a few 
distractions in the environment, but the topic of the persuasive message is only 
moderately important). In such circumstances, situational characteristics could affect the 
extent to which more or less thought is expended in responding to the influence being 
exerted. For example, a source characteristic such as expertise could play an important 
role in determining how thoughtful people are in such a situation. If the source is high in 
expertise, people might assume the information being provided is very useful and thus 
think very carefully about the information provided. If the source is low in expertise, 
people might conclude that the information provided is likely to have little value and 
thus not be motivated to carefully think about the information. Interestingly, depending 
on the circumstances, more thought could lead to more or less influence. If the 
arguments provided in a message are very convincing, more thought would lead to more 
persuasion and thus high expertise sources would produce more persuasion than low 
expertise sources. However, if the arguments are very weak, the reverse would be true. 
More thought would lead to less persuasion and thus low expertise sources would 
produce more persuasion than high expertise sources. This report, particularly the 
persuasion section, will make repeated reference to this approach to examining variables 
at moderate levels of thought. This is because showing that a variable leads to increased 
discrimination between weak and strong messages is frequently used as evidence that a 
variable influences cognitive elaboration. 
 
 Table 2: Cognitive processes related to social influence 
 

Use of cues Elaboration level: Low 
Peripheral cues such as heuristics or social approval cues often influence 
people. Some situational characteristics provide a rich source for simple 
cues to determine how people should respond to influence.  

Amount of 
thinking 

Elaboration level: Medium  
Situational characteristics can affect responses to social influence, by 
changing the extent to which people think about information. Elevated 
levels of thought lead to stronger attitudes. 

Use of 
arguments 

Elaboration level: High 
Some situational characteristics provide information directly relevant to 
evaluating the merits of a given attitudinal position or behavioural action.  

Direction of 
thinking (bias) 

Elaboration level: High 
Situational characteristics can cause people to systematically bias their 
thinking about information related to an attitude or behaviour. One clear 
example of biased thinking is when thinking works to systematically 
strengthen one side of an argument at the exclusion of the other (either 
pro-message or counter-message). 

Meta-
Cognitions 

Elaboration level: High 
Some thoughts are more or less strong, ambivalent, or accessible. Some 
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situational characteristics may regulate the extent to which people view 
their reactions as valid, resulting in increased attitude strength.  

Situational Characteristics and Multiple Mechanisms 

In our discussion of the five core mechanisms underlying the effects of 
situational characteristics on social influence, we have noted that one of these 
mechanisms (functioning as a peripheral cue) operates under conditions when people 
are either unmotivated and/or unable to think carefully when responding to influence. 
Three other mechanisms (functioning as an argument, functioning to bias the direction 
of thoughts, and functioning to validate thoughts) can emerge under conditions where 
people are both motivated and able to think carefully when responding to influence. The 
fifth mechanism (functioning as a determinant of amount of thought) can occur under 
conditions when people are not constrained to be either very high or very low in the 
amount of thinking they are likely to undertake in response to influence. 

One important point that has been central to the ELM since its earliest days is 
that these five core processes do not map on to different situational factors in a simple 
one-to-one fashion. Specifically, the theory postulates that any characteristic exerts its 
effects on social influence as a result of one or more of these five processes. That is, a 
variable can potentially function in “multiple roles”, with the specific role a variable 
plays in part being determined by the extent to which people are being thoughtful in 
their responses to influence. Whether a given characteristic can ultimately impact 
influence as a result of all five processes or some subset of these processes will depend 
on the nature of the characteristic and the context in which it is encountered. Some 
characteristics can function via all five processes. At the other extreme, some 
characteristics exert their effects via only a single process. We will illustrate this point 
throughout our review of the literature. Specifically, in cases where existing theory and 
past research suggests a given characteristic can exert its impact via several of these 
mechanisms, we will make note of this fact and discuss some of the studies that have 
demonstrated the different mechanisms by which that characteristic produces its effects. 
In cases where a characteristic is likely to be associated with only a single mechanism, 
we will also make note of this and discuss why that is the case.   

Of course, one important implication of this concept of multiple roles is that it 
suggests that the effects of some characteristics could be quite broad, but also very 
complex. For example, a characteristic that functions as a result of all or most of these 
processes will likely have an impact under a very wide range of conditions. However, 
the precise nature of that effect could be quite different. Indeed, as we will illustrate, in 
some cases the same characteristic could have opposite effects under different 
circumstances. In the case of characteristics that function through only a single 
mechanism, that characteristic is likely to have an impact under a more narrow set of 
conditions, but the nature of the effect it has will generally be more straightforward.  
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REVIEW OF THE EMPIRICAL LITERATURE 
 

Conformity 
 
Overview 
 
 Conformity is a form of social influence in which a recipient acquires others’ 
attitudes or imitates their actions (or inaction; Sorrels & Kelley, 1984). As noted in the 
introduction, sources need not have any desire to influence a recipient in conformity, but 
may be influencing them all the same. Unlike other forms of social influence, which will 
be discussed in later sections, conformity sources can be very passive, and need not 
exert themselves towards changing the source’s mind or behaviour—they are exerting 
influence simply by doing whatever they are doing.  

 
What matters most in conformity is a recipient’s perception of what sources are 

thinking or doing. Thus, one can conform to the behaviour of an audience laughing at a 
sit-com, even if in actuality that laughter is pre-recorded and was not actually produced 
in response to the sit-com at all. Thus, we can think of conformity in short as “yielding 
to perceived group norms”. This means that people’s inclination to conform can be 
directly manipulated by surrounding people with other people who will express the 
desired belief or behaviour.  

 
One explanation advanced for conformity is that there are at least two pressures 

active in acts of conformity: informational and normative (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). 
Informational influences are indicated when individuals see other people’s behaviours 
as providing knowledge that is useful in making a judgment. That is, sometimes one 
may conform because one thinks that other people have valid perceptions, knowledge, 
and information that may differ from one’s own. In contrast, normative influences are 
when one succumbs to group pressure out of a desire to “get along” with others. That is, 
sometimes people conform to seem like a “team player” or “nice person” when in a group.  

 
Social psychology has explored conformity through several key paradigms. 

What is sometimes less discussed is that conformity effects are highly impacted by a 
variety of factors. This is of great importance because these factors are sometimes 
controllable, meaning that people wanting to make use of them might be able to increase 
or decrease conformity as they wish. 

 
Classic Demonstrations of Conformity  

 
 Before discussing factors that regulate the magnitude of conformity, it is helpful 
to be acquainted with the major paradigms that have been used to demonstrate 
conformity effects. First, in Sherif’s autokinetic effect (1937) studies, participants are 
brought into a darkened room, in which a small light is shone onto a wall. The light is 
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actually unmoving; however, an optical illusion exists such that people typically 
mistakenly perceive motion when seeing the light. Naturally there is some variation in 
how much motion they see: some see an inch, and some see five inches of illusory 
movement. Individually, people find their own norms: once they estimate how much the 
light is moving, they become somewhat consistent in judging the light’s supposed 
movement. However, when people are put into the room together, they compromise, 
settling into an intermediate judgment between their two estimates. That is, the “one 
inch” and “five inch” estimators might both end up stating that the light moves three 
inches. In short, the individuals conform to one another’s perceptions. 

A few interesting observations can be made about this procedure. First, people 
are seemingly not aware of the other group members’ influence on them. Sherif directly 
asked individuals whether they had been influenced by others’ judgments, and most 
indicated that they were not. Thus, it is unlikely that people were deliberately averaging 
their responses according to some perceived rule (i.e., averaging will not help them 
reach a more accurate judgment). Second, some people reported that they found the 
experience unpleasant. This is potentially interesting in that similar observations have 
been made in other conformity paradigms—that people sometimes feel discomfort when 
undergoing the influence of conformity which causes them to act against their ordinary 
behaviour. Thus, it should be noted that people do not always feel existential comfort in 
blending in with a group and conforming to their interests. 

Although people were not aware that other people’s judgments influenced them, 
Sherif’s paradigm is best understood as guided by informational conformity. People’s 
estimates can be influenced by other people’s judgments without their consciously 
thinking it through as such. Sherif (1936) pointed out that once people were exposed to 
other people who misperceived an autokinetic effect, they continued to be influenced by 
other people’s estimates in private. That is, if an individual had heard people 
misperceiving an average of “two inches” of movement, then even when separated into 
their own chamber alone, two inches remained their guess of how much movement 
occurred. In this context, any normative influence is eliminated because participants are 
alone—and yet people continued to conform to a set norm. Thus, the informational 
component of conformity appears to be sufficient to produce conforming behaviours.  

Second, we will introduce Solomon Asch’s conformity experiments (the ‘line 
studies’). In these experiments, Asch (1956) sampled from diverse groups of 
participants including students from different colleges, as well as teachers. In the basic 
experiment, a single real participant was studied at a time, accompanied by seven 
confederates who had received prior instructions from the experimenter. The 
confederates’ job was to provide the participant with a pressure to conform to the group. 

In the main task, participants are presented with a single ‘standard’ line and three 
‘comparison’ lines presented immediately adjacent to the standard (see Fig. 1). 
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Participants are asked to answer which of the lines is equivalent in length to the 
standard. Answers are provided one at a time, out loud, with the actual participant 
usually answering after several confederates have provided their (often incorrect) 
answers. Of the three comparison lines, one is clearly the same length as the standard, 
which constitutes the objectively correct answer. The comparison lines are clearly marked 
(‘1’, ‘2’, ‘3’) so there is no ambiguity about which line participants are referring to. 

 
Fig. 1. Stimuli used in Asch’s (1956) conformity experiments. Participants are asked to consider which of 
the comparison lines is equivalent in length to the ‘standard’ line on the left. For example, in stimulus set 
1 (top), the 3” line is in reality equivalent in length to the line on the far right. (Obviously the numbers are 
included only for illustrative purposes, and were not shown in the experimental trials.) Figure is adapted 
from Asch (1956). 

 
On most trials, confederates answer incorrectly to the questions, although to 

allay suspicion they do occasionally answer accurately. Confederates sometimes provide 
moderately wrong answers, and at other times provide extremely wrong answers, either 
underestimating or overestimating length. Thus, when participants respond they have 
usually heard seven previous ‘participants’ provide the same, wrong answer. The 
question is, will they conform to the group pressure and provide a clearly false (but 
highly popular) answer to a straightforward question?  
  
 In a control group, wherein participants are not exposed to incorrect responses, 
participants make errors on less than 1% of trials. This is important because it 
demonstrates that when people are not being subjected to conformity pressure, they are 
very clear about the right answer. However, when participants have heard previous 
incorrect responses, this error rate jumps to 37%. Furthermore, 76% of participants gave 
at least one false answer in the experimental condition, indicating that most people 
conformed at least some of the time.  

 
In Asch’s paradigm, normative influences would mean that one is making 

incorrect line judgments because one wants to fit in with the confederates. Normative 
influences clearly matter in this paradigm, because when participants are made to be 
anonymous (as will be discussed later), conformity drops. Thus, when the goal of 
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‘blending in’ is reduced by hiding people’s identities, the motivation to conform 
decreases. Informational influences would be if people view confederate behaviours as 
truly providing meaningful ‘data’ in evaluating the lines. Indeed, Asch’s post-
experimental interviews revealed that participants sometimes doubted their own senses 
in the line study, and thus favoured the group’s behaviour over their own perception. 
Although the control condition shows that people are very capable of completing the 
task, an informational influence might work here by making people literally doubt their 
own senses. 

Asch was very clear about “the presence of extreme individual differences in 
response to the experimental condition.” Specifically, “There were completely 
independent subjects, and there were others who went over to the majority without 
exception” (p. 11). Thus, it is worth noting that some people appeared to be impervious 
to conformity pressure.  

Conformity research has led to the identification of many source, message, 
recipient, and context variables that can lead conformity rates to increase or decrease. 
These serve as a guide for those who would induce—or aim to generate resistance 
against—conformity pressures. 

Source Factors 

Source factors are the qualities of the individual(s) who are exerting influence on 
the recipient. In conformity, this would be the individuals whose behaviours the 
recipient is ‘imitating’, even though these individuals may not be deliberately producing 
influence. Empirical research has identified a number of source factors that regulate the 
level of conformity.  

Number of sources. Imagine the discomfort of disagreeing with somebody else 
about which one of three lines are equivalent to a comparison target—then imagine the 
discomfort of disagreeing with a dozen other people. Although disagreeing with other 
people’s perceptions in an experiment is rarely comfortable, the larger the group the 
stronger the pressure is to ‘do as they do’.  

One example of the number of sources having an influence on conformity 
behaviour is a study conducted by Milgram, Bickman, and Berkowitz (1969). In this 
creative field study, they arranged for groups of various sizes to stand around on a 
sidewalk, staring upwards at a particular window in a building. No doubt you have 
experienced a situation like this one: you see one or more people staring at something, 
and you follow their gaze to see what they are looking at. Milgram varied the number of 
people in these groups to be: 1, 2, 3, 5, 10, or 15, and an experimenter monitored the 
behaviours of passersby: would they follow the gaze of the staring individual(s), or not? 
Looking indicated conformity: there was no information about why the people were 
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looking other than the fact they were looking. Group size dramatically impacted 
conformity behaviour, with 42% of passers-by staring upwards with 1 person staring, 
and 86% joining in when 15 people were staring upwards. 
 
 Another clear example of source number is in Asch’s (1956) study. Conformity 
increased most rapidly when the number of conformity-producing influencers grew 
from one to three, and leveled out by the time fifteen influencers were utilized (also see 
Rosenberg, 1961). Why? People may not feel that resisting a group of fifteen people has 
special significance beyond resisting ten: at some point, a group may just be regarded as 
a multitude. 
 

However, a more compelling view is offered by Gerard, Wilhelmy, and 
Conolley (1968). These authors noted that in the Asch line judgment task studies, 
recipients may not see the confederates as particularly independent. Each confederate 
may be seen as influenced by the previous ones. By the time one reaches fifteen 
confederates, the fifteenth may be seen as biased by the consistent answers provided by 
the prior fourteen. Gerard et al. (1968) modified the study so that each confederate’s 
response was seen as being given independently of the others. Additional confederates 
began to increase conformity in a linear pattern. Because recipients saw each 
confederate as independent, their influence was seen as being additive rather than 
redundant.  

 
In the Gerard et al. (1968) example, recipients allow each source to additively 

influence them when they are independent, but judge them to be redundant otherwise. 
This fine-tuned distinction suggests that recipients in these conditions are being 
comparatively thoughtful. Consider the cognitive effort involved in observing that other 
‘participants’ may be influencing one another, recognizing that such influences have 
implications for the additive information provided by each opinion, and then re-
evaluating the evidential value of their behaviours based on this bias. Such sophisticated 
cognitive processes typically involve substantial motivation and ability.  

 
As noted in the introduction, motivation and ability to process often lead to 

thought-based mechanisms, such as bias towards positive/negative thoughts, or meta-
cognitive processes. We suggest that the number of conformity-promoting individuals 
may, at least in some cases, influence responses through biasing people’s thinking. 
Specifically, having a large number of sources—particularly independent ones—acting 
in the same way, may cause people to produce more pro-conformity thoughts, resulting 
in a greater amount of conformity behaviour. Alternatively, the number of sources may 
lead recipients to be more confident in their pro-conformity thoughts. The idea here 
would be that their pro-conformity thoughts must be very certain and justified because, 
after all, many other people have (independently) reached the same conclusion. Of 
course, in other contexts, when people are unmotivated or unable to carefully reflect on 
their actions or attitudes, the behaviours of others could serve as a simple cue. 
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Liking. Several very specific source characteristics can be considered to be 
determinants of liking, including concepts like familiarity (familiar sources are more 
likeable), similarity (we like people who resemble ourselves), and attractiveness (we 
prefer physically appealing targets). Although these features are conceptually quite 
distinct, they are viewed as having an important shared meaning in social psychology—
they all affect social influence by generating more liking towards a source. It stands to 
reason that we are more likely to imitate people we like, although liking the source is 
not a necessary condition for conformity (e.g., consider the complete strangers who 
induced conformity in the Milgram et al., (1969) example provided in the previous 
subsection). 

Generally, manipulations of source liking are done by making an entire group 
seem more attractive as a whole, rather than making just a few of the sources more 
individually attractive. One study by Jackson and Salzstein (1958) is representative. 
Participants were either informed that “they had been matched for congeniality and 
ability to work well together” (high attraction condition) or that “we had been unable to 
match them” (low attraction condition). Participants then performed a slightly more 
complicated version of the Asch line task, characterized as a “maze-like” task in which 
they had to figure out which of four possible lines provided the shortest route from one 
point to another. Importantly, participants engaged in 26 problems which “varied in 
their degree of difficulty or ambiguity”; this is important because ambiguity is itself a 
factor that influences conformity, as will be discussed later. Conformity only occurred 
under the high attraction condition, and vanished under low attraction. 

Rotter (1967) found that participants’ perceptions of how attractive their group 
was increased conformity. He used a single item which had participants rate how much 
they liked their group, which predicted their likelihood of conforming. Rotter was also 
able to successfully manipulate how much participants liked their groups by 
manipulating whether participants thought that their group accepted them or not. When 
people felt rejected by their group, this led them to dislike their group, which led them 
to resist conformity pressure. 

In these procedures, there is rarely any explicit attempt to increase or decrease 
participants’ level of thinking. Thus, it is difficult to know the extent to which any of 
our previously discussed five basic processes (see Table 2) might be responsible for 
conformity effects due to liking. From a purely informational standpoint, it is not 
entirely clear why attractiveness or other liking factors would increase conformity via 
high, moderate, or low thought processes. However, it is possible that likeable groups 
are seen as more intelligent or competent through some kind of ‘halo effect’ (Nisbett & 
Wilson, 1977) whereby likeable individuals are simply seen as ‘better’ in many respects. 
Perhaps more likely, normative processes might be a more plausible explanation for the 
effects of liking. It is possible that people’s desire to have approval from likeable others 
could lead them to be biased in their thoughts, willing to engage in more extensive 
thought, or willing to rely on liking as a simple cue.  
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Other source factors in conformity. One critical source factor that is less 
obviously a source factor to begin with, is whether individuals have an ‘ally’ who resists 
conformity, which might be thought of as inconsistency within a group of sources. 
Imagine being in Asch’s line judgment task, and sitting next to another individual who 
gives the same, accurate response every time. Although 90% of the room is still saying 
the opposite of what you believe to be the case, there is at least one person who seems to 
see things your way. To you, these are all sources: but whereas most are unified in their 
(wrong) answer, another one has deviated from that flock. Naturally, you can conform 
to this lone individual’s behaviour just as you can conform to the majority. It turns out 
that the presence of even one, heavily-outnumbered ally can largely offset conforming 
behaviours (Asch, 1956). Interestingly, some researchers have even used an 
incompetent ally approach: among all the pseudo-participants, the only one to agree 
with the participant wears thick-rimmed glasses, implying visual impairments. 
Interestingly, even this problematic ally was sufficient to vastly reduce conformity 
(from 97% to 64%; Allen & Levin, 1968). Thus, it seems that a large part of the ally 
effect may be driven by a motivational effect rather than a simple information-
processing mechanism. After all, if the ally influenced people through providing 
information, an almost-blind ally should presumably provide little information to guide 
one to trust their own judgment. There is little rational reason to feel reinforced in a 
judgment by the agreement of a mostly-blind person, but it certainly may provide some 
motivational force. Asch (1955) also discusses cases where a confederate model gives 
either ‘slightly wrong’ or ‘dramatically wrong’ answers, which are nonetheless distinct 
from the majority of confederates (who give a unified wrong answer). Interestingly, 
although the dissenter is still not giving the correct answer (which the participant 
presumably has in mind), conformity drops regardless of whether dissenters are slightly 
or dramatically wrong. This may speak to a normative influence whereby the dissenter 
is making the participant feel more comfortable disagreeing with the group, even if the 
dissenter’s “information” is completely useless (i.e., in the dramatically wrong 
condition).  

 
 Applied recommendations. One may want to be familiar with conformity-
influencing variables both to encourage conformity among specific targets, such as 
when confederates are used to model a particular behaviour for a target. Generally 
speaking, conformity increases if the sources are highly likeable (e.g., familiar, such as 
friends; similar to the recipient in terms of personality). Furthermore, conformity 
increases as the number of source individuals increases, and this may cascade 
powerfully if these sources are seen as being independent. Therefore, one can encourage 
conformity by leading people to believe that people are independently acting in an 
identical way, and by exposing recipients to many such people. Such principles have 
sometimes been utilized in influence campaigns conducted in support of military 
operations. For example, during the first Gulf War, many of the leaflets produced by 
coalition forces stressed the participation of many different countries in the coalition, 
especially those involving countries from the Middle East. 
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Message Factors 
 
 Although we have included a message factors section for most of the social 
influence subtypes, none are included for conformity. This is not due to some kind of 
blind spot among psychologists. As we have alluded to in the report’s introduction, 
conformity often contains very minimal messages, such as confederates looking at an 
object, or saying “Line 1”. Likely for this reason, there has not been much investigation 
into message factors in conformity, as “messages” in this form of social influence have 
typically been quite minimal.  
 
Recipient Factors 
 

Consistency. There are many reasons that people might commit to a position 
before being exposed to conformity pressure, and therefore want to be consistent with 
that position later. In past research, consistency motivation has been manipulated by 
having participants either make a prior commitment to a position or not do so. Deutsch 
and Gerard (1955) found that when participants had written down an initial opinion in 
the Asch line judgment task, for example, they became more resistant to conformity 
pressures when they heard that most people gave answers deviating from their own. 
That is, hearing that other people thought that the right answer was ‘Line 2’ was less 
convincing if participants had written down that they thought it was ‘Line 1’.  

 
Interestingly, this resistance to conformity based on consistency was quite strong 

both when participants’ initial responses were just written down privately (onto a Magic 
Writing Pad which could be erased once each round was completed), or publicly 
(written down permanently on a piece of paper, signed with the participant’s name, and 
submitted to the experimenter later). This may speak to why anonymity matters in 
resisting conformity. Since the resistance effect occurs even when people write their 
answers down in complete privacy, people are not merely trying to avoid the 
embarrassment of contradicting themselves in front of the experimenter. Rather, they 
seem almost equally concerned with simply acting in a contradictory manner, even in 
the privacy of their own thoughts. This speaks to a general psychological principle of 
consistency: people generally dislike changing their minds, or contradicting their former 
opinions/behaviours, and will commit energy and resources to avoid inconsistency. It is 
very likely that this effect is driven by a thought-biasing effect: people dislike being 
inconsistent with their previous answers, and this causes them to have more anti-
conformity thoughts when the possibility of changing their mind (to match the group) 
arises. 

 
Behavioural/Task importance. Conformity can often concern very low-stakes 

behaviour, such as when people conform to staring up at a window in the middle of 
downtown. When you think about it, the risks inherent to such a behaviour are quite 
minimal, other than a bit of mild embarrassment if there is nothing of note in the 
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window. The rewards (if the staring is ‘justified’) are potentially more significant: 
perhaps something is about to fall from the window and cause damage or injury, or 
perhaps there is a fire blazing from the window. The extent to which recipients perceive 
the attitude or behaviour to be important might well be expected to be an important 
factor in conformity (see Baron, Vandello, & Brunsman, 1996). To date, studies have 
taken a somewhat different approach to task importance. 

 
First, Di Vesta (1959) informed some participants that responses in a judgment 

task were highly related to intelligence; others were not told this. Here the ‘task 
importance’ took the form of performance-contingent self-enhancement: if participants 
performed well, they would feel smart. In this study, greater task importance led to 
decreased levels of conformity, as though participants were second-guessing the 
behaviours of group members given the additional incentive of feeling smart if the 
others were in fact wrong. This is an interesting example of importance for a simple 
reason: the reward seems to evaporate if people choose correct answers only because 
somebody else said it first. Under these conditions, then, it makes sense that importance 
decreases conformity. 

 
Another study (Krech, Crutchfield, & Ballachey, 1962) manipulated task 

importance by offering groups a cash reward if they were the most accurate group out of 
twelve groups. This led to increased conformity. A third study by Crowne and Liverant 
(1973) found that some individuals conformed more when they could bet on the 
accuracy of their responses. That is, individuals could win up to $3 by making accurate 
assessments, and this seemed to increase conformity rates. Thus, whether a financial 
reward was offered to a whole group or just to an individual, conformity increased when 
this kind of importance was layered over a task. 

 
Why might importance sometimes decrease conformity, as in the first example, 

but then sometimes increase conformity, as in the second and third examples? Baron et 
al. (1996) suggested that task importance might increase conformity if tasks are 
particularly difficult, but decrease conformity if tasks are uniquely easy. Across several 
studies, Baron et al. (1996) showed precisely this: when tasks were hard enough that 
participants would presumably be struggling to trust their own judgment, an incentive 
built to be contingent on high accuracy led them to conform more, presumably because 
the source to whom they were conforming was seen as a ‘better bet’ for reaching the 
right answer than their own judgment. But when the task was easy, participants 
conformed less when the stakes were raised; again, this makes sense, because if 
individuals were highly motivated to reach a reward, and the task was easy, they would 
feel that they knew the right answer and should prefer their own judgment. 

 
One plausible interpretation of these findings is that incentives increase people’s 

thoughtful scrutiny. Consider the Baron et al. (1996) findings through this lens. When 
motivation is low, people should not be thinking quite as comprehensively about their 
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judgments. Therefore, whether the task is easy or difficult, participants may not be 
adequately considering how confident they should feel about their estimations. 
Determining how certain one is about something is a cognitively demanding task, and 
those in the low-importance group are insufficiently motivated to think it through. In the 
high-incentive group, they may pay close attention to how accurate their own 
perceptions are likely to be, and thus conform the most when they lack confidence about 
their own judgments. 

Knowledge. Some situations may lead recipients to feel more or less 
knowledgeable at a particular task, influencing how they will respond to conformity 
pressures. Imagine yourself in one of Solomon Asch’s experiments. Everyone before 
you gives the same answer, and it deviates from what you clearly see. You find yourself 
in opposition to six other individuals who seem to be denying your basic perceptual 
reality. What might guide you to resist conforming? If you consider yourself to be good 
at judging proportions and drawing estimates, you might defy the group—whereas if 
you believe yourself to be quite unknowledgeable in this kind of task, it may bias you 
towards the conclusion that you must be wrong and they must be right. We are more 
likely to blindly trust a group if we do not feel that we know what we are doing. 
Psychologists have manipulated this variable in heterogeneous ways. For example, some 
have told participants that they are competent or incompetent at a task before the 
conformity pressure is applied, others have created ambiguous or difficult stimuli that is 
more likely to make recipients feel unsure about the correct answer, and still others have 
presented participants with alternative stimuli such as sound clips (rather than visual 
objects) to stimulate recipients to feel that they lack knowledge or competence. 

Sherif (1937) declared that “indefinite, unstructured fields of stimulation are 
especially useful in getting positive results in experiments dealing with the influence of 
suggestion and kindred social influence” (p. 90). In other words, ambiguity makes 
people feel that they lack the relevant knowledge or information to act sensibly, making 
them more likely to conform. Sherif’s autokinetic effect experiment itself is a good 
example of making recipients feel that they lack the requisite knowledge to act wisely. 
All alone, people provided estimates of the light moving that ranged from 1 to 6 inches, 
a huge margin indicating a great deal of uncertainty—particularly when one considers 
that the light was not moving at all! In fact, a meta-analysis of studies using the Asch 
line judgment paradigm showed that such ambiguity systematically produces increased 
conformity (Bond & Smith, 1996). 

Hochbaum (1954) had university students read short “case histories” which 
described particular targets with biographical data. Furthermore, participants were told 
that it was a “well-established” fact that some people are “subconsciously sensitive” to 
understanding people based on such information, whereas others are insensitive. Half of 
the individuals were randomly informed that they were ‘sensitive’, and half 
‘insensitive’, participants were made to believe that the assignment was based on their 
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initial performance. Those who were declared to be insensitive became highly 
susceptible to conformity pressure, electing to change their evaluation of a described 
target when they learned that their opinions deviated from the group. Those who were 
told that they were sensitive did not change their responses despite deviating from the 
group’s opinion. Other authors have since conceptually replicated this finding (Geller, 
Endler, & Wiesenthal, 1973). 
  

How might lacking knowledge make people more likely to conform based on 
ELM processes? Remember that many conformity procedures operate at relatively high 
levels of elaboration likelihood, because they involve responsibility for one’s responses, 
and being surprised by confederates’ odd behaviours will often induce careful scrutiny. 
Hochbaum’s study is a good example. Participants were asked to participate in a group 
‘discussion’ (by passing notes), and were thus responsible for forming an intelligent 
opinion of the case history because they knew they were going to have to justify their 
position. One possibility is that people’s thinking was biased by the knowledge 
manipulation. Learning that you are very good or bad at a task likely biases how you 
receive information about yourself. If you believe you are knowledgeable, others’ 
differences may be attributable to their misperceiving things; if you believe you are 
ignorant about something, it is more likely that you will attribute the discrepancy to 
your having it wrong. Another possibility is that the decreased knowledge manipulation 
led people to have low confidence in their own thoughts, thus impairing their ability to 
withstand the ‘counter-argument’ that other people disagreed with them.  
 
 As further evidence that perceived knowledge can work at a high level of 
elaboration, consider a study by Kay Smith (1961). In this study, Smith had participants 
try using a scale that had a slightly complicated mechanism that made it unclear whether 
one had used it correctly. Because the instrument required careful use, and participants 
were being closely scrutinized, we assume that participants were highly motivated to 
think carefully throughout the process. Some participants were manipulated to believe 
that they were better at the task than their (confederate) teammates (high competence), 
whereas others were manipulated to believe that they were worse at the task (low 
competence). In short, those led to believe that they were incompetent were more 
susceptible to conforming towards the confederates’ judgments when they differed, but 
those led to believe themselves competent were resistant to conformity.  
 

An alternative position is that knowledge serves directly as an argument. Since 
confederates in most procedures complete their behaviours in a confident manner, 
lacking knowledge may serve as evidence to the participant that the participant is 
struggling with the task (relative to others). Participants in Asch’s line judgment studies 
sometimes reported wondering whether their eyesight was failing them, and being led to 
feel that one lacks knowledge would support this self-critical explanation for the 
apparent discrepancy between their judgments and those of the confederates.  

 



31 
 

 

Some researchers have attempted to directly manipulate modality, such as 
recreating the Asch paradigm using audio tones rather than lines (Milgram, 1961). 
Participants would hear an initial note, and then succeeding notes varying in pitch. 
Participants noted which of the succeeding notes was identical in pitch to the first one. 
Milgram (1961) found very high rates of conformity behaviour, although it is difficult to 
compare visual and audio paradigms in any precise manner. For example, if Milgram 
(1961) reported a control group in which 98% of responses were correct (as in the Asch 
procedure that inspired it), then this might establish equivalence in terms of the task’s 
difficulty. But because no such control group is reported, the higher ‘conformity’ in 
Milgram (1961) may be attributable to higher rates of actual perceptual error or task 
difficulty, as opposed to anything special about modality differences per se. 

 
If we do make the assumption that error rates were indeed similar in Milgram’s 

approach and the Asch paradigm (~2%), and thus the higher conformity rates using 
audio tones is real, why might it increase conformity? As suggested above, people may 
lack the same confidence in their hearing that they have in their eyesight, which would 
suggest a meta-cognitive explanation: the fact that the paradigm uses audio tones leads 
to decreased thought confidence favouring participants’ original judgments. In other 
words, it might be easier to be convinced that your hearing is ‘off’ than that your 
eyesight is. Furthermore, people are familiar with the concept of being ‘tone-deaf’, 
unable to tell differences between subtle gradations of pitch, whereas comparable 
misperceptions of eyesight are usually remedied with eyeglasses or surgery. So it does 
seem that using audio rather than visual paradigms undermines confidence somewhat, or 
biases people’s thinking towards the possibility that the majority is correct over oneself. 
 

Other recipient factors in conformity. There are many other recipient factors 
in conformity that could be discussed, many of which would be based on people’s long-
term personality and cultural traits. However, these would largely go beyond the scope 
of this report, which is focused on situational factors in conformity. One additional 
example of a situational influence driving conformity is that people will sometimes have 
more or less interest in affiliating with other people, with consequences for conformity. 
For example, Lakin and Chartrand (2003) found that when people were subtly primed to 
focus on affiliation (subliminally exposing participants to words like ‘together’ and 
‘friend’), they engaged in more conformity towards the behaviours of a source actor.  

 
 Applied recommendations. Generally speaking, recipients will conform the 
most when they feel relatively helpless, such as when they feel that they lack knowledge 
about the best course of action. This is perhaps understandable; following others’ 
actions may seem to be most tempting when we have very little idea of how we are 
supposed to behave based on our own thinking. It is also worthwhile considering how 
difficult a task is, and then scaling incentives around the task’s difficulty. For example, 
when a judgment or behaviour is likely to be obvious to most people, incentives will 
draw them away from conformity; however, when judgments or behaviours are likely to 
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be highly unclear to most people, offering incentives for good performance can 
dramatically increase their conformity. 

Context Factors 

Anonymity. Several researchers have modified Asch’s procedure so that 
individuals record their responses privately, rather than publicly. For example, 
participants may gain information about other participants’ decisions through the 
flashing of lightbulbs supposedly controlled by these other participants. Anonymity is 
preserved by telling participants that nobody can tell which participant controls which 
light bulb. In this way, researchers can manipulate whether participants are experiencing 
anonymity (e.g., private response condition; untraceable answers) or must be associated 
with their answer in the eyes of the experimenter and other supposed participants (e.g., 
public response condition; Crutchfield, 1955; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Overwhelmingly, 
conformity does decrease when people are anonymous, although participants still show 
clear signs of conforming compared to a control group (Argyle, 1957; Asch, 1956; 
Campbell & Fairey, 1989; Levy, 1960; Mouton, Blake, & Olmstead, 1956).  

Recall the Deutsch and Gerard (1955) distinction between normative and 
informational influences. Applying this to the anonymity manipulation, the public 
condition fosters both normative and informational influences, but the private condition 
fosters only the informational influence: since answers are private, one will not lose 
social status by opposing the group. Thus, it is not surprising that anonymity decreases 
conformity (because the normative influence is eliminated), and it is also not surprising 
that anonymity does not grant immunity to conformity (because people can still be using 
others’ actions as evidence to inform their choice). Not wanting to be seen to deviate 
from one’s group may bias thinking in favour of that group; thus, we suggest that 
anonymity works by decreasing people’s bias towards conforming to the group. 

Applied recommendations. Anonymity is a powerful tool to reduce 
conformity—or conversely stated, one can powerfully increase conformity by making 
recipients feel exposed in their responding. Paradigms such as Asch’s work by creating 
a kind of psychological trap, in which participants are forced to choose between denying 
basic perceptual reality, or sacrificing the acceptance and information that is offered 
when they agree with the group. This trap is greatly empowered when recipients know 
that the group will know how they responded, likely because recipients are concerned 
about group rejection for resisting conformity. Therefore, when creating conformity-
producing situations one should ensure that recipient responses are requested to be made 
transparently, such as by having people make statements out loud, public voting, and so 
on. When recipients can make responses in private rooms, in anonymous surveys, or in 
sealed blank envelopes, much of the psychological pressure created in conformity is 
eliminated. 
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Compliance 
 

 As discussed in the introduction, compliance is a change in behaviour directly 
produced by a request from another person (or persons). An example of compliance 
would be a Girl sScout asking her neighbour to purchase cookies. In this scenario, the 
request would be the Girl Scout asking the neighbour to purchase the cookies and the 
overt behaviour would be the act of the neighbour purchasing the cookies. While the 
Girl Scout could simply request the neighbour purchase the cookies, there are many 
ways in which this Girl Scout could present her request. Indeed, researchers have long 
investigated factors and techniques that can be used influence the rate of compliance.   
 
Source Factors 
 
 Within the context of compliance, there is a person (or persons) who requests the 
performance of a behaviour. This person (or persons) is the source, thus, any 
characteristic of this person (or persons) is considered to be a source characteristic. 
Source factors include liking, credibility, and number of sources. 
 
 Liking.  Much as was the case with conformity, research has demonstrated that 
people are more willing to comply with requests from others whom they like. An 
effective display of this idea was demonstrated through the once ubiquitous Tupperware 
parties (Taylor, 1978). In order to sell their products, the Tupperware Corporation 
incentivized individuals, usually women, to host demonstration parties. The hosts would 
invite their friends, relatives, and neighbours over, all of whom knew that the hosts 
would receive a percentage of the profits of the Tupperware sold by the Tupperware 
representative, who would also be present at the party. Having individuals host these 
demonstration parties, the Tupperware Corporation set up a situation where people were 
no longer buying from an unknown sales representative, but rather from and for 
someone they knew and liked. In fact, Frenzen & Davis (1990) examined these home 
party settings and found that the strength of relationship ties with the host accounted for 
66% of the variance in the likelihood of purchasing products, whereas preference for the 
product only accounted for 31% of the variance in the likelihood of purchasing 
products. 
 
 Liking of the source might have an impact on compliance via several 
mechanisms. Under low thought, liking may serve as a cue to individuals. When 
individuals like a person, they may be more inclined to perform acts for that person, so 
that the feelings of liking would be reciprocated. Thus, when a liked person requests a 
behaviour, individuals may receive the signal that if they comply, they would be liked 
back by the liked person. Under conditions when people are being only moderately 
thoughtful, liking cold result in people more thoughtfully considering a request. Under 
high thoughtful processes, liking may influence compliance in several ways. First, liking 
may bias thinking. When a liked person requests a behaviour, individuals may process 
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that request in a positive light, as the individuals like that person. A request can often be 
perceived as negative and/or cumbersome; however, a request from a liked person may 
be perceived as positive and/or untroublesome. Requests that are perceived positively 
should typically have higher compliance rates than requests that are viewed negatively. 
Second, liking may serve as an argument, if the likeability of the person is in some way 
directly relevant to the merits of the behaviour. For instance, people may tip a waiter 
more money because they may feel that part of being an effective waiter is to be 
pleasant and thus their likeability speaks directly to the extent to which that waiter 
merits a tip.  

Given that increased liking can increase rates of compliance, an effective 
strategy is to generate liking from a target prior to requesting a behaviour. There are 
several source characteristics that can be used to increase the amount of liking, and thus 
enhance compliance. These factors include, but are not limited to, attractiveness, 
similarity, mere exposure, and cooperation. There are two caveats to note with regards 
to many of these studies examining liking, however. First, some of these studies are 
non-experimental, which limits the ability to make inferences about causality. Second, 
while many of the studies do suggest liking as the likely mechanism driving compliance, 
it is possible that there are other processes beyond liking that may be driving 
compliance effects. 

Attractiveness. Many studies across different domains have demonstrated a 
strong association between attractiveness and liking. More physically attractive people 
are often judged and treated more positively than less physically attractive people (see 
Langlois, Kalakanis, Rubenstein, Larson, Hallam, & Smoot, 2000). In the business 
setting, greater levels of physical attractiveness have been linked to better sales 
effectiveness (Reingen & Kernan, 1993), as well as greater levels of income 
(Hamermesh & Biddle, 1994). In one study using simulated sales scenarios, it was 
found that buyers treated ostensibly attractive sellers more cordially and were more 
likely to purchase the product from attractive than unattractive sellers (Reingen & 
Kernan, 1993). In another experiment examining actual solicitations for a charitable 
organization, Reingen and Kernan (1993) found that attractive fundraisers obtained 42% 
compliance compared to 23% for unattractive fundraisers. With physical attractiveness 
having such strong effects on compliance (potentially via liking), it is no wonder why 
companies often use physically attractive individuals to promote their products.  

Similarity. While the common saying is that opposites attract, the literature has 
generally demonstrated that we like those who are similar to us (e.g., Byrne, 1971; 
Carli, Ganley, & Pierce-Otay, 1991; Hogg, Cooper-Shaw, & Holzworth, 1993; Burger, 
Messian, Patel, del Prado, Anderson, 2004). Even trivial similarities such as names can 
have pronounced effects on liking. Perceived attitude similarity can increase liking and 
compliance. Park and Schaller (2005) showed that perceived attitude similarity between 
an individual and a stranger has been shown to automatically activate kinship cognitions 
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for the individual, which were correlated with perceivers’ willingness to help similar 
others. Since similarity does induce liking, which increases compliance, a sensible 
strategy to promote compliance is to appear to be similar through behavioural mimicry 
(i.e., the tendency for people to mimic each other’s behaviour such as two people both 
crossing their arms when speaking). Indeed, research has found favourable outcomes for 
compliance when behavioural mimicry is used. For instance, in a study simulating 
negotiations, Maddux, Mullen, and Galinsky (2008) found that negotiators who 
employed the behavioural mimicry tactic received more individual gain in the 
negotiation than those who did not mimic. In a field study, a waitress who mimicked 
customers by repeating their orders received about 2.4 times more tips ($3.18 vs $1.32) 
than when she did not (van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, & van Knippenberg, 2003). 
Similarity in dress has also shown to be effective in promoting liking and compliance. 
In one study, experimenters dressed in similar attire to the participants and asked 
participants to donate a dime (Emswiller, Deaux, & Willits, 1971). They found that 
when the experimenters’ style of attire was matched with the participants’ attire, 
compliance rates were at 66%. Contrariwise, when the experimenters’ style of attire was 
mismatched with the participants’ attire, compliance rates dropped to 33%. In another 
experiment investigating similarity in attire, Suedfeld, Bochner, and Matas (1971) found 
that marchers in a political demonstration were more likely to sign a petition given to 
them by an individual in similar dress than by an individual in a different dress. 

Studies conducted by Burger and colleagues (Burger, Soroka, Gonzago, 
Murphy, & Somervell, 2001; Burger et al., 2004) revealed that incidental similarities 
can promote liking and induce higher rates of compliance. Unlike other types of 
similarities, such as attitudes and group membership, incidental similarities are 
similarities that reside in the most trivial aspects of our lives, such as a shared name, 
birthday, or hometown. Such similarities provide little relevant information about the 
requester and thus, logically, should not influence how the request is considered. 
However, Burger et al. (2004) demonstrated that perception of an incidental similarity 
with a requester can lead to an increase in compliance. In the first experiment, 
participants were requested to provide feedback by a confederate on an essay after the 
experiment was ostensibly completed. The requester either shared or did not share a 
birthday with the participants. It was found that the compliance rate for the similarity 
condition was 62%, which was almost double the compliance rate for the control 
condition at 34%. In the second experiment, participants were asked to donate money to 
a charity by a confederate that either shared or did not share the same name as the 
participant. Results showed that the average donation for the same name condition 
($2.07) was about double the average donation for the different name condition ($1.00). 

In the third experiment, it was demonstrated that the degree of commonality can 
influence the magnitude of liking and compliance. Participants were either given 
information about a shared and uncommon similarity (i.e., an uncommon type of 
fingerprint) with the confederate, information about a shared and common similarity 
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(i.e., a common type of fingerprint) with the confederate, or no information regarding 
any similarity. After being given the information about the fingerprints (or not), the 
confederate requested that the participants provide feedback on an essay (the target 
request in the experiment). Results indicated that participants in the uncommon 
similarity condition had an average compliance rate of 82%, while the common 
similarity condition had an average compliance rate of 55%, and the control condition 
had a compliance rate of 48%. Thus, the degree of commonality within similarity can 
influence compliance rates. In the fourth experiment, the third experiment was 
replicated; however, the liking of the confederate was measured instead of compliance 
rates. It was found that the uncommon similarity condition produced significantly more 
liking towards the confederate compared to both the common similarity and the control 
conditions. These results supported the idea that liking is the mechanism by which 
similarity influences compliance. However, there was no direct test that liking was 
driving compliance rates since there was no direct measure of compliance in this study. 
 
 In another set of experiments conducted by Burger and colleagues, more direct 
evidence was found regarding the relationship of similarity, liking, and compliance 
(Burger et al., 2001). In one study, participants completed an adjective checklist 
describing themselves, and subsequently were provided with false feedback about a 
confederate. Participants were either told that they were dissimilar from the confederate 
(i.e., matched on 3 of 20 adjectives) or similar to the confederate (i.e., matched on 17 of 
20 adjectives). Subsequently, liking of the confederate was measured and then the 
confederate requested feedback on an essay. Results indicated that participants, on 
average, liked the similar confederate significantly more than the dissimilar confederate. 
Participants were also significantly more likely to comply with requests to provide 
feedback on an essay from the similar confederate (77%) than from the dissimilar 
confederate (40%). Mediational analysis showed that liking partially accounted for 
differences in compliance. Thus, it seems as though there is strong evidence that 
similarity, particularly uncommon similarity between the requester and recipient, can 
increase liking of the requester, which can subsequently promote compliance rates. 
 

Mere Exposure Effect. Mere exposure can also influence liking. It has been 
proposed and demonstrated that repeated mere exposure to a stimulus is a sufficient 
condition to make an observer’s attitude toward that stimulus more positive (Zajonc, 
1968). Thus, an individual with more exposure to recipients of a request should be liked 
more by recipients than those with less exposure. Relating mere exposure to 
compliance, individuals with more exposure to recipients should be able to garner 
higher levels of compliance rates than those with less exposure to recipients. Indeed, in 
two studies, Burger et al. (2001) provided support for this hypothesis. In this paradigm, 
participants completed an experimental task and were subsequently asked by a 
confederate to provide feedback on an essay. Participants were assigned to one of three 
conditions. In the control condition, participants had no prior exposure to the 
confederate. In the mere exposure condition, participants completed the task in same 
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room as confederate but had no interaction with the confederate. In the interaction 
condition, participants completed the experimental task and briefly talked with the 
confederate. Results showed that the average compliance was 26% in the control 
condition, 49% in the mere exposure condition, and 49% in the interaction condition. 
These results suggested that mere exposure to an individual without interaction prior to 
a request from the same individual can generate the same amount of compliance as 
interaction with the individual prior to the request. While the results of these two studies 
suggested that mere exposure leads to more compliance, there was no direct evidence 
that liking was directly responsible for this effect. 

 
Credibility. Source credibility has traditionally been conceptualized in terms of 

two distinct dimensions: expertise, which represents a person’s knowledge and skill, and 
trustworthiness, which represents a person’s sincerity and good moral intentions (see 
Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; McGinnies & Ward, 1980). While expertise and 
trustworthiness have often been investigated as different dimensions in the persuasion 
literature, the distinction is not so clear in the compliance literature and obedience 
literature (which will be discussed later in this report). In the compliance and obedience 
literature, credibility is often discussed under the rubric of authority (e.g., Cialdini & 
Trost, 1998; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Cialdini & Griskevicius, 2010). An authority 
figure is often perceived as someone who is an expert and is trustworthy (e.g., Blass, 
1999), and thus, are viewed as credible. An authority figure’s credibility is a reason why 
targets comply with the requests of the authority figures. For example, capitalizing on 
the effects of credibility on compliance, advertising campaigns often use actors to 
portray authority figures, such as doctors and scientists, in order to emphasize the 
expertise and trustworthiness of the manufacturer.  

 
Studies examining the effects of authority on compliance are relatively few in 

number, as many of the studies that investigate the effects of authority might be more 
appropriately viewed as studies of obedience rather than compliance (e.g., Bickman, 
1974).  Recall that in our introduction, we differentiated compliance and obedience 
using the type of influence attempt (i.e., a request versus command). However, we 
speculate that the mechanisms underlying credibility within the context of a request 
should be similar to the mechanisms underlying credibility within the context of a 
command. For example, under non-thoughtful processes, credibility may serve as a cue 
for targets to agree in both situations of compliance and obedience. Thus, it is more 
sensible to discuss processes underlying credibility for compliance in the obedience 
section, where a larger literature is available to reference with respect to this issue. 
 

Number of Sources. As will be seen throughout this report, a recurring theme 
in social influence is that a greater number of sources typically leads to more social 
influence. Within compliance, one factor that does not fall under this label, but is clearly 
related conceptually, is social proof, otherwise known as social validation. Social proof 
is the principle that people determine what is correct by finding out what others think is 
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correct (see Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Especially in situations of uncertainty, targets seek 
information from others, whether it be verbal or nonverbal, to determine what the 
correct behaviour is (as illustrated in our earlier discussion of informational influences 
in conformity). Subsequently, targets perform the behaviour that is perceived to be 
correct. A behaviour is perceived to be more correct when there are more people 
performing the behaviour. When there are more people complying with a request, 
targets are more likely to comply as well. Thus, social proof can be likened to number of 
sources, as the main source of influence is the person requesting compliance and 
additional sources of influence are others who comply with the request. It is important 
to note that for social proof to be most effective, all sources must be in agreement with 
each other. 

 
Examples of social proof in practical settings are abundant (see Cialdini & Trost, 

1998). For instance, car dealers target next-door neighbours of recent customers, as 
recent customers may discuss their purchase with their neighbours. Seeing the 
purchased car is also information regarding correct behaviour to the neighbour. 
Bartenders “salt” tipping jars by putting in tips in the jar prior to the start of the night to 
signal to customers that it is customary to tip. Evangelical ministers use “ringers” during 
church service to come forward, donate, and to witness. Advertisers provide 
testimonials and statements of popularity from previous customers regarding products. 
All these examples are structured similarly. One person requests a behaviour, to which 
others are perceived to comply, leading the target to comply as well.  

 
Numerous studies have been conducted to examine the effects of social proof on 

compliance. For instance, in one study, Reingen (1982) examined the effects of social 
proof on compliance using a donation as the request. In this study, participants were 
either presented with a list of names of previous donors (i.e., social proof) or they were 
not presented with a list (i.e., a control). Results showed that the compliance rate was 
significantly higher when participants received a list (43%) than when participants did 
not (25%). In a follow up study, it was found that longer lists, and thus a greater number 
of sources, produced more compliance than shorter lists (65% versus 51% compliance). 
However, having even a short list induced more compliance than not having a list 
(baseline compliance rate was 40%). This result supported the notion that the amount of 
influence of the source increases as the number of sources increase. 

 
 In a naturalistic field study, Hornstein, Fisch, & Holmes (1968) demonstrated 
that similarity can accentuate social proof effects. The researchers placed a lost wallet in 
the streets of Manhattan. By chance, pedestrians came upon an open envelope, which 
included a wallet obviously containing money and a letter addressed to the wallet’s 
owner. Half of the participants found the wallet with a standard American English letter, 
whereas the other half found the wallet with a letter in broken English from an 
immigrant. Compliance rates should be higher for the letter with standard American 
English than the letter with broken English from immigrant, as pedestrians most likely 
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viewed the writer of the standard American English letter to be more similar to 
themselves than the writer of the letter in broken English. Indeed, results showed the 
compliance rates for the standard American English letter was significantly higher at an 
average of 70% than the broken English letter at an average of 33%. This suggests that 
social proof effects are stronger for similar others than dissimilar others. Other studies 
of social proof have examined how to increase the reuse of towels of hotel guests 
(Goldstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008), decrease littering in public places (Cialdini, 
Reno, & Kallgren, 1990), decrease theft rates of national park visitors (Cialdini, 2003), 
and many other behaviours. 

The mechanisms of social proof can be understood using Festinger’s (1954) 
Social Comparison Theory, which states that: 1) people are motivated to evaluate 
themselves, whether it be their abilities, beliefs, feelings, or behaviours, 2) if available, 
people prefer to use objective cues for evaluation, 3) if objective cues are not available, 
people engage in social comparison, and 4) when socially comparing, people prefer to 
compare to similar others. Thus, in situations of uncertainty, people look to others, 
especially similar others, for information on how others behave appropriately. Social 
proof will often influence compliance mainly through non-thoughtful processes, in 
which case social proof acts as a cue. The performance of certain behaviours of others 
signals to the target that the behaviour is valid and that the target should agree to the 
request. When there are more people performing the behaviour, the behaviour appears 
more valid to the target, and thus, the target is more likely to comply. However, it is 
possible that under thoughtful conditions, the behaviour of others could bias people’s 
processing of information regarding the request. Likewise, under moderate thought 
conditions, learning that others have performed the behaviour might motivate us to more 
carefully consider the merits of the request. 

Applied recommendations. This literature suggests that when conducting 
operations aimed at securing compliance, the source chosen to make the request (when 
such a choice is possible) should be very carefully considered. First, the likeability of 
the source can be enhanced by selecting someone who is 1) comparatively attractive, 2) 
similar to the target, and 3) to whom the target has been previously exposed. 
Importantly, in the case of similarity, the attributes shared by the source and the target 
need not be particularly substantive. Highlighting even superficial similarities could 
enhance the success of compliance attempts. Second, a source with more credibility, 
such as an authority figure, tends to generate more compliance. Finally, increasing the 
number of sources, who are all in concordance with each other, would also increase 
compliance. Thus, pairing the source’s request with information regarding others who 
have complied can enhance the efficacy of the request. Interestingly, one can find 
examples of influence materials designed to support military operations making use of 
these sorts of principles. For instance, some of the materials produced in support of 
military operations in Afghanistan made use of local community figures (likely to be 
seen as more similar to the target audience) to promote compliance.  
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Message Factors 
 

The components and structure of the message (i.e., a “request”, within the 
domain of compliance) can influence compliance rates. For instance, the message may 
consist of components that indicate scarcity. When there are elements of scarcity 
embedded within a message, people may be more willing to comply due to the “scarce-
is-good” heuristic. The structure of the message can also influence compliance. 
Techniques include Foot-in-the-Door (Freedman & Fraser, 1966), Door-in-the-Face 
(Cialdini & Ascani, 1976), Lowballing (Cialdini, Cacioppo, Bassett, & Miller, 1978), 
That’s-Not-All (Burger, 1986), and Disrupt-then-Reframe (Davis & Knowles, 1999).  

 
Scarcity. Limited time only! Only a few units left! Don’t miss out! These are 

tactics salespeople typically use to entice consumers to purchase their goods, under the 
assumption that scarce things might be seen by consumers as more desirable. Scarcity 
typically takes the form of time or amount. However, it can also take the form of a 
unique opportunity. There are two traditional reasons offered for scarcity effects in the 
literature. The first is value, as we can often use an item’s availability as a cue to help 
determine its quality (Lynn, 1992). The second is free choice, as losing opportunities 
means losing freedoms, and we hate losing freedoms. Brehm’s (1981) Psychological 
Reactance Theory supports this idea, explaining that when we perceive that our 
freedoms are limited, we behave in a manner to retain those freedoms. Thus, when 
something is scarce (meaning that our free access to it is threatened), we want it more 
(i.e., we aim to obtain the object while the opportunity still exists).  

 
Numerous studies in the literature have investigated the effects of scarcity (as a 

function of time or amount) on compliance. For instance, Knishinsky (1982) called 
supermarkets and offered the purchase of imported beef. Half of the supermarkets were 
given standard sales pitch (i.e., control), whereas the other half were told that there was 
a limited supply of beef (i.e., high scarcity). Results showed that the high scarcity 
condition purchased six times more beef than the control condition. Other studies have 
shown that scarcity of information can lead people to desire to obtain it (Worchel & 
Arnold, 1973; Worchel, 1992). Participants in these studies were either led to believe 
that information was censored or not censored. When the information was censored, 
people’s desire to obtain the information increased.  

 
In a series of experiments, Burger and Caldwell (2011) examined the effects of 

scarcity as a unique opportunity rather than limited time or amount. The exploitation of 
the “scarcity-as-a-unique-opportunity” heuristic is used by salespeople who claim 
products to be “not available to the public” or that targets are “specially selected” to 
purchase the product. In one study, student participants were contacted by phone about 
participating in a study, and they were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. 
Participants were led to believe that common characteristics (e.g., sex and age of 18 to 
22), uncommon characteristics (e.g., specific language studied in high school and 
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number of siblings), or no characteristics were required for study eligibility. Participants 
were given a score of 0 if they refused to participate, a score of 1 if they complied 
verbally, and a score of 2 if they showed up to participate. Results indicated that the 
uncommon eligibility condition (.90) had a significantly higher mean compliance score 
than both the common eligibility condition (.61) and the control condition (.57). Two 
follow up studies replicated these results. 

 
Under non-thoughtful processes, the effects of scarcity on compliance seem to 

be driven by the simple heuristic of “scarce-is-good”. The “scarce-is-good” heuristic 
derives from the idea that limited availability indicates that the thing is highly sought 
after by other people. However, under conditions when people are being moderately 
thoughtful, the theoretical perspective we have outlined would suggest that scarcity 
might influence compliance via a somewhat different mechanism. Indeed, this alternate 
mechanism for scarcity has been advanced by Brannon and Brock (2001). Specifically, 
they proposed that scarcity increases the extent to which people carefully consider the 
merits of the requested action. In their study, they manipulated both scarcity and 
argument quality. In this field study, customers making use of the drive through window 
of a fast food establishment were asked if they were interested in purchasing a target 
food item. Customers were randomly assigned to one of four conditions, one which 
either had high or low levels of scarcity, as well as a strong or weak argument in favour 
of the requested action. Results showed that the high scarcity/strong argument condition 
had the highest average compliance rate at 9.5%, whereas the other conditions ranged 
from 1.5% to 4.5% (none of which were significantly different from one another). These 
results indicated that under low scarcity, argument quality did not matter. However, 
under high scarcity, argument quality did matter with more purchases happening for 
strong arguments than weak arguments. These effects demonstrated scarcity enhanced 
scrutiny of information relevant to the request, and they contradict the traditional 
heuristic explanation.  

 
Also consistent with the perspective that many factors affecting compliance 

could be a result of multiple psychological processes, Grant, Fabrigar, Forzley, and 
Kredentser (2014) argued that the level of thoughtfulness determines the mechanism 
underlying the scarcity effect. When thoughtfulness is low, scarcity serves as a simple 
cue or heuristic (as suggested by Cialdini, 2009). When thoughtfulness is moderate, 
scarcity increases thinking (as proposed by Brannon & Brock, 2001). When 
thoughtfulness is high, scarcity biases people’s thinking about the request. This means 
that the reason something is scarce will matter and determine if bias is positive or 
negative. In Grant et al. (2014) participants received information about a university 
study skills program, which was either portrayed as scarce or not scarce, while 
participants were under either high or low cognitive load (i.e., low vs high elaboration). 
Participants’ intentions to participate in the skills program were measured, along with 
the number and valence of the thoughts they had about the program. Results indicated 
that when elaboration was low, the traditional scarcity effect emerged such that 
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intentions to participate in the program were higher. However, when elaboration was 
high, the effects of scarcity were reversed. Importantly, the mediational analyses of the 
valence of thought in accounting for the relationship between scarcity and compliance 
also supported their speculations. Within the low thought condition, people’s thoughts 
did not mediate the relationship between scarcity and intention to participate, whereas 
within the high thought condition, people’s thoughts did mediate the relationship 
between scarcity and intention to participate. The results of Grant et al. (2014) and 
Brannon and Brook (2001) suggest that scarcity may operate differently under different 
levels of thoughtfulness. 

Message Structure. Many compliance tactics use the structure (and sequence) 
of the request (i.e., message) to induce compliance. Here, we discuss five specific tactics 
that use the structure (and sequence) of the request that have been proposed as methods 
for promoting compliance.  

Foot-in-the-Door. The Foot-in-the-Door (FITD) technique is a two-step 
technique in which the influencer prefaces the real request by first getting a person to 
comply with a much smaller request. This technique was first proposed and tested by 
Freedman and Fraser (1966). In one of their studies, they used the FITD technique by 
first getting homeowners to comply with a small request of putting up a small sign in 
their window, and then asking them to put up a large billboard sign two weeks later. 
Seventy-six percent of homeowners complied when the FITD technique was used, 
compared to a 17% compliance rate in the control condition (i.e., when the large request 
was not prefaced with the small request). The FITD is a highly replicable effect and has 
been studied over 60 times in a variety of settings (see Burger, 1999).  

There are several mechanisms proposed to be driving the effects of FITD (see 
Burger, 1999). Two of the more widely accepted explanations in the literature are based 
on Bem’s (1972) Self-Perception Theory and consistency needs. The Self-Perception 
Theory postulates that we often examine overt behaviours to infer our attitudes. In the 
case of the FITD, compliance with the initial request is presumed to produce either a 
change in one’s perceived general helpfulness or one’s perceived attitudes related to the 
initial request, which make people more susceptible to the second request. In support of 
this explanation, Fabrigar, Davidson, Bonney, and Davidson-Harden (2002) found that 
inhibiting self-perception feedback eliminated the FITD effect and self-perception 
change. The consistency needs explanation is based on the idea that people have a need 
to view their behaviours and attitudes as consistent and to appear consistent to others 
(Festinger, 1957). In support of this explanation, Cialdini, Trost, and Newsom (1995) 
found that those who were high in the preference for consistency (a personality trait 
reflecting preoccupation with being consistent across time) were more likely to show the 
FITD effect than those were low in the preference for consistency. It is important to note 
that the self-perception process may not be competing with the consistency needs process 
but rather both processes may contribute to the overall FITD effect (Burger, 1999). 
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We speculate that FITD effects can operate under thoughtful, moderately 
thoughtful, and non-thoughtful processes. Under thoughtful processes, self-perception 
and consistency may positively bias thinking regarding the second request, as 
complying with an initial request may change one’s perceived general helpfulness or 
one’s perceived attitudes related to the initial request. In an effort to maintain 
consistency, people might be positively biased in how they process information 
regarding the second request. Under low thought conditions, it is plausible that 
consistency acts as a cue, signaling to people that they should comply again because 
they have complied once before. 

 
Lowballing. Lowballing is a two-step compliance technique in which the 

influencer secures agreement with a request but then increases the size of that request by 
revealing hidden costs (Cialdini et al., 1978). This technique is often used by 
salespeople, often car salespersons. In this context, after a customer agrees to a price for 
a car with a salesperson, the salesperson speaks with his or her superior and ostensibly 
“discovers” hidden costs, such as delivery costs and administration fees. The 
salesperson relays this information to the customer, who then agrees to these additional 
costs. Formal tests of this tactic suggest that it can be effective. In the laboratory, 
Cialdini et al. (1978) asked students to participate in an experiment. Half of the 
participants were told that experiment was at the undesirable time of 7:00 AM (i.e., 
control condition), whereas the other half were told the undesirable time after securing 
initial compliance. Results showed that the compliance rate for the control group was 
24%, whereas the compliance rate for the lowball technique group was 56%. 
Subsequent to this initial experiment, there have been at least a dozen other 
demonstrations of this effect (Burger & Caputo, 2015).  

 
Three processes have been proposed to explain the lowballing effects: 1) 

commitment to the behaviour (Cialdini et al., 1978), 2) commitment to the requester 
(Burger & Petty, 1981), and 3) self-presentation (Schlenker & Pontari, 2000). The 
commitment to the behaviour process states that after having committed to the action, 
people may generate reasons to justify that their decision is a good one thereby making 
them feel more positive toward the decision than they were prior to making it. The 
commitment to the requester process posits that after having committed to the action, 
people may generate reasons why they are helping the requester and may feel they are 
obligated to help out the requester. The self-presentation process postulates that publicly 
agreeing to the initial request may trigger self-presentation concerns, and subsequently, 
declining the second larger request will put them in a negative light. While all three of 
these explanations are plausible, the only process that has been directly tested and 
supported is the commitment to the requester process. In one study, Burger and Petty 
(1981) replicated the lowballing procedure; however, in one of conditions, they replaced 
the initial requester with a different requester for the second request. All conditions had 
the same first and second requests. In the condition with the same requester for both 
requests (i.e., the standard FITD technique), the compliance rate was 55%, whereas in 
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the condition with a different requester for the second request, the compliance rate 
dropped to 15%. The drop in the compliance rate when the requester for the second 
request changed suggested that people are committing to a person rather than 
committing to a request. 

 
 Similar to FITD, lowballing effects should be driven by consistency (i.e., 
following through with a commitment maintains one’s sense of personal consistency). 
Thus, lowballing should operate under both thoughtful and non-thoughtful processes. 
Under thoughtful processes, commitment may favourably bias how people interpret 
information regarding the second request. Under non-thoughtful processes, commitment 
may act as a simple cue to targets that they should comply, as targets may be socialized 
or taught to follow through with commitments.  

 
Door-in-the-face. The Door-in-the-Face (DITF) technique is a two-step 

compliance technique in which the influencer prefaces the real request with a request 
that is so large that it is rejected (Cialdini & Ascani, 1976). For example, Cialdini and 
Ascani (1976) prefaced a small donation request with a long-term blood donation 
request. They found that the DITF technique generated a 50% compliance rate, as 
opposed to a 32% compliance rate when the technique was not used. A review of over 
78 DITF studies indicates that the effect is highly replicable (Feeley, Anker, & Aloe, 
2012). Many of these studies have shown ways to augment or diminish the DITF 
effects. For example, the large and small request cannot be presented simultaneously or 
else the DITF effects diminish (Cialdini et al., 1975). Furthermore, use of a different 
requester for the second request (Snyder & Cunningham, 1975), increases in the time 
delay between the first and second request (Cann, Sherman, & Elkes, 1975), an 
unreasonably large request for the large request (Schwarzwald, Raz, & Zvibel, 1979), 
and a low credibility requester can all decrease DITF effects (Patch, 1986; Williams & 
Williams, 1989).   

 
There are several mechanisms proposed to account for the effects of DITF (see 

Feeley et al., 2012); however, we will only mention two of the more widely discussed 
explanations in the literature in this report. Proposed by Cialdini et al. (1975), the 
reciprocity norm explanation states that the movement from the large request to the 
small request is seen as a concession on the part of the requester and thus the target feels 
pressure to make a concession by agreeing to the small request. Thus, people are more 
likely to comply in order to reciprocate the perceived kindness performed by the 
requester. The second explanation, perceptual contrast, postulates that the large initial 
request serves as a comparison point that makes the target request appear smaller 
(Miller, Seligman, Clark, & Bush, 1976). Because the second request appears to be 
smaller than a standalone request, people are more likely to comply. Research 
investigating these two explanations has yet to be definitive. 
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We speculate that DITF effects can operate within both thoughtful and non-
thoughtful processes. Under thoughtful processes, DITF may create arguments to 
comply. If the DITF technique creates a perceptual contrast between the first large 
request and the second small request, this can lead the second request to be seen as less 
onerous and thus the second request might be seen as having more merit. Additionally, 
if the reciprocity norm is invoked, this could bias how people process information 
regarding the second request. The DITF technique produces a situation in which targets 
feel that they were granted a favour from the requester and feel a sense of debt. This 
perceived debt to the requester may positively bias the targets’ thinking, leading targets 
to comply. Under non-thoughtful processes, the reciprocity norm and perceptual 
contrast may act as cues. When granted a reciprocal concession, targets may receive the 
signal that they should repay the kindness with compliance. Perceptual contrast may 
signal to the participants they are receiving a better offer, and thus, should comply with 
the better offer rather than the worse offer. 

That’s-Not-All (TNA). The that’s-not-all (TNA) technique is a two-step 
compliance technique in which the influencer makes an initial request and then before 
the person can respond, increases the attractiveness of the request by offering an 
additional benefit or decreasing the cost of the request (Burger, 1986). There are many 
examples of the TNA technique in advertising. For example, at a car dealership, a 
customer may be told the price of the car, and immediately after he or she is told that the 
car includes leather seats as a bonus upgrade. In the original experimental demonstration 
of this technique, Burger (1986) either sold a cupcake with two cookies at 75 cents (i.e., 
the control condition) or stated that the price of cupcake was 75 cents and added two 
cookies after stating the price (i.e., the TNA condition). He found that the control group 
had a compliance rate of 40%, whereas the TNA group had a compliance rate of 73%. 

Both the TNA and the DITF techniques are similar in their structure and 
proposed mechanisms. The main difference between the TNA and DITF techniques is 
that the TNA technique does not allow people to refuse the initial request, whereas the 
DITF does. Also similar to the DITF, the two proposed mechanisms for the TNA are 
reciprocity and perceptual contrast. Targets may feel obligated to comply with the 
request in order to reciprocate the favour from the requester. It has been shown that 
improvements in the offers have to be intentional for the TNA technique to be most 
effective, as Burger (1986) demonstrated that improvements in offers attributed to errors 
do not work as well as those that are not attributed to errors. This suggests that the 
effects of the TNA technique are partially driven by reciprocity, as people should be 
more likely to reciprocate favours that are deliberate than if they are errors. In several 
hypothetical scenarios, Burger (1986) found that providing people with comparison 
points influenced the amount people stated that they would be willing to spend for 
cupcakes. This suggests that perceptual contrast is also partially driving the effects of 
the TNA technique.  
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Some have suggested that the TNA works best when people engage in little 
thought. In one study, Pollock, Smith, Knowles, and Bruce (1998) manipulated the TNA 
technique and the amount of thought. They found that the TNA technique was effective 
when the amount of thought was low but the technique was ineffective when the amount 
of thought was high. While this study does provide evidence that the TNA is most 
effective under non-thoughtful processes, it is still plausible that the TNA technique can 
be effective under thoughtful processes as well. Like the DITF, the TNA is also driven 
by reciprocity. The TNA technique produces a situation in which targets feel that they 
were granted a favour (or favours) from the requester, which may have produced 
feelings of indebtedness towards the requester. Under thoughtful consideration, this 
need to repay may positively bias thinking about the request.  

 
Disrupt-Then-Reframe. The Disrupt-Then-Reframe (DTR) technique is a 

compliance technique in which one disrupts a traditional request script and then follows 
this with a new framing of the request (Davis & Knowles, 1999). In one experiment 
Davis and Knowles (1999) sold Christmas cards for charity using four different 
techniques: (1) a simple request (i.e., control), (2) reframe, (3) disrupt, and (4) disrupt-
then-reframe. In the control condition, they sold simply told participants that the cards 
cost $3. In the reframe condition, they told participants that the cards cost $3 and that it 
was a bargain. In the disrupt condition, they told participants that the cards cost 300 
pennies, which was $3. In the disrupt-then-reframe condition they told participants that 
the cards cost 300 pennies, which was $3, and that it was a bargain. They found that the 
disrupt-then-reframe condition generated the highest compliance rate at 65%, compared 
to the control (25%), reframe (30%), and disrupt (35%) conditions. In a follow up study, 
they included the reframe-then-disrupt technique, which told participants that the cards 
cost $3, that it was a bargain, and that it was 300 pennies. They found the reframe-then-
disrupt technique had similar compliance rates to the control condition. These results 
suggested that the sequence of the DTR technique must be disrupt then reframe (in that 
order) for the DTR technique to be effective. 

 
According to the creators of the DTR technique, Davis and Knowles (1999) the 

DTR technique should mainly operate within non-thoughtful processes. The disrupt 
aspect of the DTR technique is supposed to distract the targets, and then the reframing 
should act as a cue to entice the target to comply. Under non-thoughtful processes, the 
targets are unable to determine if the reframing is valid and thus, are more likely to 
comply.  

 
 Applied recommendations. Compliance rates can be increased through the 
manipulation of scarcity, as well as the message structure. Under non-thoughtful 
situations, people will be more likely to comply when scarcity is present. Under 
thoughtful situations, more cogent arguments about the scarcity (i.e., something is 
scarce because it is wanted) should increase compliance. The message structure could 
be used as an advantage when trying to gain compliance. The five techniques described 
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above: 1) Foot-in-the-door, 2) Door-in-the-face, 3) Lowballing, 4) That’s-not-all, and 5) 
Disrupt-and-reframe are all effective techniques at increasing compliance if used 
correctly. Interestingly, there are examples of past PSYOPS materials that appear to 
make use of these techniques. For example, during the first Gulf War, coalition forces 
dropped leaflets that structurally were very similar to the Foot-in-the-door technique. 
These leaflets urged enemy combatant soldiers to retain the leaflets as “safe conduct 
passes” in the event that they wished to surrender. In effect, these leaflets merely 
encouraged soldiers to simply retain the leaflet (a comparatively moderate act of 
disloyalty). However, by choosing to retain the leaflets, soldiers were engaging in a 
behaviour indicating that they were considering the possibility of later surrender. Thus, 
the behaviour reinforced their perceptions that surrender was a possible future action. 
These perceptions in turn could have made them more prone to surrendering at a later 
point when this was requested or demanded by coalition forces.     
 
Recipient Factors 
 
 It is intuitively sensible that attributes of the recipient of a request will play an 
important role in the response of people to those requests. In the context of the 
compliance literature, most of the recipient characteristics that have been studied are 
comparatively broad and stable individual difference factors, and thus fall outside the 
scope of this report (see Fabrigar et al. 2016). Two non-stable recipient factors that can 
influence compliance include reciprocity and ostracism. In this report, we characterize 
reciprocity as a recipient factor, as targets who feel indebted to the requester are more 
likely to comply than those who do not feel indebted to the requester. However, 
reciprocity can also be characterized as a source factor, as reciprocity can be considered 
as the source creating a situation in which recipients feel indebted.  
 

Reciprocity. A powerful norm that is present in virtually all cultures is the norm 
of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), which is the norm that we should treat others as they 
treat us. Thus, we should be more likely to comply if requesters treat us with kindness, 
as it is the norm that we should return the kindness. Providing targets with a simple gift 
or favour creates a situation where they are more likely to comply in order to reciprocate 
the kindness. For example, in an experimental demonstration of reciprocity and 
compliance, Regan (1971) found that participants were significantly more likely to 
comply with a confederate’s request of donating to charity if the confederate did the 
participant a favour (i.e., giving a bottle of cola to the participant) than if the confederate 
did not do them a favour. The Disabled American Veterans organization reports that its 
simple mail appeal for donations produces a response rate of about 18%, whereas mail 
that includes an unsolicited gift (e.g., gummed, individualized address labels) almost 
doubles the response rate to 35% (Smolowe, 1990). Waiters who gave two candies to 
guests along with the check were able to increase their tips by 14.1% (Strohmetz, Rind, 
Fisher, & Lynn, 2002). Even trivial gifts can produce more compliance, as one study 
showed that people were more than twice as likely to fill out a survey when the request 
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was accompanied by a handwritten note compared to when it was not (Garner, 2005). 
Beyond providing targets with simple gifts and favours, more complicated reciprocity 
techniques can be used to generate compliance. Two examples of these techniques are 
the DITF technique and the TNA technique, which may both be at least partially driven 
by reciprocity.  

Reciprocity effects on compliance can also be by proxy, as reciprocity can be 
elicited by providing benefits to a valued third party on behalf of the target of 
compliance (Goldstein, Griskevicius, & Cialdini, 2012). This technique differs from the 
traditional technique because no benefits are directly provided to the target of 
compliance. In one study, Goldstein et al. (2012) requested hotel guests to reuse towels 
with one of three types of messages. The first was a standard environmental message, 
where hotel guests were told to help save the environment (i.e., the control condition). 
The second was an incentive-by-proxy message, where the hotel offers to help a third 
party if the guest also helps, which should not have induced a sense of social obligation. 
The third was a reciprocity-by-proxy message, which informed the target that the third 
party has already been helped and then asks the guest to help, which should have 
induced a sense of social obligation. Results indicated that the reciprocity-by-proxy 
message generated the highest compliance rates (45%) compared to the incentive-by-
proxy message (31%) and the control message (35%). 

Giving compliments is also an effective way to gain compliance through 
reciprocity. In one study, Grant, Nemirov, Fabrigar, Norris, and Krieger (2015) found 
that the use of compliments produced a large increase in compliance compared to not 
using compliments. However, this effect was only true when reciprocity was primed 
with a prior task. Compliments had a trending but non-significant effect on boosting 
compliance compared to the control condition when reciprocity was not primed. This 
study also found that neither liking nor mood had an effect on compliance suggesting 
neither mechanism explains the effects of compliments on compliance. 

It is unclear if reciprocity effects on compliance operate within thoughtful and/or 
non-thoughtful processes. There is some evidence that reciprocity operates under non-
thoughtful processes, as the TNA technique primarily operates under non-thoughtful 
processes. Reciprocity effects should also operate under thoughtful processes, as social 
obligation may bias processing of information about a request. Under moderate thought 
conditions, a sense of obligation could also motivate people to process the request more 
carefully. 

Ostracism. People have a universal need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), 
and thus dislike being left out or rejected. Feelings of ostracism can be easily induced. 
The most widely-used technique to experimentally induce ostracism is Cyberball, in 
which participants play a video game of passing ball with other ostensible participants 
and are eventually excluded from the game (see Williams, 2007). Feelings of ostracism 
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can be induced even if ostracizing others is unseen or unknown (Zadro, Williams, & 
Richardson, 2004), or even if the ostracizing others belong to an undesirable group (i.e., 
the Ku Klux Klan; Gonsalkorale & Williams, 2007). When individuals feel ostracized, 
they are more susceptible to social influence. In one study, Carter-Sowell, Chen, and 
Williams (2008) found that the FITD technique, DITF technique, and simple requests 
were all more effective when individuals felt ostracized rather than when they did not 
feel left out.   

 
We speculate that ostracism influences compliance through thoughtful, 

moderately thoughtful, and non-thoughtful processes. Under thoughtful processes, 
feelings of ostracism may serve as an argument to comply. When people feel ostracized, 
they may argue that complying with requests will lead to inclusion. Under moderately 
thoughtful conditions, feelings of ostracism may lead to increased thinking. People’s 
level of self-esteem decreases when they feel ostracized (Zadro, Williams, & 
Richardson, 2004) and lower levels of self-esteem increases the amount thinking (Leary 
& Baumeister, 2000). The increased level of thinking may increase compliance through 
thoughtful processes. Under non-thoughtful conditions, ostracism lowers self-esteem, 
which may cue to people that they should comply with others’ requests in order to be 
included, so that they feel better about themselves. Perhaps they have learned in prior 
experiences that compliance leads to acceptance. 

 
 Applied recommendations. Creating a situation where targets feel indebted to 
the requester is an effective method to gain compliance. Due to reciprocity norms, 
targets are more likely to comply with requests. Targets can be placed into situations 
where the reciprocity norm is salient with techniques such as the DITF and TNA. 
Reciprocity-by-proxy, where the targets believe that they have a social obligation to 
comply because someone else received a benefit, can be an effective way to increase 
compliance. Compliments can also increase compliance rates through the reciprocity 
norm. Finally, situations in which people feel ostracized may lead them to be more 
compliant. It is useful to note that there are examples of past PSYOPS materials 
potentially making use of some of these principles. Most notably, some past materials 
appear to have made use of the reciprocity principle. During the first Gulf War, leaflets 
were dropped that highlighted the fact that these leaflets could have been bombs rather 
than leaflets. The leaflets stressed the ability of the coalition forces to make drops on 
Iraqi military positions at any time and highlighted the fact that leaflets had been 
chosen, thereby indicating a desire on the part of coalition forces to avoid harming Iraqi 
soldiers if possible. Such a leaflet could have trigged reciprocity norms.    
 
Context Factors  

 
Context factors are characteristics of the situation in which the influence attempt 

occurs that are not inherently tied to the source, message, or recipient. To date, there has 
been little attention accorded to these factors in the compliance literature.  
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Obedience 

Obedience is the change in behaviour as a result of a command from another 
person. As mentioned in our introduction, obedience is similar to compliance in that 
they are both active forms of influence with the goal of altering an overt behaviour. 
However, obedience and compliance can be differentiated by the type of communication 
used, as obedience entails demands, whereas compliance entails requests. In this 
section, we examine the situational factors that influence obedience. The research on 
obedience shows that, under certain conditions, people will obey an authority figure and 
commit acts that they would not usually perform. The most widely known obedience 
studies are Stanley Milgram’s (1974) classic experiments. Prompted by the atrocities 
committed during World War II, Milgram attempted to explore the psychological 
dynamics behind such actions from the standpoint of experimental social psychology. 
The purpose of his experiments was to understand under what circumstances people 
would obey orders from authority figures, even if the orders were visibly harmful to 
other individuals.  

To better understand the research on obedience, it is useful to be familiar with 
the central features of Milgram’s experimental paradigm. Milgram’s experiments 
consisted of three core components: the participant, the experimenter, and the 
confederate (i.e., an accomplice of the experimenter; see Fig. 2). Participants were led to 
believe that the purpose of the experiment was to examine the effects of punishment on 
memory and were given the role of the “teacher”, while the confederate was given the 
role of the “learner”. The procedure required the participant to administer shocks as 
punishment to a learner each time they made an error on the memory task. Each 
subsequent error required the shock to increase by 15 volts up to 450 volts—a 
dangerous level of electric shocks. Participants understood the threat of the high level 
shocks, as the shock voltage levels were labeled with terms associated with danger. For 
example, the voltage levels between 375 and 420 volts were labeled as “Danger: 
Severe”. The plan of the experiment was for the learner to make many mistakes, so that 
the teacher had to administer the strongest electric shock possible to the learner. The 
goal of the experiment was to investigate the extent to which participants followed the 
experimenter’s instructions, even if the shocks were dangerous (in reality the 
confederate was receiving no actual shocks). 
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Fig. 2. Adapted from Milgram (1974, pp. 91). Schematic of the typical location of the participant, 
confederate, and experimenter in Milgram’s experiments.  

 
Increases in the shock level were met with insistent demands from the learner 

that the experiment be stopped because of the growing discomfort. As the voltage 
increased, the learner would respond accordingly to the shock level. For instance, at 
higher voltage levels, the learner would scream in agonizing pain and demand to be 
released from the experiment. However, the experimenter would counter the learner’s 
demands to stop the shocks with commands of his own. The experimenter used phrases 
including: “Please continue (or please go on)”, “The experiment requires that you 
continue”, “It is absolutely essential that you continue”, and “You have no other choice; 
you must go on”. Even though hesitant and conflicted, many participants ignored the 
plea of the learner and obeyed the orders of the experimenter. The experiment ended 
when the participant refused to continue or if they administered the highest voltage three 
times. Surprisingly, the results revealed that 65% of the participants obeyed the orders 
of the experimenter until the very end at 450 volts (Milgram, 1974, pp. 33). 
Furthermore, if participants obeyed up to 150 volts, the vast majority (79%) continued 
to the maximum voltage. These results are even more surprising considering that the 
participants had the option of withdrawing from the experiment, as they were simply 
ordered to continue and not physically forced nor threatened to do so. The 
experimenters, even though they were viewed as an authority, had no real power in this 
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situation but nonetheless were able to produce high levels of obedience from the 
participants.  

 
Findings from the Milgram experiments seem to be robust across contexts, as the 

basic findings of the classic Milgram paradigm have been replicated in a number of 
different countries and among different age groups (see Blass, 2009). These findings 
also seem to endure the test of time, as there seemed to be no systematic changes in the 
rates of obedience over time (Blass, 1999). Indeed, nearly five decades after the original 
Milgram experiments, Burger (2009) was able to replicate these results, discovering that 
70% of the participants shocked the learner past 150 volts.1 Even though results from 
Milgram’s original experimental condition are relatively robust, this is not to suggest 
that there is no variability in levels of obedience. Indeed, Milgram himself postulated 
that there are many important situational factors which can either enhance or erode 
obedience. As such, Milgram specifically designed multiple variations of his classic 
paradigm in order to examine situations in which the strength of the obedience effects 
differed (see Milgram, 1974).  

 
Just as with conformity and compliance, the situational factors that regulate 

levels of obedience can also be meaningfully categorized as source factors, message 
factors, recipient factors, and context factors. To understand how these factors can be 
conceptualized in the context of Milgram’s paradigm, it is helpful to consider the social 
structure that is created in his studies. In the most basic form of Milgram’s paradigm, 
there were two main sources of influence on the participant: the experimenter and the 
learner (see Fig. 3). Throughout the experiment, the experimenter and the learner issue 
opposite commands—the prior demands the participant to continue the shocks, while 
the latter demands the participant to stop. The 65% obedience rate (i.e., the percentage 
of participants who obeyed orders until the end of the end of the experiment) suggested 
that the experimenter was much more influential than the learner. In some variations of 
the experiment, a third source of influence on the participant—another confederate—
was included in the experiment. This second confederate acted as a cooperator or a rebel 
to the experimenter’s instructions. Through multiple experiments, Milgram manipulated 
the characteristics of these three sources of influence to examine how obedience rates 
can be affected under different situations. 
 

                                                 
1 In the study, Burger (2009) did not have the voltage higher than 150 volts due the ethical concerns. As a 
frame of reference, 83% of the participants shocked the learner past 150 volts in Milgram’s classic study. 
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Fig. 3. The basic structure of influence of Milgram’s shock experiments. The arrows indicate the direction 
of influence. 
 
Source Factors 
 

Source factors are the characteristics of the person issuing the command. Thus, 
any characteristic relating to the person issuing orders can be considered a source factor. 
For example, police officers are perceived to have credibility and power, which can 
influence obedience rates when they issue commands. The source factors shown to 
influence obedience are credibility, power, number of sources, and immediacy. 

 
Credibility. The high level of obedience documented by Milgram has been 

attributed to the authority of the experimenter. Researchers have argued that the 
experimenter within the Milgram paradigm is someone who is an authority (i.e., 
someone who has credibility) rather than someone who is in authority (i.e., someone 
who has power; Greenwood, 1982; Morelli, 1983). Indeed, several variations of the 
original Milgram experiment help to illustrate how credibility can influence obedience. 
For instance, decreasing the perceived level of credibility can decrease obedience rates. 
In one variation, Milgram reduced the prestige of the institution where the studies were 
conducted by moving the experiment from Yale University to a plain-looking office 
building in the nearby city of Bridgeport. This resulted in a 48% obedience rate, as 
opposed to the baseline 65% obedience rate (Milgram, 1974, pp. 66–70). This change in 
location likely reduced the perceived credibility of the experimenter. 

 
Decreasing the perceived level of credibility can also be accomplished by 

replacing the experimenter with someone who lacks formal qualifications. In one 
permutation of the original paradigm, Milgram removed the credibility of the authority 
figure by replacing the experimenter with an ordinary man. In this paradigm, an 
additional confederate was added to the experiment where he acted as another 
participant (see Fig. 4). The second confederate was initially assigned an administrative 
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task but assumed the role of the experimenter when the experimenter ostensibly had an 
emergency phone call. While the second confederate was issuing commands to the 
participant, he did not have the same level of credibility as the experimenter, as 
indicated by obedience rates that dropped to 20% (Milgram, 1974, pp. 93–97). 

  

 
Fig. 4. The paradigm in which the ordinary man takes over as the person issuing commands (i.e., the 
authority figure). The arrows indicate the direction and magnitude of influence. Larger arrows indicate 
greater magnitude of influence. 
 

Many of Milgram’s paradigms consisted of two opposing commands. Regardless 
of the command, the command associated with greater credibility was typically obeyed. 
In one variation, the experimenter asked the participant to stop the experiment as it 
became dangerous to the participant, while the learner demanded the shocks to continue, 
which was promptly ignored by the participant (0% agreed to continue shocking the 
learner; Milgram, 1974, pp. 90–92). Another permutation included a role reversal of the 
experimenter and the confederate. In this scenario, the confederate was ostensibly 
unwilling to become the learner because he was afraid of the shocks. Pretending to be in 
desperate need of data, the experimenter reluctantly took the role of the learner and the 
confederate became the one issuing instructions (i.e., the experimenter’s original role). 
The confederate—now issuing commands—ordered the participant to continue the 
shocks, while the experimenter—now the learner—demanded the shocks to be stopped 
(see Fig. 5). The obedience rate to continue the shocks until the end of the experiment 
was 0%. Both these studies showed that the participant obeyed the instructions of the 
experimenter, regardless of the type of command or the role of the experimenter.  
 

 
Fig. 5. The paradigm in which the experimenter switched roles with the confederate. The arrows indicate 
the direction and magnitude of influence. Larger arrows indicate greater magnitude of influence. 
  

The perceived level of credibility can be influenced by context. Consider the 
variation in which a second experimenter replaced the confederate as the learner. In this 
scenario, the confederate was not present to play the role of the learner; however, a 
second experimenter was available. Thus, the second experimenter volunteered to 
assume the role of the learner, while the first experimenter assumed the original role as 
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the authority figure (see Fig. 6). Obedience rates in this variation were the same as the 
rates in the original paradigm at 65% (Milgram, 1974, pp.107–112). The difference in 
perceived level of credibility between the experimenter and the ordinary man was 
obvious in the original paradigm, whereas the difference in perceived level of credibility 
between the two experimenters was ambiguous in this variation. When the second 
experimenter became the learner, his commands fared no better than the commands of 
the original learner, who was considered to be an ordinary man. When the second 
experimenter volunteered to be the learner in this scenario, he temporarily deferred his 
credibility to the first experimenter. Thus, in contrast to the first experimenter, the 
second experimenter had a much lower level of credibility. Consequently, the 
participant obeyed the person with the highest level of credibility in the situation, which 
was the first experimenter. 

Fig. 6. The paradigm in which there are two authority figures, one of which acted as the learner. The 
arrows indicate the direction and magnitude of influence. Larger arrows indicate greater magnitude of 
influence. 

As will be discussed in the persuasion section, credibility has been shown to be 
able to operate under highly thoughtful, moderately thoughtful, and non-thoughtful 
processes in the persuasion literature. In the Milgram paradigm, it seems that credibility 
operates primarily under thoughtful processes, as many of the participants in the 
experiment were hesitant in continuing the shocks, indicating that they were deliberate 
in their actions. Of the three roles within high thought processes, it is most likely that 
biases in thinking influenced obedience, as the credibility of the experimenter may have 
positively biased participants’ processing of information regarding the merits of the 
decision to obey. In contrast, the credibility of the experimenter does not necessarily in 
and of itself provide direct information regarding the merits of the demanded action, 
although perhaps it could be construed as an argument in favour of the scientific merit 
of the study and the likelihood that adequate safeguards are in place. Credibility most 
likely does not influence meta-cognitions in the Milgram paradigm either, as 
information about the experimenter’s credibility was not provided prior to or after the 
experiment.  

Power. Power can influence obedience, as people often obey those with power. 
Using uniforms, which signify power, several experiments have demonstrated how 
power can influence obedience (Bickman, 1974; Bushman, 1988). In one study, a 
confederate approached strangers on the street and ordered them to pick a paper bag off 
the ground (Bickman, 1974). The confederate was dressed in a guard uniform, a 
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milkman uniform, or casual clothing. The study indicated that 82% of the participants 
obeyed a person in a guard uniform, 64% obeyed a person in a milkman uniform, and 
36% obeyed a person in casual wear. Bickman (1974) conducted several variations of 
the study, in which the paper bag task was replaced with other tasks, and found similar 
results.2 It is highly likely that power influenced obedience under non-thoughtful 
processes in these studies. When approached by the confederate, the participants had 
little time to deliberate before acting, thus, their decision to act should be a relatively 
non-thoughtful. The results seem to corroborate this speculation. It can be seen that 64% 
of the participants obeyed the confederate in the milkman uniform, which was 
significantly more than the obedience rate the confederate in the casual wear was able to 
generate. When under scrutiny, a milkman uniform is a not a uniform of power. 
However, when people are not being thoughtful, they may use a simple heuristic that 
uniforms signify power. Thus, even though the milkman does not have actual power, the 
milkman’s uniform can signify power under non-thoughtful processes, which may 
increase obedience. Power can operate under moderately thoughtful and highly 
thoughtful processes as well. This will be discussed in the persuasion section.  

 
Number of Sources. The number of the sources of influence can also 

significantly impact obedience rates. In one variation of Milgram’s experiments, two 
additional confederates acted as fellow teachers (see Fig. 7). Both of these confederates 
rebelled against the orders of the experimenter, which led to the obedience rate of the 
participants to drop to 10% (Milgram, 1974, pp. 116–121). In this scenario, there were 
three sources of influence telling the teacher to stop the shocks (i.e., the victim and the 
two rebels) versus the one source of influence instructing the teacher to continue with 
the shocks (i.e., the experimenter). While number of sources can act as a cue (as 
discussed in the compliance section) and increase thinking (Harkins & Petty, 1981a, 
1981b), it is most likely driving obedience through biasing thoughts in the Milgram 
paradigm, as participants are engaging in thoughtful processes. The greater number of 
sources rebelling may have given participants greater reason to doubt the merits of 
continued shocks and thus encouraged them to more negatively process information 
regarding continued action.  

 

                                                 
2 Bushman (1988) replicated Bickman’s (1974) studies with a woman confederate instead of a man.  
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Fig. 7. The paradigm in which there are two additional confederates that act as rebels. The arrows indicate 
the direction and magnitude of influence. Larger arrows indicate greater magnitude of influence. 
 
 Consistency. If there is more than one source, the consistency of the sources of 
influence can affect the rate of obedience. In one permutation of the Milgram 
experiments where the participant was given conflicting demands by two experimenters 
(i.e., one commanded the participant to continue to shock the learner, whereas the other 
commanded the experiment to stop), the obedience rate dropped to 0% (Milgram, 1974, 
pp. 105–107; see Fig. 8). Once again, participants should be engaging in thoughtful 
processes in this paradigm. The lack of consistency between the two experimenters 
should have decreased the participants’ confidence in the first experimenter, which 
should have decreased obedience towards the first experimenter. Thus, consistency 
within the domain of number of sources should influence obedience through negatively 
biased cognitions.  
 

 
Fig. 8. The paradigm in which two experimenters give opposing demands to the participant. The arrows 
indicate the direction and magnitude of influence. Larger arrows indicate greater magnitude of influence. 
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Immediacy. In the Milgram paradigm, the immediacy of the source, whether it 
be the experimenter or the learner, can influence obedience rates. In one variation of the 
original experiment, Milgram manipulated the immediacy (i.e., physical closeness) of 
the experimenter. In the original paradigm, the experimenter issued commands to the 
participant from a few feet away, which resulted in an obedience rate of 65%. However, 
when the experimenter’s commands were issued from another room via telephone, 
obedience rates decreased to 21% (Milgram, 1974, pp. 59–62). Thus, decreasing the 
immediacy of the authority figure decreased the obedience rates of the participants. The 
immediacy of the experimenter likely influenced participants via biased thinking. When 
the experimenter left the room, the salience of the experimenter was reduced. When this 
is the case, the credibility of the experimenter may also not be as salient to the 
participants, and thus, the amount of biased thinking is reduced. 

In several other permutations, Milgram manipulated the immediacy of the 
learner. In his pilot experiment, Milgram designed the study with the learner in a 
different room than the participant and there was no voice feedback. As the experiment 
progressed and the shocks increased, the participant would hear the muffled sounds and 
banging on the walls from the learner’s room. In this experiment, it was found that 65% 
of the participants obeyed the commands of the experimenter (Milgram, 1974, pp. 32–
33). When voice feedback was added (i.e., the participants hear the learner’s demand to 
stop, as well as screams of pain), the obedience rate remained at a similar level at 63% 
(Milgram, 1974, pp. 33–36). When the learner was put in the same room as the 
participant, obedience rates dropped slightly to 40% (Milgram, 1974, pp. 33–36). 
Finally, when the learner was situated right beside the participant, where the participant 
had to force the learner’s hand down on the shock plate in order to shock the learner, the 
obedience rates dropped to 30% (Milgram, 1974, pp. 33–36; see Fig. 9). We speculate 
that the immediacy of the learner decreases the participants’ confidence in continuing 
the shocks. When the learner is situated right beside the participant, the learner’s pain is 
as salient as it can be. When the participant recognizes the learner’s pain, they should 
become less confident in continuing the shocks. 



59 
 

 

 
Fig. 9. Adapted from Milgram (1974, pp. 37). The paradigm in which the learner was touching the 
teacher while the learning was being shocked. 

 
According to Milgram (1974, pp. 36–41), there were several possible factors that 

may explain why the rates of obedience diminished as the proximity of the victim 
increased. One factor may be that the presence of the victim generated empathic cues 
for the participants, as the victim’s suffering became less abstract when the participants 
actually saw the victim suffering. The victim’s presence may also have decreased denial 
and narrowing of the cognitive field (i.e., putting the victim out of mind), which may 
have consequently decreased obedience rates. The victim’s presence promoted a 
reciprocal field, where both the teacher and the learner were able to observe each other. 
The teacher may have felt his actions were scrutinized by the learner, which may have 
led to feelings of shame and guilt. These ideas have been somewhat supported by the 
results in Burger’s (2009) replication of Milgram’s study. In examining the responses of 
the participants of the Burger (2009) experiment, Burger, Girgis, and Manning (2011) 
found that participants’ attribution of responsibility played a significant role in their 
decision to continue or discontinue administering shocks. It is possible that the victim’s 
presence may have decreased obedience rates through the attribution of responsibility. 
The results of Burger et al. (2011) suggested that immediacy of the victim operates 
under thoughtful processes, as it may induce feelings of responsibility, which may serve 
as arguments to disobey the orders of the authority figure. 
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Other Characteristics. Milgram manipulated other variables in his shock 
experiments, such as physical characteristics and gender, to examine their effects on 
obedience. A brief investigation into the physical characteristics of the experimenter of 
the Milgram experiments indicated that these characteristics had little impact on the rate 
of obedience (Milgram, 1974, pp. 58–59). In another one of Milgram’s variations of his 
original paradigm, Milgram compared the demeanor of two different experimenters. 
One experimenter was somewhat dry, hard, and technical-looking, whereas the other 
experimenter was soft, avuncular, and innocuous. Results indicated the change in 
personnel had little effect on obedience rates (65% vs 50%). However, these results 
should be interpreted with caution, as “hard-looking” and “soft-looking” reflect merely 
one dimension of many possible physical characteristics. Physical characteristics that 
are associated with credibility and/or power may increase the rate of obedience through 
credibility and/or power. In the original Milgram experiments, all experimenters and 
participants were men. Costanzo (1976; as cited in Blass, 1999) replicated Milgram’s 
experiment using both men and women as experimenters and results showed there were 
no differences in obedience rates between male and female experimenters. 

 
Applied recommendations. When attempting to make other people obey, it is 

more effective to use someone who has credibility and/or power as the source of the 
command. People are also more likely to obey commands as the number of sources 
increase; however, the commands issued by the different sources have to be consistent. 
Thus, the use of multiple sources can secure obedience, as long as their commands are 
consistent. In Milgram’s experiments, the immediacy of the experimenter and the 
learner both increase obedience to their commands. Thus, orders issued in person are 
much more effective than issues ordered from a distance. 

 
Message Factors 
  

The message within the context of obedience is the direct and explicit command. 
Any message factors that may influence obedience will be a variation of this direct and 
explicit command. To date, message factors have not received much attention in the 
obedience literature. However, they might well play an important role in obedience. 
Indeed, there is reason to believe that the specific structure of commands used in 
Milgram’s studies play a critical role in the frequently high levels of obedience obtained 
in his studies.  
 
 One characteristic of Milgram’s experiments was that it was structured to consist 
of multiple commands of small increments. As the study progressed, these commands 
increased in “size”, as they were more difficult for participants to obey. For instance, a 
15-volt shock is much easier to obey than a 450-volt shock. Examining this procedure, 
one must wonder about the influence of cognitive consistency on the obedience of the 
participants. Humans generally have a preference for cognitive consistency (i.e., a 
person’s thoughts are consistent with his or her actions, as wells his or her other 
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thoughts). Performing cognitively inconsistent behaviours puts us into a state of 
cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). Obeying initial commands commits participants 
to the commanded behaviour. Disobedience to subsequent similar but larger commands 
may thrust participants into a state of cognitive dissonance. Thus, participants may obey 
in order to maintain cognitive consistency (Burger, 2014). This process is not dissimilar 
from the foot-in-the-door (FITD) technique discussed earlier, where people are more 
likely to comply with a large request after they have committed to a small request 
(Freedman & Fraser, 1966).  
 

Applied recommendations. Structure the message so that the magnitude of the 
command gradually increases obedience. Thus, if officers are having difficulties with 
securing obedience with a large command, they should first secure obedience for a 
smaller command. After the first, smaller command is secured, gradually then increase 
the size of the command until the large command is secured. 

 
Recipient Factors 
  

Recipient factors in this report are situationally specific characteristics of the 
recipient that may influence the rate of obedience. Recipients may assume different 
roles in different situations, which may influence the rate of obedience. For example, in 
the context of the Milgram experiments, a recipient who has a role that is not directly 
responsible in the harming of another person may be more inclined to obey an authority 
figure. Recipients may also possess different levels of knowledge across situations, 
which may influence obedience rates, as knowledge about a behaviour may allow for 
critical evaluation of a behaviour.  

 
 Responsibility. In one of the variations of the experiments, Milgram examined 
the obedience rates of an associate of the teacher rather than the teacher himself. In this 
scenario, the participant did not have to administer the shocks himself but was assigned 
administrative tasks that made him an accomplice to the teacher, while the teacher was 
actually a confederate. Findings from this experiment revealed that a startling 93% of 
the participants obeyed the orders of the authority. Milgram explained that the 
participant role of an accomplice was easier to bear because they did not have to endure 
the conflict between the experimenter and the learner. The responsibility of dealing with 
the conflict belonged to the confederate, leaving the participant free of responsibility of 
the learner’s suffering. One can imagine that these results closely reflect situations of 
genocide in the real world. For instance, millions of people in concentration camps 
during WWII were executed, where the bystanders were accomplices in the genocide, as 
they assisted the executants in administrative duties during executions.  
 
 When we discussed Milgram’s shock experiments previously, we operated under 
the assumption that participants were engaging in thoughtful processes. However, this 
assumption may no longer hold when participants assumed the role of the associate to 
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the teacher rather than assuming the role of the teacher. When participants were the 
associate to the teacher, it seemed that the level of their internal conflict was reduced, 
which would suggest that their amount of processing decreased. Thus, it would seem 
that responsibility increases the amount of thinking under moderately thoughtful 
processes. Under thoughtful processes, responsibility may serve as an argument for 
action (or inaction in the case of the shock experiments). If participants feel responsible 
for harming the learner, they may be less inclined to do so. 

Knowledge. One study using a different experimental procedure than that of 
Milgram’s studies found that 95% of nurses were willing to administer an unsafe level 
of a drug merely because a caller posing as a doctor requested it (Hofling, Brotzman, 
Dalrymple, Graves, & Pierce, 1966). In one replication, nurses were less likely to obey 
orders from the “doctor” in comparison to the original experiment (Rank & Jacobson, 
1977). However, in the replication, the nurses had more knowledge about the drug and 
its effects, as it was the well-known drug, Valium (as opposed to Astroten in the 
previous experiment). Nurses were also permitted to discuss the possible administration 
of the drug with fellow nurses, as well as having time to think before acting. Discussion 
with fellow nurses, as well as having time to think, may have helped the nurses to 
consolidate knowledge and increase confidence.  

Knowledge should operate under thoughtful, moderately thoughtful, and non-
thoughtful processes. Under thoughtful processes, knowledge may help individuals form 
cogent arguments about disobeying a harmful action, as well as increase confidence to 
disobey. Having support and confidence about their thoughts on disobeying may have 
driven the nurses to act based on their thoughts. Under moderately thoughtful processes, 
knowledge may provide individuals with the ability to question the command, which 
should increase thought processing. Under non-thoughtful processes, knowledge may 
act as a cue to decrease obedience. If a person feels that he or she has a lot of knowledge 
about the topic, he or she may simply ignore commands about that topic. If they are the 
experts in the topic, why do they need to listen to others’ commands? Alternatively, if a 
target feels he or she knows little about the topic, he or she may be more inclined to 
obey. 

Previous Disobedience. When individuals disobey once, they are more likely to 
do so again. In one study, Bocchiaro & Zimbardo (2017) gave some participants one 
command and others two commands. The group with only the one command was asked 
to help the experimenter promote his deceptive and unethical program of research in the 
school newspaper. This group had an obedience rate of 86%. The group with two 
commands was first ordered by the experimenter to defame his colleague. This first 
command was designed to be considered highly unjust by participants, prompting most 
participants to disobey the experimenter’s first command. The situation with two 
commands yielded an obedience rate of 42% for the second command (i.e., the same 
command used in the single command condition). In this study, we speculate that 
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previous disobedience may have operated under thoughtful processes. Previous 
disobedience may have operated through meta-cognition, as it may have increased 
individuals’ confidence to disobey, as disobedience had been successful before. 

 
 Applied recommendations. In the Milgram experiments, those who felt less 
responsible about the well-being of the learners were more likely to obey than those 
who felt more responsible about the learners. The teacher was ordered to harm the 
learner, and thus feelings of responsibility toward the learner may have decreased 
obedience to the experimenter. However, had the behaviour been a helpful one to the 
learner, it is plausible that responsibility to the learner would have increased obedience. 
Thus, it would seem that increased responsibility towards an object may increase 
obedience if the behaviour is positive. Applying this idea to military operations, one can 
imagine creating a situation in which people feel less knowledgeable, and therefore 
increase obedience.  
 
Context Factors 

 
Context factors are characteristics of the situation in which the influence attempt 

that occurs is not inherently tied to the source, message, or recipient. To date, there has 
been little attention accorded to these factors in the obedience literature. 

 
Persuasion 

 
 We next turn to persuasion, social influence involving the deliberate attempt to 
change attitudes. That is, persuasion involves attempts to change the target’s internal 
representation of some attitudinal object, in a long-term, stable way. Petty and Wegener 
(1998) observed that persuasion (attitude change) is very comparable to attitude 
formation (acquiring an attitude towards an unfamiliar object). This is because attitudes 
are customarily viewed as ranging on a continuum from non-attitudes (the absence of 
any opinion about an object; Converse, 1970) to strong attitudes (the presence of strong 
attitudes that are resistant to change and decay; Fazio, 1995). Changing a very weak 
attitude is very much like forming a new attitude in a target from scratch. However, 
changing a very strong attitude is likely to involve significant difficulty, because targets 
will resist attitude change attempts by generating their own thoughts in opposition, or 
counter-arguments (Brock, 1967). 
 
Source Factors 
 
 In persuasion, source factors are characteristics of the people who are presumed 
to have originated the persuasive appeal. Source factors in persuasion are easily 
manipulated by individuals in applied settings, because what typically matters in a 
psychological sense is what the target believes the source’s attributes are, not what those 
attributes truly are. Similarly, what matters most to social psychologists is the 
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underlying psychological constructs that make source characteristics function. For 
example, suppose a researcher finds that sources who are perceived as being older 
induce greater attitude change. The researcher would likely follow up with additional 
studies to test whether older sources induce more attitude change because older people 
are perceived as more knowledgeable, more worthy of respectful listening, whether 
‘older’ simply serves as a heuristic cue that encourages agreement, or something else 
entirely. Thus, we will introduce several of these underlying characteristics (e.g. 
credibility, attractiveness), and then discuss the surface traits (e.g., age, gender) through 
these underlying mechanisms.  
 

Credibility. As alluded to in prior sections, the psychological construct of 
‘credibility’ is usually understood to have at least two distinct aspects: expertise, which 
represents a source’s knowledge, wisdom, and skill in addressing a particular topic; and 
trustworthiness, which represents a source’s sincerity, good moral intentions, and 
willingness to share the truth (see Hovland et al., 1953; McGinnies & Ward, 1980)3. 
Lacking either aspect can severely damage a source’s credibility, because an honest 
ignoramus or a lying mastermind are both sources whose opinions cannot be taken as 
accurate on faith. For example, when exposing participants to information about 
maritime boundaries (a presumably erudite topic about which participants could be 
reasonably expected to know very little), McGinnes and Ward (1980) found that 
manipulations of both expertise and trustworthiness independently predicted how 
persuaded participants were by messages. The trustworthy expert was seen as more 
persuasive than every other combination of low/high trustworthiness/expertise. Thus, 
both expertise and trustworthiness are required in a maximally persuasive source. 

 
In practice, it may be useful to be able to ascertain how credible a source will be 

seen ahead of time. Ohanian (1990) has developed a brief (15-item) scale to measure 
beliefs about an individual’s expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness. Its intended 
use is to evaluate how credible and attractive a particular source is seen as being by a 
particular group, for example, before having that individual act as a spokesperson for a 
brand in advertising. Ohanian validated the scale by showing that when participants 
judged products endorsed by a particular celebrity, celebrities’ scores on the scale (as 
rated by the participants) effectively predicted participants’ likelihood of purchasing that 
product, and viewing it as being of high quality. 

 
                                                 
3 There is new evidence emerging that a third factor in credibility, the perceived bias of the source, is both 
influential in determining credibility, and should be recognized as independent from trustworthiness and 
expertise. Perceived bias refers to perceptions that a source is engaging in motivated reasoning, working 
to reach a certain conclusion that may not be objectively true. It is distinct from trustworthiness because 
sources can be seen as perfectly honest, yet biased: for example, a political extremist can be extremely 
sincere and honest, yet very biased in their processing of politically-charged information. There is growing 
empirical evidence justifying perceived bias as a third factor with meaningful impact, although this work 
is still in early development (Wallace, Wegener, & Petty, 2016; Wallace, Wegener, & Petty, 2017). 
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Credibility: Expertise. Marketers have long realized that experts have 
tremendous value as spokespeople. Companies spend vast amounts of money every year 
having doctors and scientists claim that the company’s new product is high-quality and 
reliable, assuming that audiences are more persuaded by knowledgeable sources. Ceteris 
paribus, source expertise makes messages more persuasive (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 
1994; Kiesler & Mathog, 1968; Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999; Petty, Cacioppo, & 
Goldman, 1981; Wood & Kallgren, 1988). 

When careful thought is unlikely to occur, people may simply accept an 
argument as reasonably valid if it is expressed by an expert, without reasoning carefully 
about whether this should be considered sufficient grounds to agree (i.e., it serves as a 
cue). Petty and colleagues (1981) found that when a topic was of low personal relevance 
to participants (suggesting minimal elaboration), the expertise of a source was very 
effective in persuading participants. Expertise effects were lessened when careful 
thinking was encouraged, at which point the actual validity of the message arguments 
were more influential. In this experiment, expertise was a cue that became abandoned 
when better evidence could be thoughtfully considered. 

On the other hand, when thinking is unconstrained, expertise can lead people to 
spend more cognitive effort thinking about a topic, meaning that weak arguments will 
become weaker and strong arguments stronger. This may suggest that people think 
arguments offered by experts are more valuable and therefore justify more cognitive 
effort. Alternatively, experts may be perceived as having more complicated or nuanced 
ideas that will demand more effort to understand. Heesacker, Petty, and Cacioppo 
(1983) found that participants4 were more likely to differentiate between strong and
weak arguments presented by a highly expert source, “Dr. John Samuels, a professor of 
education at Princeton University” (p. 657-658), rather than when they were presented 
by a low-expertise source, “a report by [a student in a] journalism class at a local high 
school” (p. 658).  

What about when thinking is fixed to be high, such as when a topic is framed as 
being highly relevant to recipients? Source expertise might serve as its own argument in 
some very specific cases. For example, if the sources speaking on behalf of a university 
are alumni of that university, and have gone on to earn their expertise by climbing the 
ranks of scientific and corporate hierarchies, recipients may view their expertise as 
evidence for the quality of the university they represent. However, a more common 
situation is that source expertise could bias thinking, as people will likely have more 
positive thoughts about topics when they are argued by high-expertise individuals. A 
final possibility is that expertise could induce meta-cognitive effects, such as self-

4 Strictly speaking, the high/low expertise effect was only found among field-dependent participants, who 
are not naturally inclined to scrutinize messages as carefully, and did not occur among field-independent 
participants—who showed a strong > weak message effect for low and high expertise sources. 
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validation effects. For example, recipients might lose confidence in their thoughts if 
they learn that they have listened to a low-expertise source after forming an attitude 
based around that source’s statements. Consequently, they may be less likely to act on 
this weak attitude. 

 
Credibility: Trustworthiness. One of the worst charges that can be thrust at a 

public figure such as a politician is that of dishonesty. The public often works hard to 
avoid putting resources and power into the hands of people whose moral character 
cannot be trusted. In persuasion contexts, trust is also involved: people are primarily 
convinced when a message is produced in reasonably good faith. That is, arguments 
produced by people known to be frauds or liars are less likely to change attitudes. Like 
experts, trustworthy sources are generally seen as exceptionally persuasive (Andreoli & 
Worchel, 1978; Kelman & Hovland, 1953), and the rest of this section works to suggest 
some mechanisms for why this influence is so powerful. 

 
A possible example of trustworthiness serving as a cue is seen in Chaiken and 

Maheswaran (1994, Study 1). Participants were introduced to an electronic product 
which was described either by a specialty scientific magazine which had nothing to do 
with the selling of the product, or by a retail store (a promotional pamphlet). Note that 
the two elements of credibility—expertise, and trustworthiness—are blended in this 
manipulation: presumably the scientific magazine was seen as more expert than a retail 
store, but their praising of a product may also be seen as less mercenary and more 
trustworthy than when a retailer selling the product praises it. At low levels of thought, 
the credibility manipulation affected attitudes through a heuristic influence, suggesting 
that trustworthiness may work as a ‘knee jerk’ cue effect. 

 
One of the clearest persuasion effects of trustworthiness is that it can control 

how much thinking people perform. In Priester and Petty’s (1995) studies, when 
participants were led to believe (through various manipulations across three studies) that 
a source was honest, individuals who were not intrinsically motivated to think carefully 
became less dependent on message strength to reach their conclusion. That is, among 
individuals who were not particularly motivated to think carefully, being told that the 
source was an expert was sufficient to largely ignore the quality of the arguments, 
accepting them at face value. The pattern was that people low in the desire to think used 
the source’s trustworthiness as grounds to decrease their thinking. However, individuals 
high in the tendency to think carefully continued to analyze arguments carefully 
regardless of the source’s trustworthiness. 

 
When conditions are ripe for careful thinking, trustworthiness seems most likely 

to bias thinking. Andreoli and Worchel (1978) used a paradigm where participants 
received messages that were attributed either to a low- or high-trustworthiness source. 
Because participants were asked at the beginning of the study to “pay careful attention 
to the communications” and were made to feel responsible for the materials, it is likely 



67 

that most people were thinking carefully about the message. Trustworthy sources 
produced more attitude change, suggesting that participants found identical arguments 
more compelling when they came from trustworthy sources. 

In some cases, trustworthiness might serve as a persuasive argument in its own 
right. Consider a religious organization that is attempting to persuade new members to 
join. Since presumably part of what makes religions attractive to people is having 
honest, sincere members, the trustworthiness of their representative may serve as an 
argument: if they have an honest representative or leader, this would speak well of the 
religion as a whole. 

Trustworthiness may have effects at a meta-cognitive level. Lemanski and 
Hyung-Seok (2012) have demonstrated that when arguing against a counter-attitudinal 
message made by a low-trustworthiness source, participants feel more certain about 
their attitudes afterwards than when they argued against a message produced by a high-
trustworthiness source. This is interesting because certainty is considered to be a meta-
cognitive variable, suggesting thoughts about one’s thoughts (in this case, the thought 
that one’s thoughts are correct). Consistent with this perspective, the authors found that 
the effect vanished when participants were distracted. From an ELM perspective, this is 
logical; meta-cognitive operations tend to occur only when people are highly able and 
willing to elaborate carefully. 

Priester and Petty (2003) also found that attitudes produced in response to a low-
trustworthiness source were stronger (in their case, more accessible) than attitudes 
produced in response to a high-trustworthiness source. Although these authors did not 
directly manipulate cognitive elaboration, they are generally in line with Lemanski and 
Hyung-Seok (2012): once again, sources that cannot be trusted generated stronger 
attitudes in recipients. Priester and Petty (2003) argued that this occurs because when 
sources cannot be trusted, one has to think for oneself, because it is unclear whether 
some of a source’s arguments may be misleading or deceitful. As a result, thoughts 
produced by recipients themselves are perceived as high in validity. 

In summary, there is suggestive evidence for trustworthiness having a positive 
cue effect, and stronger evidence that trustworthiness can increase thinking or bias 
thinking in favour of the argument sponsored by the trustworthy source. Meta-cognitive 
effects also seem to emerge, whereby low-trustworthiness sources can produce very 
strong attitudes about topics, presumably because they direct recipients to think for 
themselves.  

Attractiveness. As introduced in the compliance section, liking can be seen as 
having many facets, one of which is attractiveness. Attractiveness has enjoyed a rich 
coverage in the persuasion literature. We mentioned earlier in this section that many 
companies spend money to recruit experts such as doctors to speak on behalf of their 
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product, in a very common example of manipulating source characteristics to the 
persuader’s advantage. In some sense, it is strange that companies are about equally 
likely to recruit spokespeople who are simply strikingly beautiful or famous, to speak on 
behalf of cars, vacation packages, or beers. For instance, what does the source’s being 
beautiful actually have to do with drinking beer? In other cases, attractiveness can be 
highly relevant as an implied argument: for instance, when models are used to highlight 
how a hair product can make somebody look, the implicit argument is you could look 
this good, too! Thus, source attractiveness can serve various roles depending on context; 
nonetheless, it is viewed as having generally beneficial effects on persuasion (Kelman, 
1958; McGuire, 1969; Pallak, 1983; Snyder & Rothbart, 1971; but also see Maddux & 
Rogers, 1980). Generally, attractiveness refers to how beautiful or pleasant a source is, 
and it is believed to function in part through increasing how likeable a source is seen as 
being. That is, beautiful sources are seen as easier to like, inducing certain persuasive 
effects.  

 
Obviously, attractiveness can serve as a simple cue. When people are not 

thinking carefully, there is a tendency to just agree with an attractive source regardless 
of the merits of their case. As one example, Pallak (1983) exposed participants to a 
message supposedly generated by a highly attractive source. She found that when this 
attractiveness was deprioritized (i.e., displayed as a degraded Xerox that made the 
source harder to see), individuals were reasonably thoughtful about a topic, with their 
thoughts highly predictive of their final attitudes. However, when individuals were 
exposed to a high-salience attractive source (i.e., a vivid colour photograph), their 
thoughts no longer predicted their attitudes, implying that the source’s attractiveness 
was bypassing their tendency to think carefully about the topic. 

 
Attractiveness has also been shown to drive the amount of thinking that 

individuals engage in. One example is Puckett, Petty, Cacioppo, and Fischer’s (1983) 
study of the impact of attractiveness on perceptions of persuasive essays. These 
researchers found that when essays were paired with photographs of attractive men, 
participants appeared to think more carefully about the quality of the essays—they were 
more influenced by strong essays, and less influenced by weak ones. On the other hand, 
when the picture accompanying the essay displayed an unattractive source, individuals 
scrutinized less, appearing about equally persuaded by the weak and strong essay.  

 
It is also possible for source attractiveness to serve as an argument in its own 

right that people actively consider as evidence for or against an attitude object. For 
example, suppose that you are watching an advertisement for a hair product, and the 
model in the ad has hair that you consider very unattractive. Of course, this provides 
evidence for evaluating the hair product itself, because if the product seems to be giving 
the model’s hair an ugly appearance, you may want to avoid pouring it on your scalp! 
Shavitt, Swan, Lowrey, and Wänke (1994) found precisely this: when participants were 
made to feel personally involved in a restaurant, highly attractive sources were 
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unusually persuasive, but only when attractiveness was relevant (individuals were 
evaluating the social impression aspects of the restaurant). When attractiveness was 
irrelevant (individuals were evaluating the tastes/aromas of the restaurant), effects 
vanished. In other words, when people had reason to think carefully, they thought of 
attractiveness as a piece of evidence: it influenced them when it was relevant, and it was 
discarded when it was irrelevant. The opposite occurred when people were not thinking 
carefully. 

 
 Two final possibilities are that attractiveness could bias thinking, or that 
attractiveness could produce meta-cognitive effects such as thought validation. It is 
plausible that source attractiveness could bias thinking, as people may be motivated to 
agree with attractive sources, and thus produce more thoughts that concord with an 
attractive source. It is perhaps less obvious that attractiveness would serve a thought 
validating role. For example, learning that the source of some information is attractive 
after producing thoughts about that information could lead to greater confidence in 
those thoughts (as happens when expertise is revealed after thoughts are produced in 
response to a source; Tormala, Brinol, & Petty, 2007). However, the logic of this is less 
clear than it is with expertise, because it would seem strange that learning that your 
thoughts are derived from someone who is beautiful would be confidence-boosting in 
the same way that learning that your thoughts derive from an expert. 
 

Power. Powerful sources include individuals who have power over a recipient, 
directly or indirectly, even just temporarily (for example, when an experimenter assigns 
one participant to be empowered over another when completing a cooperative task). It 
seems that powerful sources are generally more influential than weak sources (Festinger 
& Thibaut, 1951; Raven & French, 1958). However, people sometimes distrust 
powerful people, as implied by the expression ‘absolute power corrupts absolutely’. So 
power may not have simple positive effects on persuasion; when might people resist and 
fight back against power-driven persuasion? 

 
It may be most natural to think of power as influencing obedience, as discussed 

earlier in this report. However, Petty and Wegener (1998) have argued that source 
power can serve in a range of roles affecting persuasion. On the one hand, power could 
simply serve to increase persuasion if people accept the source’s power as a cue for an 
argument’s being valid. Rather than changing the amount or direction of people’s 
thinking, powerful people could exert direct effects on people’s judgments if they 
follow a heuristic rule that ‘powerful people are right’. 

  
Brinol and Petty (2009) summarized some of the literature on power and social 

influence, noting that some of the major ideas had remained largely theoretical and 
without specific and direct empirical justification. For example, Fiske (1993) suggested 
that if the power of a source is introduced before recipients process the content of their 
message, people might engage in richer information processing than if this information 
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were not provided. In a sense, this has been demonstrated, but only indirectly. Note that 
power can generally be seen as relative: if a recipient is made to feel powerless, it is 
reasonable to infer that they will see others as (relatively more) powerful; and vice versa 
if recipients are made to feel powerful. Brinol, Petty, Valle, Rucker, and Becerra (2007) 
found that individuals thought more carefully about a source’s message when the 
recipient had been made to feel powerless, which can be roughly interpreted as meaning 
that people indeed scrutinize the messages of (relatively) powerful people with 
increased attention. 

 
One example of power’s influence in persuasion is in biasing thinking. Fiske, 

Morling, and Stevens (1996), for example, have described a range of ways in which 
individuals may be attracted to individuals with power instrumentally, to deal with their 
anxieties and stresses. Consequently, people may be highly biased towards allying 
themselves with, and agreeing with powerful individuals, in service of core 
psychological drives such as “the core need for social survival”, and a desire to feel that 
“the world is a benevolent place” (p. 116). People can seek vicarious power through a 
powerful individual or group, and one way of becoming connected to these powerful 
sources is through agreeing with them. Indeed, there is evidence suggesting that 
persuasion increases when a source is powerful versus powerless (Festinger & Thibaut, 
1951; Raven & French, 1958). 

 
We are not aware of direct evidence for power playing a meta-cognitive role in 

persuasion, although this could make some sense. To the extent that powerful sources 
make recipients experience relatively low power, this could decrease recipient’s 
confidence in their own thoughts. Lowered confidence in thinking tends to make those 
thoughts less influential, with consequences for attitude strength (also see DeMarree, 
Brinol, & Petty, 2014). So for example, suppose your boss approaches you and tries to 
persuade you to initiate a new project. Further suppose that you are feeling very 
thoughtful, perhaps because the topic discussed concerns you personally and you just 
had a large cup of coffee. You find yourself agreeing with your boss at first, but then 
find that you do not feel very confident in your own thinking. After all, you feel weak. 
Your own thoughts are experienced as a bit unconvincing and weak. Ultimately, you 
may agree with your boss, but you have little confidence in your attitude and may not 
actually act on it later. 

 
In summary, power is an interesting area of research with some well-

documented effects, such as power driving increased persuasion, and a tendency for 
people to think more carefully about arguments from powerful people. However, there 
is theoretical grounds (if limited evidence) to consider that the attitude change induced 
under powerful sources may not result in the strongest possible attitude changes. 
Although the persuasion is genuine, and recipients are doing more than merely obeying, 
their attitude change may be somewhat frailer, making them more susceptible to attitude 
change and counter-persuasion later on. 
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Number of sources. Most people have had the experience of holding one’s own 
in an argument against several opponents who seem to completely agree about some 
common line of thinking. There are several ways to manipulate perceptions of the 
number of sources. Researchers may video record one versus multiple speakers, for 
example, and show these recordings to participants in a between-subject design to 
manipulate the number of sources. Alternatively, participants might be given several 
arguments written into separate sections—either a single source is described as having 
written all of these sections, or it is suggested that a different person wrote each section. 

One possibility is that the number of sources works as a simple heuristic: when 
people agree with the same line of argument on something, perhaps you find yourself 
showing attitude change without actually thinking carefully about the content. Just as 
people often conform to groups of influencers (without actually changing their mind), 
people could also show attitude change because of the number of persuasive sources 
aligned on a single topic. 

As we have just implied, one common observation is the multiple source effect 
(Harkins & Petty, 1981a, 1981b), which suggests that individuals engage in more 
thinking when multiple sources make arguments than when only a single source makes 
arguments. For example, Harkins and Petty (1981a) displayed videotapes of speakers 
presenting arguments about a topic, showing either a single speaker or three different 
speakers arguing on the same side of a topic. They also manipulated the number of 
arguments: either one argument was heard, or three distinct arguments. These conditions 
were crossed, so for example the three speakers were sometimes heard saying one 
identical message, and sometimes heard saying three unique messages. Attitude change 
was strongest in the three-speaker / three-message condition, suggesting that three 
seemingly independent sources were more influential than one source, and also more 
influential than three speakers saying the same things.  

Harkins and Petty (1981a) took this to mean that the multiple speakers were 
generating increased thinking, but that more thinking was not particularly productive of 
attitude change given a repeated message, because there was nothing more to think 
about. To substantiate this, they also found that when weak versus strong arguments 
were used, the multiple sources / multiple messages condition led to the classic signal of 
increased thinking: weak messages were even weaker (and led to counter-message 
attitudes), whereas strong messages were even stronger (and led to pro-message 
attitudes). In the ELM framework, variables that operate through increasing thinking are 
only effective if elaboration is relatively unconstrained. Harkins and Petty (1981b) 
found that when they constrained thinking levels (through a distraction task that pushed 
elaboration down for all participants), the multiple-sources advantage was eliminated. 

But why should multiple speakers enhance thinking? Is a single source not just 
as worthy of our attention as three sources, holding the substance of what they say 
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equal? Harkins and Petty (1987) explored this question, and found that multiple sources 
seem to increase thinking because recipients believe that more sources implies a 
convergence among independent perspectives and sources of knowledge, which is 
therefore worthy of closer attention. Interestingly, the multiple-sources advantage is 
eliminated when participants are told that sources worked together as a committee to 
produce arguments, but replicated when participants were told that sources worked 
independently. However, in a further refinement of the ‘committee’ manipulation, if the 
committee was described as being similarly-minded, they were not very effective, but if 
the committee was described as made up of many heterogeneous perspectives they were 
effective once more. In sum, whenever multiple sources are seen as having different 
viewpoints that converge on one side of an argument, this can increase thinking (and 
increase persuasion, as long as arguments are well crafted). You may recall a very 
similar effect documented about conformity, conducted by Gerard et al. (1968), in 
which it was found that when sources were seen as independent, conformity was more 
affected by number of sources. 

 
To our knowledge, the number of sources has not been studied as a meta-

cognitive variable. However, it is plausible that it could serve in this role. If the fact that 
information was generated by multiple sources is presented after people think about a 
message (assuming the message is strong enough to induce successful persuasion in the 
first place), it makes sense that people’s confidence in their thoughts may increase, 
leading to a more powerful and resolved attitude change. That is, people may end up 
with stronger attitudes as the convergence of multiple opinions makes them feel that 
their new attitude is backed up by many other people. 

 
In sum, presenting information as originating from several sources is a useful 

persuasion tactic. However, because it largely works through increasing thinking, this 
manipulation should ideally be used with strong arguments, as weak arguments may just 
grow weaker when attributed to multiple sources. A second, crucial boundary condition 
appears to be the independence of sources: multiple sources are not more persuasive if 
they all came from a common think tank, or are repeating the exact same argument 
multiple times over.  

 
Other source factors. Although there is a substantial literature concerning the 

effects of source gender (Gervais & Hillard, 2014; Hitchon & Chang, 1995; Lee, 2014; 
Schuller, Terry, & McKimmie, 2001), race (Fleming, Petty, & White, 2005; Petty, 
Fleming, & White, 1999; White & Harkins, 1994; Whittler, 1989), and other such 
factors, they are often reducible to other well-understood factors.  

 
Consider the age of a persuasion source. Early research simply found that older 

sources were somewhat less persuasive than younger sources (Walsh & Connor, 1979), 
which might be taken naively to mean that people simply distrust older sources ‘just 
because’. However, the perceived age of a source (just like the perceived race and 
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gender of that source) is likely to co-vary with many other features. In the case of age, 
people may be inclined to view older individuals as wiser or more knowledgeable, 
perhaps less physically attractive, and possibly more authoritative or worthy of respect. 
Any of these variables could explain effects of source age on persuasion. Studies have 
suggested that persuasion effects related to age disappear when controlling for 
attractiveness levels (Puckett et al., 1983). 

 
Applied recommendations. It is generally advisable to have persuasive 

messages be attributed to individuals who are high in attractiveness, trustworthiness, 
expertise, and perhaps power—so long as power does not imply a coercive attempt to 
directly control the message recipient. It may be noted that messages do not necessarily 
have to actually be produced by such sources; it is merely the recipient’s impression of 
the source that matters. For example, an audio or written message that is merely paired 
with an attractive, nominally expert individual is sufficient to obtain the persuasive 
benefits of these manipulations. Furthermore, it can be useful to have persuasive 
messages be attributed to several, seemingly independent-thinking sources. An example 
is advertisements in which random people in the street are supposedly canvassed for 
their opinion on a product, and produce miscellaneous (but always positive) opinions of 
the product. Because they seem to have different judgments and reasons for concluding 
that a product or service is good, recipients should be relatively persuaded by such 
campaigns. 

 
Some general boundary conditions are worth noting. First, because some of 

these manipulations work due to increased thinking, some effects are likely to backfire 
if particularly weak arguments are used, with the increased thinking working against the 
persuader’s goals. Second, in some circumstances people who think very carefully about 
messages may bias correct for influences such as attractiveness, if they see such 
influences as inappropriate and irrelevant. Therefore, when possible it is advisable to 
exploit source characteristics that can serve as valid arguments favouring a product or 
service. For instance, men with pronounced muscles may be seen as more attractive and 
therefore more persuasive, but can actually serve as evidence for the benefits of physical 
training programs. The relevance of the source characteristic can, in this way, protect it 
against bias correction attempts. 

 
Message Factors 
 
 In persuasion, message factors refer to the components of a persuasive 
message’s content, such as whether the message involves specific emotional cues, such 
as happiness or fear; the length of the message; effects of how the message is ordered 
and structured; and whether a message repeats the same content more than once. 
 
 Quantity / length. An essential choice that every persuader has before them is: 
how much is enough? Lawyers, advertisers, and salespeople all ask themselves how 
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many different arguments they want to launch at a jury, audience, or customer. On the 
one hand, common sense suggests that one does not want to push out so many 
arguments that one is forced to resort to bad arguments when the good ones have all 
been used up. On the other hand, perhaps it is simply the case that more is always better. 
Earlier psychologists did assume that more arguments were generally better than less 
(Calder, Insko, & Yandell, 1974; Cook, 1969). For example, Calder et al. (1974) found 
that the preponderance of arguments (whether there were more arguments suggesting 
guilt versus innocence) tended to predict jurors opinions in mock trials.  
 
 However, psychologists have now found more nuanced answers. One example is 
that under low elaboration conditions, when people are not thinking particularly 
carefully, the sheer volume of different arguments that one throws at a message 
recipient can serve as a cue for persuasion (Petty et al., 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). 
To someone who is not paying much attention, the simplest response to message 
quantity is: “Wow, this person has a lot to say! They must have a point.” 
 
 Might the number of arguments drive people to think more or less about a topic? 
It would seem reasonable that number of arguments would affect amount of thinking, 
but it is not clear whether the effect would be linear. For instance, if people are exposed 
to just one or two arguments about something, it may give people little to think about, or 
they may infer that there is little of substance to think about with regards to the topic. 
When people are exposed to a half-dozen arguments, perhaps they will think more 
because there is more to think about, and the implication is that the topic has many 
different features and facets to it, and deserves close attention. But if a participant is 
buried in dozens of arguments for and against a topic, it is possible that exhaustion 
effects may occur, and that they may be inclined to think less once again. So far as we 
know, this has not been explicitly tested. 
 
 However, when one looks more closely at a persuader’s ‘many arguments’, it is 
frequently the case that one finds some of them to be more lacking than others, and 
some may be downright fallacious or silly. Suppose that a persuader starts out with a 
few strong arguments. What happens if they added a few poor arguments to the mix? On 
purely logical grounds, maybe the poor arguments should not make any real difference: 
the strong arguments are not changed by a few weaker pieces of evidence. In fact, 
researchers have actually found evidence for such a dilution effect, meaning that adding 
poor arguments to stronger arguments leads to less persuasion than if the strong 
arguments are presented alone (Friedrich, Fetherstonhaugh, Casey, & Gallagher, 1996). 
Instead of putting the weak points aside and focusing on the good arguments, people 
seem to throw out the good with the bad. This does not appear to be merely a cue, 
either; the pattern emerges under high elaboration, when people are thinking quite 
carefully. 
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 Might the quantity of arguments induce meta-cognitive effects? It is possible, for 
example, that when participants have been exposed to so many arguments that they 
cannot actually track them all, they may be left with a feeling that ‘there is probably 
more to this than I remember’. So for example, if they are exposed to so many 
arguments about a product being high-quality that they forget some, it could validate the 
thoughts they do have about the product. The confidence in their thoughts, in this case, 
would feel justified by the awareness that there was a lot more material than they are 
remembering, and the easy accessibility with which pro-product arguments come to 
mind. There is evidence that the ease with which examples of an object having a trait 
come to mind, is interpreted by people as evidence that the object strongly has that trait 
(Schwarz et al., 1991). For instance, if one easily thinks of reasons why one’s romantic 
partner is a good partner, one will be inclined to think that one’s partner is a very good 
partner. This has been applied as a meta-cognitive variable by Tormala, Petty, and 
Brinol (2002): when people struggle to come up with arguments in favour of a topic, 
they experience low confidence in their thoughts about that topic. 
 
 In sum, exposing participants to more rather than fewer arguments can be 
beneficial, but only to the extent that all arguments are high quality. That is, it is 
generally inadvisable to bring in weak arguments to support strong ones, because they 
simply dilute the overall power of a persuasive message. However, if an audience is at a 
lowered level of thoughtful attention, providing many arguments can serve a shortcut to 
persuasion: so long as careful thinking is suppressed, the sheer volume of arguments 
leveled at a topic can be persuasive to people.  
 
 Difficulty. Some psychologists have suggested that message recipients often 
expect communicators (including persuasion sources) to engage in a kind of 
‘communication game’ such that communicators should always produce clear, 
understandable messages (Higgins, 1981). But in reality, whether it is a scientific 
argument that relies on vast amounts of prior knowledge and familiarity with jargon, or 
a piece of literary criticism that indulges in post-structuralist terminology, recipients 
sometimes struggle to understand persuasive messages. Psychologists have altered 
message difficulty in some diverse ways, such as manipulating how much time 
recipients have to read and understand the message, or manipulating how much 
contextually-relevant knowledge participants have before hearing the message. 
Assuming that the persuasion source’s opinion is at least clear, does it help or hinder 
persuasion if the source does not understand the message very well? 
 
 We are not aware of direct evidence about whether difficulty serves as a cue. It 
seems doubtful that people would accept a counter-attitudinal message merely because 
it is expressed with too much jargon to be understood, but it is possible that a difficult-
to-understand message that concords with a recipient’s existing opinion could serve to 
reinforce that opinion as a simple cue. People might take the message’s difficulty to 
imply that ‘there must be something to this, because it sounds complicated’—but that 
would be a generous attribution, and is speculative. 
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 Ratneshwar and Chaiken (1991) have found interesting effects based on message 
difficulty. First, they found in pilot testing that if they did nothing to make the 
persuasion source appear non-responsible for producing a difficult message, participants 
simply derogated and criticized the message source. In other words, people seemed to 
act in line with a normative expectation that a persuader should produce understandable 
content (Higgins, 1981) and they were upset that this norm had been violated. When this 
issue was addressed and the persuader was framed as not being blameworthy for 
producing a difficult message, Ratneshwar and Chaiken found that difficult messages 
led people to rely more on the source’s expertise than usual. That is, high-expertise 
sources were regarded as exceptionally trustworthy and low-expertise sources were 
dismissed even more than usual. Indeed, these authors found no benefit of expertise 
under high comprehension conditions (i.e., when recipients were given adequate time 
and background information to understand the message properly, lowering the difficulty 
of message processing).  
  

It might also be noted that many manipulations of elaboration likelihood involve 
variables that intentionally increase the difficulty of message comprehension. That is, 
when psychologists manipulate elaboration likelihood with distraction tasks or by 
limiting exposure time to materials, they are deliberately making it more challenging to 
understand the message. This is because in the ELM, motivation and ability to process a 
message jointly influence elaboration likelihood. Thus, many ELM studies (and even 
pre-ELM studies) that have manipulated distraction and exposure time (see Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986) may be construed as having their effect due to manipulating message 
difficulty. For example, ‘distraction tasks’ tend to decrease people’s ability to produce 
counter-arguments to messages that they disagree with (Keating & Brock, 1974; 
Osterhouse & Brock, 1970). Given that it was primarily participants’ ability (rather than 
motivation) that was presumably impaired by this task, one might frame these studies as 
demonstrating that ‘difficult’ messages reduce the amount of thinking that recipients can 
engage in. Distraction will be discussed in more detail under ‘Context and Modality 
Factors’.  
 
 It is not particularly clear how difficulty could serve as an argument unto itself. 
The mere fact that a message has a lot of difficult ideas, or is expressed in such a way 
that recipients lack the necessary context to understand it, hardly seems like valid 
grounds to agree or disagree with it. However, could message difficulty influence meta-
cognitive variables, such as thought confidence? There could be an interesting argument 
to be made that perhaps this is possible. If one has changed one’s mind in response to a 
message despite not understanding sections of it, two different effects could emerge. 
First, people may feel less confident in their thoughts because they know that they did 
not fully understand the message, so their thoughts could be poorly calibrated to the real 
content. Alternatively, second, people might actually feel more confident in their 
thoughts because the difficulty of the message leads them to think about it for 
themselves, generating their own ideas about the topic to fill in the gaps where the 
message is hard to understand. Future research could disentangle these possibilities. 
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 One- versus two-sided messages. Often when creating persuasive messages, 
people seem to feel a great pressure to stay firmly on their side of the argument, 
delivering many reasons to believe what they have to say, and ignoring the fact that the 
other side of the debate has a few points as well. However, perhaps you have 
encountered one of those rarer persuaders who engages with the opposite side of the 
argument, bringing up some of the ideas that support the other side—even if only to tear 
them down again. Generally speaking, introducing both sides of an argument works 
better to produce persuasion, but only if one adequately shuts down one side of the 
argument by the end of a message (Allen, 1991; Eisend, 2006). 
 
 One general point to keep in mind is that human beings have a biased reaction to 
two-sided information, wherein both sides of an argument are brought up. For example, 
in a seminal study by Lord, Ross, and Lepper (1979), participants who were either in 
favour of, or opposed to, capital punishment were exposed to a mix of scientific 
information (ten studies), half of which claimed to demonstrate that capital punishment 
was a very effective deterrent for crime, while the other half claimed that capital 
punishment was a very ineffective deterrent. Actually, all of this evidence was fictitious, 
but written to resemble real-world data reports. When the message favoured their prior 
beliefs, people thought the studies were well done, and found them quite convincing; 
when the results opposed their prior beliefs, people considered the science to be 
incompetently performed, and rather unconvincing. This pattern was termed biased 
assimilation. Because of biased assimilation, persuaders should be aware that recipients 
may be inclined to see one side or the other (within a two-sided argument) as much 
more persuasive. 
 
 However, when a paradigm like Lord et al.’s (1979) is compared to the real 
world of persuasion, it perhaps seems a bit unlikely. It is not very rhetorically 
convincing to provide precisely 50/50 evidence for and against something, with no 
attempt at promoting the persuader’s preferred side. It is probably fair to assume that a 
persuasion source will generally bring up the ‘enemy’ side primarily to refute it. Along 
those lines, Allen (1991) conducted a meta-analysis in which he concluded that two-
sided refutational arguments (in which a persuader brings up counter-arguments and 
then undermines them) were generally more persuasive than the simpler one-sided 
arguments (in which the persuader ignores any possible counter-arguments). However, 
one-sided arguments were still more persuasive than two-sided non-refutational 
arguments (in which the persuader brings up counter-arguments and does not attack 
them). 
 
 There is limited evidence tying two-sided arguments into the ELM model, but a 
single study by Pechmann and Estaban (1993) quite ambitiously tried to examine 
multiple roles at once. In this study, participants considered advertisements that were 
either one-sided (a target product was described positively, and no alternative was 
presented) or two-sided (the target product; but an alternative product was also 
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identified). Arguments favouring the target product were either weak or strong. When 
elaboration was experimentally manipulated to be low, the authors found a simple cue 
effect where two-sided arguments were more effective than one-sided arguments, and 
argument quality had no effect. In this case, because the key product was marked as 
being high quality, the authors reasoned that participants probably inferred that the 
comparison object was inferior in a simple comparison process. At moderate 
elaboration, the two-sided argument tended to increase people’s amount of thinking, 
demonstrated by a greater advantage of strong over weak messages in this condition. 
Finally, under high elaboration, argument strength alone had an effect, and two- or one-
sided arguments were equally effective.  
 
 Pechmann and Estaban’s (1993) study is an interesting example of investigating 
multiple roles all at once, but they did not explore every possible role. Another 
possibility is that the number of sides presented has an influence on thought validation, 
and therefore attitude confidence and strength. For example, imagine listening to a 
speaker thoroughly and persuasively detailing their beliefs about a topic. While you 
deliberate about your new attitude in favour of this speaker’s side, it occurs to you that 
they did not really engage any alternative position. Might this nudge you towards a 
degree of skepticism about your new position? Contrast this with a case where the 
speaker also thoroughly thrashed the opposing side. Assuming that the thrashing is quite 
comprehensive, it seems likely that you will still be very much persuaded, but also much 
more confident in your final attitude. 
 

In summary, existing research demonstrates that the choice of using one- or two-
sidedness of arguments must be skillfully determined. Presenting two sides as equals 
provokes biased assimilation among recipients. Presenting both sides, but noting that 
one side is clearly superior to another will often have favourable effects on persuasion. 
However, persuaders should be wary of the state of recipients. Distracted or 
unmotivated recipients may simply benefit from two-sided arguments by default. 
Thoughtful, alert recipients seem to primarily respond only to how strong the arguments 
are, not the form they take. If recipient attention is at more typical levels, two-sided 
arguments will prompt close scrutiny from audiences—meaning that strong arguments 
will be even stronger than usual, but weak messages are especially likely to backfire. 

 
 Message framing (gains vs losses). People can be pressed into action in pursuit 
of exciting possible gains such as profits, happiness, and health; but they can also be 
highly motivated by working to avoid debts, depression, and death. For example, one 
can characterize a proposal to join the army in terms of approaching positives—helping 
to protect one’s country, securing benefits for a free or more affordable education; or in 
terms of avoiding negatives—getting out of an undesirable current career path, or 
preventing one’s country from coming to harm through inaction. We introduce several 
conditional effects illustrating when gain- or loss-based messages are preferable, but the 
simplest conclusion is that gain-focused messages are more effective slightly more often 
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than are loss-focused messages, although the main effect difference may be trivial 
(O’Keefe & Jensen, 2007). 

Messages focused around positives and gains may have a heuristic effect that 
drives people to view the topic and message more favourably, thus leading to its having 
a greater effect on people. Imagine being exposed to a message about a political topic 
where the message makes you feel very happy—the idea is that you may allow your 
happy feelings to spill onto the message itself, leading you to think of the message itself 
as ‘good’, thus increasing persuasion. Several researchers have demonstrated such an 
effect in the seemingly low thought conditions that should foster such effects according 
to the ELM (Maheswaran & Meyers-Levy, 1990; Robberson & Rogers, 1988; Rothman, 
Salovey, Antone, Keough, & Martin, 1993). 

However, the effects of framing are somewhat more complicated when thinking 
is free to vary, and either approach (gains or losses) can change how people think about 
a message. Smith and Petty (1996) exposed individuals to either weak or strong 
messages about taking doses of Vitamin K. They found that when recipients were 
anticipating a negatively-framed message, a positively-framed message elicited more 
thinking from participants; however, if they were anticipating a positively-framed 
message, negative-framed messages produced more thinking. Thus, when people were 
surprised by the form that the message took, they were more inclined to scrutinize. 

Could gain/loss framing serve as an argument? For example, might a recipient 
find themselves agreeing explicitly because the source produces an argument in gain- 
versus loss terms? It is not entirely clear how the framing of an argument could serve as 
an argument as to the merits of an attitude object in its own right. Perhaps in some 
contexts, gain-focused messages imply that there is nothing glaringly wrong with the 
product or topic being discussed. For example, consider reading a message prepared by 
a government agency reviewing the health and safety guidelines for a certain food 
product. If the content of the message is gain-focused (“eat this because you can 
gain…”), this could be taken as evidence that there cannot be severe ‘losses’ associated 
with the food’s consumption—because if there were, the health department would 
mention it. That is, if the food in question were extremely carcinogenic and toxic, 
presumably this would be worthy of mention, so framing the product description in 
terms of gains implies that the food is at least not dangerous, which might be an 
argument favouring it. 

It is unlikely that gain/loss framing would serve in a meta-cognitive role. For 
example, how would framing influence bias correction processes? If a recipient is very 
conscious that a message has been framed in terms of avoiding losses, for example, then 
why should this lead them to feel that they have become biased, and need to correct for 
this? Potentially, if people could become aware of the above-noted effect where gain-
focused messages lead people to feel a generalized positivity towards the source and 
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message, they might feel motivated to correct for this bias. Could gain/loss framing lead 
people to feel more confident in their thoughts? It is unclear why this should be so: 
people can have low or high confidence thoughts about possible gains in their life, and 
about possible losses in their lives. 

 
In short, framing messages in terms of gains and losses does not appear to have 

generically advantageous or disadvantageous effects on persuasion, except under low-
thought conditions due to heuristic effects. Gain/loss framing can also be used tactically 
to surprise individuals who have been led to expect the opposite framing to be used. 
Such surprise can generate increased thought, to the potential advantage of the 
persuader. 

 
Other message factors in persuasion. There are many message-level factors in 

persuasion that we have not discussed. In some cases, this is because literatures can be 
subsumed, conceptually, alongside other variables. For example, we have discussed 
message framing with respect to gains and losses. So although there has been a 
surprisingly large literature on the beneficial and counterproductive effects of fear 
appeals in persuasive messages (Baron, Inman, Kao, & Logan, 1992; Boster & 
Mongeau, 1984; Ditto, Jemmott, & Darley, 1988; Jepson & Chaiken, 1990; Mullis & 
Lippa, 1990; Rippetoe & Rogers, 1987), we do not provide it with its own section, as 
fear appeals are really a very specific type of loss-framing. Fear appeals can also be seen 
as part of whether a recipient is being made to focus on affective or cognitive aspects of 
a topic, which we discuss as a recipient factor. 

 
There are many other message-level factors we could discuss here. The use of 

rhetorical questions has generally been shown to increase thinking (Petty, Cacioppo, and 
Heesacker, 1981), and to encourage participants to reach premature evaluative decisions 
(Howard, 1990). Another interesting factor is whether messages should have explicit 
conclusions. One might raise several arguments favouring a plan, but avoid stating that 
‘therefore, we should do this plan’. By allowing a recipient to draw the conclusion 
themselves, they may feel more committed to that conclusion. Evidence is mixed about 
this factor (Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949; Fine, 1957), but one conclusion 
appears to be that letting recipients draw their own conclusions is only effective when 
recipients are motivated to think carefully (Stayman & Kardes, 1992). One final 
message factor we will mention is ordering: whether it is better to mention one’s 
favoured argument before versus after mentioning a counter-argument. After some 
initial explorations of this topic by Miller and Campbell (1959), more recent 
psychologists have found evidence that presenting one’s favoured argument first works 
better when participants are motivated to think very carefully, but presenting one’s 
favoured argument second works better when participants are relatively unmotivated 
(Haugtvedt & Wegener, 1994). This seems to be because going first only carries an 
advantage if people become intellectually involved in the first argument presented, 
generating their own thoughts in response to this early message. 



81 

Applied recommendations. In constructing messages, one must be wary of how 
thoughtful an audience will be, and how thoughtful one wants an audience to be. 
Thoughtful audiences will be most persuaded when both sides of an argument are 
raised, with one’s favoured argument coming first, and the alternative side raised second 
and firmly dismissed. One can use the audience’s careful thinking to one’s persuasive 
advantage by having them persuade themselves in this manner. In contrast, relatively 
non-thoughtful recipients may be best persuaded by constructing messages that exploit 
this mental state, such as using gain-focused, positive messages that make the audience 
feel positively towards the message’s source and side. Another general rule to remember 
about strong messages is the dilution effect: audiences are not persuaded by the ‘sum’ of 
all arguments presented, but by the ‘average’ of their quality level. Thus, when a 
message creator has run out of top-shelf arguments to favour their position, they are 
advised to stop, avoiding the introduction of any weaker arguments. 

Recipient Factors 

As with the other forms of social influence, our discussion of recipient factors 
will focus on situational, transitory attributes that operate within the recipient. One 
might first think about clearly transitory phenomena like emotions. However, we 
primarily discuss individual differences within recipients with regards to the particular 
topic of persuasion. For example, a persuasive message may be about a topic that is 
particularly important to some participants, or a topic that is very salient and accessible 
to some participants more than others. Such recipient-level factors can have substantial 
impact on the success of persuasion attempts. We consider them to be situational 
because a recipient may view one topic as important, but another topic as quite 
unimportant; therefore, ‘importance’ will operate at fluctuating levels for a given 
participant across different situations. 

Attitude functions. People can hold their attitudes for many distinct reasons, 
and a misunderstanding of why a recipient believes something can lead to problematic 
persuasion attempts. Consider why a population may dislike (or like) an invading force, 
such as a foreign army. On the one hand, such forces may be seen as impractical on 
utilitarian grounds, causing interruptions to daily routines, blocking access to desired 
resources, or potentially threatening one’s health or safety (Abelson & Prentice, 1989; 
Prentice, 1987). But that is hardly the only reason why someone may oppose a foreign 
force. For example, attitudes can also hold a social-adjustive function: one might oppose 
the foreign force as a signal to others that one is being a good group member, to the 
extent that others seem to hold this as an important belief (Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Miene, 
& Haugen, 1994). It is also possible for people to hold such an attitude for value-
expressive reasons: one might believe fiercely in the importance of national 
independence and patriotism, leading them to feel opposition to foreign occupation 
(Snyder & DeBono, 1985; 1989). A large number of psychologists have examined the 
practical significance of these attitude functions, and have overwhelmingly supported a 
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general matching hypothesis, meaning that persuasion is usually most effective when 
messages are designed to match a recipient’s attitude function (Clary et al., 1994; 
DeBono & Packer, 1991; DeBono & Rubin, 1995; Katz, 1960; Kiesler, Collins, & 
Miller, 1969; Lavine & Snyder, 1996). 

Petty, Wheeler, and Bizer (1999) have argued that much of the attitude base 
matching literature can be understood in terms of the ELM. For example, at low 
elaboration, a cue effect is most likely responsible for matching effects, such that 
recipients simply detect that a message matches their preferred way of thinking about a 
topic, and feel agreeable towards the message. DeBono (1987), for example, performed 
an interesting experiment where participants were simply told which attitude function 
aligned with which side of an issue (for example, ‘supporting this topic is widely 
popular and supported by most people [social-adjustive good] but impractical and 
inefficient [utilitarian bad]’). Participants were not provided with messages beyond 
these categorical labels. Thus, they had little opportunity to think meaningfully about 
the topic. Nonetheless, they showed matching effects such that they agreed with 
whichever side was paired with their attitude function. For example, in the above 
example social-adjustive people would think of the attitude object as good, but 
utilitarian people viewed it as bad. 

Next, some studies have shown that attitude matching can lead to increased 
scrutiny of messages. DeBono and Harnish (1988) have demonstrated that recipients 
think more carefully about messages when they match their attitude base. That is, value-
focused people think more about messages when they are framed as value-expressive, 
but less carefully when they are characterized as utilitarian. Petty and Wegener (1998) 
also demonstrated a greater sensitivity to message quality under function-matching over 
function-mismatching conditions. 

When people are paying closer attention to messages more generally, attitude 
matching can also induce thought biasing effects helpful to would-be persuaders. Lavine 
and Snyder (1996) showed that biased information processing tends to emerge under 
function matching conditions. When messages matched (versus mismatched) participant 
attitude functions, people were more likely to rate those messages as high-
quality/persuasive, and ended up with more positive attitudes and approach-based 
behavioural intentions. Mediational analyses supported that thoughtful agreement with 
the messages explained those more positive attitudes. 

Might attitude bases serve as evidence in their own right? In practice, this would 
mean that recipients who, for example, have fundamentally value-expressive functions 
for their attitudes towards politics, would take the value-expressiveness of a message as 
evidence that the described attitude object is good or bad. This does not seem 
particularly likely. Clearly whether the object is seen as good or bad would depend on 
the specifics of which values the object is described as representing. For example, a 
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Canadian patriot would not take the ‘value-expressiveness’ of an anti-Canadian blogger 
as inherently demonstrating the truth of that blogger’s message.  
 
 In terms of meta-cognitive roles, how might attitude functions serve? For 
example, might people experience greater confidence in their thoughts when the topic is 
framed as matching their attitude base? It makes some sense that people would tend to 
trust their thoughts more when they are thinking of the topic in comfortable and familiar 
terms (attitude function matching), as compared with when the topic is framed in 
unfamiliar terms (mismatching). If our value-focused political thinker was challenged to 
think about the topic in terms of pragmatics, they will likely be inclined to think less 
about the message, or feel heuristically opposed to the message—but might they feel 
less confident about their exclusively value-based opinions? It might make sense that 
being forced to consider a very different perspective could shake people’s confidence 
that their attitude is sufficiently multifaceted to deal with a topic across its many 
dimensions. 
 
 In summary, persuaders are advised to explore their recipients’ likely attitude 
functions, or consider manipulating how a topic is framed to the persuader’s advantage. 
If people are provided with minimal information and perhaps not thinking carefully, the 
functional matching can lead people to agree with a message in a reflexive way. In less 
constrained circumstances, people are likely to spend more effort considering a message 
in-depth if it matches their preferred attitude function framing.  
 

Attitudinal bases (affective vs cognitive). No doubt you have encountered 
people and topics where affect seems to hold maximum sway in driving people’s 
attitudes, and other topics where cognitive reactions are more predominant. In 
persuasion research, affect can generally be thought of as a mix of sensory and 
emotional information that people use to form attitudes, whereas cognition can be 
understood as evaluative beliefs about attitude objects’ qualities. One may ask, of 
course, whether messages that are affective or cognitive are simply better than the 
alternative for eliciting persuasion. Attempts to determine a clear advantage for either 
message type in this simple sense have generally been fruitless (Petty et al., 1999; 
Weiss, 1960). Furthermore, some researchers have argued that the two message types do 
not even induce persuasion through the same mechanisms: affective messages appear to 
work by driving affective and cognitive responses, whereas cognitive messages appear 
to work more purely through cognitive responses (Roselli, Skelly, & Mackie, 1995; 
Zuweink & Devine, 1996). 

 
People do seem to differ systematically in terms of their reliance on affect versus 

thinking (Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj, & Heier, 1996; Haddock & Zanna, 1999). On the 
other hand, some specific attitude topics seem to be disproportionately based on affect 
versus thinking for people in general (Crites, Fabrigar, & Petty, 1994). In some cases, 
the common attitude base associated with an object can be surprising. For example, 
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although of course some people will think of food in very cognitive terms (health 
information, macronutrients, environmental impact), people generally think of food in 
primarily affective terms (in particular, in sensory terms: they like foods that taste and 
smell pleasant, and dislike those that taste and smell unpleasant; Dube, Chattopadhyay, 
& Letarte, 1996). Therefore, it is strongly recommended that some form of pilot testing 
be used before one attempts to use attitude bases to one’s persuasive advantage, because 
it is dangerous to assume which attitude base will be predominant for a given audience 
for a given topic.  

 
An additional complication is that recipient attitude bases can also be considered 

at multiple, largely independent levels of measurement. See, Petty, and Fabrigar (2008, 
2013) have demonstrated that there are at least two ways of examining recipients’ 
attitude bases. Structural measurements involve measuring respondents’ affective and 
cognitive reactions, in addition to their overall attitudes, and determining whether affect 
or cognition best predicts their overall opinions. Meta-base measurements involve 
asking respondents to directly report their reliance on affect, versus cognitions, when 
evaluating an attitude object. Thus, structural measurements are ‘indirect’, and primarily 
seek respondents’ underlying attitude bases; meta-bases are ‘direct’ measurements, 
directly eliciting respondents’ self-reports of their own attitudes.  

 
Just as we can talk about matching within the domain of attitude functions, 

matching has also been discussed in the domain of affective/cognitive attitude bases. As 
pointed out by Petty et al. (1999), the ELM can be very useful in understanding effects 
of affective/cognitive base matching. At low levels of elaboration, we would anticipate 
that structural attitude bases should be influential in driving people’s reactions to 
attitudinal information or persuasive messages. In support of this low-elaboration role of 
structural attitude bases, See et al. (2008, Study 3; 2013, Study 2) found that 
individuals’ structural attitude bases are most influential in driving people’s 
information-seeking behaviours when thinking is restricted, that is, when people are not 
thinking carefully. The same low-thought condition tends to eliminate meta-bases’ 
influence. 

 
Another example of the ELM proving helpful is that it may help to resolve a 

debate that has occurred in persuasion research, between researchers who have found 
that attitude base-message matching (e.g., using affective messages for people whose 
attitudes are affective) is more effective and results in greater persuasion (Edwards, 
1990; Fabrigar & Petty, 1999), versus those who have found that matching decreased 
persuasion (Millar & Millar, 1990). In short, one possible explanation for these differing 
results may be that the messages used in the matching paradigms were strong, powerful 
arguments; the messages used in Millar and Millar (1990) were relatively weak and 
elicited a lot of counterargument. Therefore, a possible explanation for these 
‘discrepant’ findings is that message-base matching is not producing blanket positive 
persuasion effects, but causing people to think more carefully. When messages are 
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strong, message-base matching will maximize persuasion, but when messages are weak 
message-base matching will backfire (see Petty, Gleicher, & Baker, 1991; Petty et al., 
1999). 

At higher levels of elaboration, we might anticipate several effects of attitude 
bases. First, attitude bases (or more likely, attitude base matching) might serve as direct 
evidence for a persuasive message. For example, suppose that a new drink product is 
introduced to recipients who are highly affective in their general attitudes towards 
beverages. Might those recipients see the affective nature of the message as evidence 
that the product is intended to satisfy affective (rather than cognitive) needs, and thus 
take this evidence that the product is tailored for them? Contrariwise, a cognitively-
oriented person might prefer that the message be framed as a set of cognitive 
information, taking this as evidence that the company producing the company is more 
focused on producing a ‘cognitively good’ product (healthy, environmentally friendly, 
cheap) rather than an ‘affectively good’ product (delicious, flavorful). 

Second, they might bias thinking in favour of a persuasive message; for 
example, people with affective biases might be biased towards agreeing with a message 
framed in terms of affect. Indeed, See et al. (2008, Study 2) demonstrated that attitude 
base matching led participants to agree more with persuasive messages than did attitude 
base mismatching. Both structural and meta-attitude bases independently predicted these 
matching effects; that is, matching the message (being affective vs cognitive) to 
participants’ structural bases produced more persuasion, but so did matching message to 
participants’ meta-bases. However, this study did not specifically manipulate 
elaboration likelihood, and the messages used appear to be relatively strong. Therefore, 
these data could also indicate that both levels of matching (to structural and to meta-
bases) produced more thinking in response to the messages; since the messages used 
were fairly strong, this additional thinking could also have produced the persuasive 
advantage in this case. 

Third, attitude bases might induce meta-cognitive effects such as influencing 
thought confidence. For example, suppose that a person who believes themselves to be 
very cognitive listens to a moderately strong argument about a topic that they are 
unfamiliar with (instance.g., a new product). They are generally persuaded, but consider 
that the message could have been framed primarily as affective or cognitive. We might 
expect that when the message is framed in terms of affect, this cognitive person might 
not have much confidence in their own thoughts about the topic, because this person 
consciously recognizes that they are not oriented towards using feelings during 
evaluation. Therefore, their pro-attitude thoughts may lack confidence, making them 
less powerful predictions of behaviour. However, if the message is cognitive, this 
cognitive person may feel great confidence in their pro-attitude thoughts, recognizing 
that their thoughts are on ‘familiar ground’ in terms of how they generally prefer to 
think. 
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In summary, there is great reason to think that matching one’s message to 
recipients’ attitude base can be worth the effort to increase persuasive effects. There are 
multiple approaches to measuring attitude bases (either surveying one’s intended 
recipients, or selecting a specific attitude topic and determining whether this is affective 
or cognitive for most people), both of which appear to be effective in predicting 
matching effects. Despite some studies showing advantages from base mismatching, the 
lion’s share of research supports base matching, most likely because base matching 
causes recipients to think more carefully. This increased thought can be turned to the 
persuader’s advantage provided that their arguments are powerful. 

Responsibility. In many contexts, feeling personally responsible for doing a task 
properly can lead people to perform better at those tasks. Interestingly enough, being a 
‘good message recipient’ (i.e., being a thoughtful, scrutinizing recipient; rejecting bad 
messages, and accepting strong messages) appears to produce responsibility effects on 
persuasion. Some psychologists have explored how this might influence persuasion by 
manipulating the extent to which recipients feel personally responsibility for carefully 
thinking about a message. Generally speaking, so long as one has reasonably strong 
arguments to make, making audiences feel responsible is advantageous to changing their 
minds. Historically, many persuasion campaigns such as advertising and recruitment 
have operated by ‘singling out’ message recipients, making them feel responsible for a 
message issue. For example, during World War II many recruitment posters attempted 
to seize attention (and perhaps maximize thoughtful reactions) among recipients by 
emphasizing personal responsibility: “I Want You”; “We Want You!”; “Your Country 
Needs You” (see Fig. 10). 

Fig. 10. Several historical examples of army recruitment messages that emphasize the personal 
responsibility of the message recipient. 

First, would it be possible for personal responsibility to influence people at the 
level of a heuristic cue? That is, might a person agree or disagree with some materials 
simply because they have been made to feel responsible for them? This is hard to 
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imagine. It is unclear why responsibility should lead people to agree rather than to 
disagree, since neither would seem to better fulfill participants’ obligation to the task. 
One is not being any more ‘responsible’ in agreeing than in disagreeing with a message. 

 
Petty, Harkins, and Williams (1980) explored this factor by telling participants 

that they would be thinking about a persuasive message on their own, versus within a 
group. They found that when processing a message on their own, individuals saw strong 
messages as stronger than usual, and weak messages as weaker than usual. This is a 
classic indication that they were thinking more carefully than when they were working 
as a group. When working as a group, people naturally feel that they can spread out their 
responsibility among the other group members. That is, since no one person can be held 
accountable for doing a ‘bad job’ (in this context, a bad job might be accepting silly 
arguments and rejecting good ones), there is a dilution of how much people worry about 
working hard. 

 
As support for this interpretation, an earlier study by Petty, Harkins, Williams, 

and Latane (1977) showed that when evaluating poems and editorials written by other 
students, those who had been made to feel personally responsible for properly 
evaluating these texts (as the only person reading the text, versus one of four, or one of 
sixteen people charged with this task) self-reported that they had put more effort into 
thinking about the (de)merits of the writing; in other words, they were trying harder 
when they felt that they were working alone (also see Harkins & Petty, 1982). 

  
Most uses of responsibility in the literature follow this formula: exploring how 

individuals will expend more effort when they feel responsible, because they have been 
given an additional motivation to work hard at fully understanding the materials. What 
other influences might responsibility have? On the one hand, might it bias thinking 
towards agreement or disagreement? As stated above, it seems unclear why 
responsibility should lead people in one ‘direction’ on an argument: one is not being 
more responsible by producing concordant rather than discordant thoughts in response 
to a message. A similar limitation applies to responsibility serving as an argument: since 
responsibility works by increasing one’s motivation to think carefully, it is not clear 
why this increased motivation would lead one to think “the fact that I am responsible in 
this case proves that the topic is good/bad or right/wrong”. 

  
However, a case could be made for some aspects of metacognition being 

influenced by responsibility. Consider bias correction. Could feeling personally 
responsible for message contents lead one to become more reflective about one’s 
personal biases? For example, imagine a message that is paired with an attractive 
source. If one does not feel personally responsible, and is among a group of people who 
share responsibility, there may be less incentive to carefully review one’s thoughts and 
extract biases—such as trying not to feel unduly influenced by the beautiful source. In 
contrast, if one knows that one is the only person to examine this message, perhaps this 
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would provide enough incentive for people to attempt to reverse their bias. So far as we 
know this idea is speculative, but it could be an interesting future step. 

In summary, encouraging feelings of personal responsibility within recipients 
can be a useful way to make them more carefully scrutinize a message. Insofar as one 
has created a very strong message, it is expected that this manipulation will serve to 
produce more powerful persuasion. Other roles remain less clear at this time, either 
because they are not as clear in their application (cue, evidence, thought biasing), or 
because to our knowledge they simply have not yet been studied (bias correction). 

Other recipient factors in persuasion. We have focused on several recipient 
characteristics, but left out many others that could serve as the basis for considerable 
discussion. For example, there is a substantial literature on the loss of self-control which 
suggests that participants who are feeling mentally exhausted after completing 
demanding cognitive tasks become more susceptible to persuasion attempts about issues 
they disagree with (Burkley, 2008; Knowles & Linn, 2004). Indeed, there seems to be a 
close relationship between counter-argument and cognitive depletion: when people have 
just countered an argument with some responses of their own, they show signs of 
decreased willpower. And when they have just completed a demanding task that leads 
them to feel cognitively exhausted, they become more vulnerable to being persuaded 
about something with which they disagree. 

Another crucial factor in recipients is their attitude strength about given topics. 
There is a vast literature (e.g., see Petty & Krosnick, 1995) which examines the many 
features of attitude strength. In short, people vary widely with respect to the strengths of 
their attitudes, as reflected in measures of specific properties of attitudes including 
attitude accessibility (how easily activated an attitude is), importance (how much the 
attitude is viewed as crucial, practically or as a value), ambivalence (whether one holds 
both negative and positive views, i.e., mixed views, of the object), and many others (for 
reviews, see Fabrigar et al., 2018; Visser, Bizer, & Krosnick, 2006). Attitude strength 
features have many unique antecedents and consequences, but they do have some 
properties in common. Generally speaking, recipients with strong attitudes will be more 
resistant to counter-arguments, and more likely to think carefully about attitude-relevant 
messages. They will also be less likely to change their minds over time, even outside of 
the scope of explicit persuasion attempts. Strong attitudes are also more likely to guide 
people’s behaviours; for example, people with strong political views will be more likely 
to actually vote. This makes them worthwhile to consider when constructing persuasion 
attempts: targeting recipients with lower levels of attitude strength will make persuasion 
attempts generally more persuasive, and producing strong attitudes in recipients in 
favour of one’s own position will prove advantageous for guiding people’s behaviours. 

Applied recommendations. The variety of ways in which recipient variables 
influence persuasion lead us to recommend assessing or manipulating these recipient 
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variables when possible, to maximize the effectiveness of persuasion. Assuming that 
one has developed some strong arguments that are generally convincing in the first 
place, persuasion can be maximized by using several strategies to increase thinking. 
Matching attitudes to recipients’ mindsets with respect to function (e.g., matching 
utilitarian messages to utilitarian recipients) and attitude base (e.g. matching affective 
messages to affective recipients) will tend to prove more effective in persuasion 
campaigns. Similarly, finding ways to make audiences feel responsible for listening 
carefully will prove more effective assuming that one’s message has follow-through.  

 
It is useful to note that a review of influence materials developed in support of 

military operations reveals that some of the principles outlined in the recipient 
characteristic section appear to have been used in some past communications. For 
example, some communications developed in support of military operations in 
Afghanistan used messages strongly stressing the utilitarian benefits of cooperating with 
military forces. Thus, these messages appear to assume that attitudes among the local 
populace regarding the presence of foreign military forces were primarily utilitarian in 
nature. However, in other cases, messages appear to have stressed the value-expressive 
function of cooperation with military forces. Thus, these messages are predicated on 
very different assumptions regarding the underlying functions of attitudes in the local 
populace.  

 
Context Factors 
 
 Persuasion attempts can unfold under many different circumstances that vary 
along psychologically meaningful dimensions. Factors that serve to distract thinking, 
time pressures that influence recipients’ ability to think carefully, and physical stimuli 
that produce discomfort can all be considered aspects of context. We also consider 
modality in this section. In some cases, a source will be physically present (e.g., 
speaking directly to the target); in other cases, participants may receive a written 
message (e.g., a persuasive essay) or an audio recording.  
 
 Distraction and time pressure. Although distraction and time pressure seem to 
be somewhat distinct entities, they are discussed together here due to their considerable 
functional overlap. Both variables are essentially about a recipient’s ability to devote 
cognitive resources to understanding and processing a message. Distraction limits this 
ability because recipients are forced to allocate cognitive resources across more than one 
task at a time. Similarly, time pressure means that recipients cannot complete entire 
cognitive operations before being forced to reach conclusions. The effects of these 
variables are also highly overlapping. A critical effect is that distracted or rushed 
participants process less carefully, showing classic signs of reducing their amount of 
thinking (Lammers & Becker, 1980; Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976; also see Tsal, 1984: 
an unpublished manuscript cited by Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Distraction and time 
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pressure tend to suppress the ability to think carefully, rendering recipients more 
vulnerable to weak arguments, but less likely to fully appreciate strong arguments. 
 
 Distraction is often used as a boundary condition or moderator of other effects, 
including some mentioned in this same report. For example, under ‘Source variables’ in 
this persuasion section, we mentioned that multi-source arguments are more persuasive 
than single-source arguments, provided that each source produces distinct arguments. 
Harkins and Petty (1981b) noted that under high-distraction conditions, this distinction 
vanishes. This is quite interesting, because it implies that the multi-source persuasion 
advantage is a thoughtful one. Distraction (as a moderator of other effects) can be used 
to test whether other effects are thought-based. If distraction ‘turns them off’, 
psychologists can infer that those effects are probably thoughtful. 
  
 One element of distraction that is less well-understood but intriguing is the 
possibility of its having a curvilinear effect. An early article by Rosenblatt (1966) 
suggested that participants who were exposed to a slightly distracting message actually 
showed slightly greater persuasion than those who were undistracted; however, highly 
distracted individuals showed the least persuasion. Why would slight distraction 
enhance persuasion? Rosenblatt (1966) showed that recipients’ perception that the 
persuader was trying to persuade them was somewhat lower in the low-distraction 
condition, compared to control. Perceptions of a source having persuasive intent is 
sometimes viewed as a deterrent to persuasion, for example, because people do not want 
to be manipulated, and sources focused on successfully persuading someone may seem 
biased and one-sided. Rosenblatt’s data may suggest that mild distraction could offset 
recipients’ realization that a persuasion attempt is underway, in conditions where this is 
somewhat ambiguous, thus somewhat enhancing attitude change. In ELM terms, this 
may represent that people ordinarily bias correct for a source being high in persuasive 
intent, but slight distraction may be disabling this correction process. 
  
 Could distraction be viewed as an argument about the central merits of an 
attitude object? This is fairly difficult to imagine. The fact that one is ‘in a rush’ or has 
other things on one’s mind will seldom be seen as proving that an attitude object is good 
or bad. Part of the reason for this is that the distraction is an element of the environment 
rather than a property of the attitude object. 
  

Repetition. It is seldom enough, in an advertiser or politician’s mind, to have an 
audience hear their message just once. Ads run, in completely identical form, many 
times over, sometimes within a single television block. Politicians deliberately circulate 
simple messages about themselves (e.g., Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” 
vs Hillary Clinton’s “Stronger Together”) in hopes that people will hear them so often 
that they will sink in. Message repetition is when identical or extremely similar 
arguments are used over and over again. Guided by the ELM, one might think that 
repetition could have a few different effects. On the one hand, repetition might have a 
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simple effect that increases persuasion because it leads participants to think about the 
same ideas multiple times. In cognitive response theories like the ELM, this should 
mean that people are more persuaded because they generate more pro-message thoughts 
as they go over the message more than once. On the other hand, it seems plausible that 
repetition could simply bore a recipient to the point where the repetition numbs their 
desire to think. Indeed, it is generally thought that repetition ought to have a curvilinear 
effect: in small amounts, repetition is helpful and advances persuasion; in excess, 
repetition can begin to backfire, decreasing persuasion. 

Research by Cacioppo and Petty (1979) found evidence for an effect like this. In 
their procedure, participants listened to a message that was provided zero (the control 
group), one, three, or five times in succession. First, they found that a single exposure to 
the message was persuasive compared to the control group, which simply indicated that 
the message worked and was reasonably persuasive. Next, they found that moderate 
message repetition (defined as three exposures) increased persuasion even further, 
making participants more inclined to agree with the topic. However, by the time 
participants had been exposed to extreme message repetition (five exposures), 
persuasion actually began to decrease. The authors were able to use a statistical 
technique to demonstrate that the effect of repetition on persuasion was therefore 
curvilinear: specifically, repetition has an ‘inverted U-shape’ effect on persuasion such 
that hearing a message is persuasive, and hearing it a bit more is better, but hearing it 
many times begins to boomerang back to being unpersuasive. 

Cacioppo and Petty (1989) found results that align with the idea that repetition 
can spark increased thinking—at least in moderation. Specifically, individuals were 
exposed to weak or strong messages about senior comprehensive exams, and they heard 
these messages either once or three times. They considered three repetitions to be 
“moderate” repetition, with the idea being that a message repeating more than this 
would risk producing a sense of tedium. Indeed, the moderately-repeated argument 
produced more careful thinking than when the argument was presented just once, as 
indicated by a larger effect of strong over weak messages. 

A similar idea was noted in an advertising context by Cox and Cox (1988). 
These authors reasoned that more complex messaging, such as sophisticated 
advertisements with a bit of story or visual richness, would benefit from repetition 
because they provided viewers with something to think about with each iteration. 
However, simple ads should not benefit from repetition, because if anything, repetition 
of simple messages would just be boring to viewers. Cox and Cox presented participants 
with printed copies of ads made to look like magazine productions. Some were simple 
(using regularly arranged images with little variety) whereas others were complex 
(using irregularly arranged images with a great deal of variety). Participants viewed the 
stimuli in two sessions, separated by one week’s time delay, and their responses were 
compared from time 1 (the first time they would have seen the ad) against time 2 (the 
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second time they saw the target ad; the repeat). Indeed, the authors found that complex 
ads benefitted more from repetition, resulting in more positive evaluations of the ad 
from recipients on the second exposure. Simple advertisements enjoyed no such benefit.  

 
 Further evidence and a limiting condition is provided by Claypool, Mackie, 
Garcia-Marques, McIntosh, and Udall (2004), who showed that under high relevance 
conditions, message repetition increased careful thinking (with strong messages being 
much more persuasive than weak messages). However, they found that when relevance 
was very low (when thinking would presumably be relatively low), repetition made 
people think even less carefully. One should note that the first part of these findings 
aligns nicely with Cacioppo and Petty (1989), because the senior comprehensive exam 
issue used by that earlier study was presumably of high relevance to its recipients, and 
so Claypool et al.’s ‘high relevance’ findings conceptually replicate those authors: 
repetition increases thinking. The idea that repetition further decreased thinking under 
low relevance is more novel. Claypool et al. argued that at lower elaboration, repetition 
may simply indicate a comforting familiarity that reduces thinking.  
 
 At high elaboration, could repetition be viewed as direct evidence for the quality 
of an attitude object? This would generally seem to be less likely than other 
interpretations noted above. However, one could imagine that a message being endlessly 
repeated could be taken as an argument that the source does not have a lot of other ideas 
or thoughts on the topic. In other words, perhaps recipients will infer that this source 
does not have much to say, because they just repeat the same ideas again and again. 
Like other repetition effects, this might depend on frequency: a message repeated once 
or twice might be taken as an attempt to emphasize a point. But ten repetitions of a pro-
object opinion might be taken to indicate that the source believes that there is nothing 
else to say, which a canny recipient might take as evidence that the object isn’t so great 
after all. 
 
 Modality. Some messages are written, whereas others may be audiotaped or 
videotaped. We refer to these distinctions as types of modality. Although the majority of 
persuasion studies are conducted using written materials, there are a few studies that 
have examined how the modality of a persuasive message can influence its impact. The 
limitations of this research area make it difficult to develop generalities about which 
modality is ‘best’. However, some more conditional and specific findings are discussed. 
 

Interestingly, modality has been found to interact with message difficulty, 
previously introduced under ‘Message Factors’ in this report. Specifically, Chaiken and 
Eagly (1976) found that easily-understood messages were most persuasive when 
videotaped, moderately persuasive when audiotaped, and the least persuasive when 
written. Difficult messages were the opposite: strongest when presented as a written text 
rather than audiovisual message. One argument for why this may be is that difficult 
messages may require participants to closely examine and possibly reexamine the 



93 

precise wording used in sections of a text, which is more convenient in written than 
audiovisual formats. 

There is also work by Chaiken and Eagly (1983) that suggests that source 
likeability may depend on modality. Specifically, highly likeable sources only had an 
advantage when it came to audiovisual messages, whereas they had a slight 
disadvantage with written messages. Interestingly, these authors suggested that 
recipients may be more attentive to source characteristics such as likeability when those 
traits are highly salient, and likeability is more likely to be salient in an audio broadcast 
or television show, say, than it is when a source has written a book or article.  

Unnava, Burnkrant, and Erevelles (1994) have also found that recipients may be 
variably susceptible to specific influences under different conditions. That is, these 
authors found that ordering effects (whether strong arguments came before weak, versus 
weak arguments coming before strong) had greater effects on people in the context of an 
audio message, than when the same materials were presented in textual form. The 
authors found that strong arguments showed persuasion advantages over weak 
arguments only when they were presented first, and only when the format provided was 
auditory as opposed to textual. When presented as a text, the strong-argument-first 
advantage disappeared. 

Other contextual factors in persuasion. Context is by its very definition 
extremely broad, with many features that could be discussed. One example is audience 
reactions. Axsom, Yates, and Chaiken (1987) have noted that messages can be paired 
with clear audience reactions (e.g., listening to a debate in which an audience cheers or 
boos when a given speaker delivers their arguments) to produce an impression of how 
other people are reacting. Although this may be taken at first to be mere conformity, 
audience reactions can also shape how people think about information in the process of 
being persuaded. Generally, audience reactions are seen as a heuristic cue: when people 
are thoughtfully involved in an issue, they will have limited to no utility in changing 
minds. However, when audiences are relatively inattentive, audience reactions can 
induce persuasion: cheers accompanying a speaker can result in greater persuasion. 

Other authors have discussed effects of forewarning, which is when audiences 
are told ahead of time that they will be confronted with a persuasive message, 
particularly one with which they will disagree (Freedman & Sears, 1965; McGuire & 
Papageorgis, 1962, Petty & Cacioppo, 1977; Romero, Agnew, & Insko, 1996). 
Interestingly, it appears that without needing to be told to do so, people begin to develop 
counterarguments to the enemy position spontaneously, as if ‘warming up’ for the 
upcoming conflict. This warm-up process can mobilize increased thinking about a topic, 
and make people more resistant to their disfavoured position. Along similar lines, 
anticipated discussion is when participants are informed that they will be asked to share 
their opinion within a larger group, for example, of peers (Cialdini, Levy, Herman, 



94 
 

 

Kozlowski, & Petty, 1976). In particular, psychologists have noted that such anticipated 
discussions can be seen as manipulations of personal involvement (Leippe & Elkin, 
1987; Tetlock, 1992) or accountability (Tetlock, 1983; Tetlock, Skitka, & Boettger, 
1989); people generally feel more personally involved in, and accountable for, their 
opinion on a topic if they know that they will have to express an opinion on that topic 
publicly.  
 

Applied recommendations. Contextual factors provide many clues for how 
recipients can be led to think carefully or carelessly about a subject. Factors that 
encourage distraction, a rushed mindset, or lack of motivation will typically lead 
audiences to think only superficially about a message; whereas factors that make people 
feel accountable and responsible, such as anticipating having to express their opinion 
before a group, will lead them to think more deeply. Their level of thinking can expand 
or restrict the persuasive benefits of strong over weak messages, as usual. 

  
One should also consider repeating a message to a recipient more than once. 

Although it may be counterintuitive to have a recipient listen to the exact same 
information repeatedly, it seems that there are persuasive benefits to doing precisely 
this, so long as repetition is not carried to the point of inducing boredom. Indeed, we 
would like to note that this finding can be integrated with an observation from the 
message section concerning the dilution effect. Since mixing a few weak arguments in 
with strong arguments tends to actually hurt persuasion, a message producer should 
consider repeating their strongest arguments several times rather than over-extending 
and introducing poorer arguments in an attempt to continue sounding ‘novel’. A general 
take-home message appears to be that audiences get more out of hearing a great 
argument twice, even verbatim, rather than hearing a great and a poor argument once 
each. 

 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
General Observations Regarding the Empirical Literature 

 
 Our review of the empirical literature on the role of situational characteristics in 
social influence has amply illustrated the vast number of characteristics that have been 
studied in the literature. Moreover, the effects produced by these characteristics are 
quite varied and sometimes complex. Despite the scope and complexity of the literature, 
there are nonetheless some meaningful general observations that can be made. 
 
 First, as is apparent from our review, the research literature on situational 
characteristics and persuasion is by far the most extensive and well-developed of the 
four types of social influence. In each of the four categories of situational 
characteristics, researchers have documented the effects of numerous specific 
characteristics and the list of documented effects gets longer with each passing year. 
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Additionally, for some specific characteristics, we know a great deal about their 
underlying psychological mechanisms. As a result, we know when these characteristics 
might be expected to have quite different effects. For example, some characteristics 
have been found to have positive effects on persuasion in some circumstances, no 
effects in other cases, and even negative effects in still other circumstances. Likewise, 
we also know much about when the effects produced by these characteristics are likely 
to be enduring and consequential versus transitory and inconsequential.    

In the case of the other forms of social influence, we know much less. Indeed, as 
we noted in our introduction, the literature on persuasion is substantially larger than the 
literature on the other three forms of social influence combined. Of the remaining three 
forms of influence, compliance is the most extensively studied. Within this literature, 
there has been a fair amount of empirical work documenting different message factors. 
Most notably, researchers have documented many tactics that can be used to structure 
and frame requests so as to enhance the likelihood of their success. Similarly, there has 
also been a fair amount of work exploring source characteristics and their impact on 
compliance. Unfortunately, with respect to both message and source characteristics, 
although many effects have been documented, much less is known regarding their 
underlying mechanisms. Thus, with a few exceptions, little is known regarding when 
these characteristics might be expected to have strong versus weak effects and under 
what circumstances the effects of these characteristics might reverse (although theory 
does provide a basis for making predictions). In regards to recipient and context 
characteristics, relatively little work has been conducted in the compliance literature.  

The literature on obedience is even smaller than that of compliance. Much of 
what we know regarding obedience still rests on the pioneering studies conducted by 
Milgram and his colleagues. The work by Milgram has certainly provided a number of 
insights into how source characteristics can influence obedience. Likewise, this work 
has also explored the impact of some contextual characteristics. However, 
comparatively little is known about the roles of message characteristics and recipient 
characteristics. Moreover, even for those characteristics for which there has been 
substantial interest, very little is known regarding the psychological mechanisms 
underlying their effects.  

The conformity literature provides a similarly incomplete picture. Some work 
has been done examining the role of source characteristics and to a lesser extent some 
work has also been done on recipient characteristics and contextual factors. However, 
very little is known about the mechanisms responsible for these effects. Virtually no 
work has been done exploring message characteristics. However, in the context of 
conformity, this lack of interest in message characteristics is not surprising. Conformity 
typically involves the transmission of comparatively little information and the 
transmission of that information is often not explicitly intended. Thus, there is relatively 
little opportunity for much variation in message characteristics.   
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Alternative Taxonomies of Situational Factors in Social Influence 
 

As summarized above, we have generally followed a modified form of Laswell’s 
(1948) taxonomy of social influence factors, as discussed in the general introduction 
(also see McGuire, 1969). This was instrumental to giving a broad (if incomplete) assay 
of the social influence literature, but it is not the only approach we could have taken. For 
example, several teams of psychologists have introduced taxonomies of situations 
designed to capture the major situational ‘themes’ that emerge naturalistically in human 
culture (e.g. the CAPTION and DIAMONDS systems). We will discuss these briefly, 
note why we did not generally follow them through this report, but then suggest how 
future research could integrate these systems as effective means of taxonomizing the 
social influence literature. 

 
One major system is CAPTION, developed by Parrigon, Woo, Tay, and Wang 

(2017). These researchers exposed participants to various corpuses of English language, 
particularly a large database of movies subtitles (or ‘captions’), and had them sort these 
texts into various clusters or themes. Participants derived a seven-dimensional structure, 
based on themes of Complexity, Adversity, Positive (valence), Typicality, Importance, 
Humor, and Negative (valence).  

 
Another major system is DIAMONDS (Rauthmann et al., 2014), which was 

developed through a multi-method set of studies to produce eight dimensions of 
situations: Duty, Intellect, Adversity, Mating, Positivity, Negativity, Deception, and 
Sociality. They developed a brief measure, the RSQ-8, a 32-item measure used to assess 
whether a situation contains elements of these themes. For example, the Adversity items 
ask whether a situation involves elements of “being criticized”, “being under threat”, or 
“being dominated or bossed around”. The dimensions vary independently, so for 
example a speed-dating situation might simultaneously involve positive (“situation is 
playful”), deceptive (“someone in this situation might be deceitful”), mating (“members 
of the opposite sex are present”), and social (“social interaction is possible”) elements. 
Like CAPTION, these systems serve a useful function in characterizing how the lay 
public mentally sorts situations into logical-sounding clusters.  

 
A basic problem with these ‘ground-up’ approaches, which are based on 

participant descriptions of situations that they view or read about, is that participant 
descriptions tend to pick up on surface features of situations rather than what is 
psychologically consequential about situations. Consequently, CAPTION and 
DIAMONDS do a good job mapping what is obvious to lay people in terms of their 
perceptions of some types of content (e.g. what themes exist in television and films), but 
are less likely to pick up on what psychological research has determined to be critical 
variables guiding the success and failure of social influence. As a result, CAPTION and 
DIAMONDS fit awkwardly as taxonomy systems for the social influence literature, and 
indeed they were not designed to fulfill this purpose. 



97 

This leads to two problems: some variables and paradigms fit nowhere, and 
some fit everywhere. To give an example of a paradigm that fits nowhere, consider 
manipulations of source race on persuasion (discussed under source characteristics in 
persuasion). This does not appear to fit in any meaningful way within any of the 
DIAMONDS or CAPTION dimensions at all. Given research that suggests that an 
ethnic minority source sometimes produces increased thinking, perhaps source race can 
be categorized under Complexity, which relates to how academic or instructional a 
situation is, but the fit is rather strained. Nor does the variable ‘number of sources’ fit 
well into the CAPTION/DIAMONDS systems. For example, the Sociality function of 
DIAMONDS includes items such as “social interaction is possible”. Social interaction is 
no more or less possible when one is around one or twelve sources, meaning that this 
factor cannot be used to discriminate situations with ‘low’ versus ‘high’ numbers of 
sources.  

Other situations fit ‘everywhere’, or at least fit into so many of the taxa that they 
cannot be classified neatly into any one of them. For example, the Asch conformity 
experiments might be labeled as involving Complexity (participants have to balance 
their own perceptions against those of confederates), Adversity (their perceptions are in 
conflict with others’ perceptions), (low) Typicality (it is highly unusual to have one’s 
basic perceptual reality contradicted by others), and Negative valence (participants are 
often deeply distressed by the paradigm). Unfortunately, none of these features 
represent what is psychologically important about the Asch experiments; namely, that 
they lead individuals to conform, due both to normative and informational influences of 
other peoples’ behaviors.  

Integrating CAPTION / DIAMONDS with Social Influence Literature 

With the above concerns noted, we proceed to discuss how one might envision 
an integration of CAPTION and/or DIAMONDS within the social influence literature. 
Rather than using them as taxonomy systems for social influence literature, a line of 
research might explore how different situations captured by these dimensions might be 
used to suggest a particular social influence tact. That is, how might one use the fact that 
a situation is high on one or more of the CAPTION/DIAMONDS dimensions to inform 
decisions about how to approach social influence? In this way, we suggest that 
CAPTION/DIAMONDS might be viewed to ‘set the stage’ for specific social influence 
approaches. 

CAPTION. We consider each of the CAPTION dimensions, and make several 
suggestions for how they might influence the efficacy of social influence approaches. 

Complexity. Some situations have features that suggest an academic or 
instructional aspect. These situations suggest the possibility of thinking or learning, and 
may encourage individuals to be more reflective or thoughtful. This could have several 
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effects on social influence. For example, complex situations might lead people to have 
greater motivation to cognitively elaborate. As detailed throughout this report, cognitive 
elaboration is important to social influence because it tends to eliminate the effect of 
‘cue’ (heuristic) influences of variables, and tends to prioritize the thought-biasing and 
meta-cognitive routes to influence, as well as allowing variables to serve as arguments. 
Thus, the effect of situations being high in Complexity might be that social influence 
variables come to work through these more thoughtful roles, possibly leading attitude 
change to become longer-lasting because it acts through the central route of persuasion. 
Additionally, source expertise might be viewed as particularly important in complex 
situations, because expertise reflects the more rational or academic aspect of a source’s 
credibility (whereas sincerity reflects a more moral aspect of credibility). 
 
 Adversity. Adversity involves aspects of frustration and fatigue. The most 
obvious thing to say about very high-Adversity situations, then, is that they are likely to 
make recipients feel frustrated, fatigued, or otherwise desperate. One possible effect of 
this is that individuals in intensely high-Adversity situations might be less likely to 
process information carefully, due to a loss either in their motivation or ability to think. 
Frustrated individuals, for example, may not be motivated to think about something 
when they are focused primarily on resolving whatever is frustrating them. Fatigued 
individuals may lack the ability to think carefully, because thinking necessitates 
meaningful effort that they may not be able to expend. Earlier sections discussed how 
cognitively loaded or depleted individuals might be more susceptible to counter-
attitudinal social influence, because they are less able to muster counterarguments. 
 
 An alternative possibility is that conditions of adversity that are only modestly to 
moderately strong might foster increased resistance among recipients. In other words, 
the above paragraph assumes that the adversity is powerful enough to enervate 
recipients, whereas weaker adversity situations might simply make recipients more 
antagonistic or aggressive. This could lead to the opposite outcome from extremely 
adverse situations: more resistance to counter-attitudinal messages. 
 
 Positivite Valence. Situations high in positivity emphasize characteristics like 
enjoyment, playfulness, or fun. One way to think about positivity is through the lens of 
the hedonic contingency hypothesis, which argues that people who are in happy moods 
are highly motivated to maintain that happy mood, which leads them to scrutinize only 
certain types of message – those that promise to maintain their happy moods. For 
example, people in happy moods are less likely to pay close attention to a message 
which is about helping people in the third word, if they believe that this message will 
raise ideas of pity, despair, and human suffering to make its point. Because they think 
less about these ‘depressogenic’ messages, they are less likely to distinguish between 
weak and strong instances of those messages, whereas they process happy messages 
effectively. In contrast, individuals in sad moods are more open-minded about what they 
process, because all information has at least some chance of making them feel better. 
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Therefore, they consistently reject weak and accept strong messages. Thus, if situations 
high in positivity are successful in cultivating a happy mood, they might lead to 
information-processing biases. 
 
 Another possibility is that high-positivity situations might camouflage the 
persuasive intent latent in a social influence attempt. For example, a television 
advertisement that sets a context of people partying, laughing, and enjoying one 
another’s company can use the situational characteristics of ‘positivity’ to disguise their 
true purpose: making audiences like their beer more, by having all of the actors in the ad 
drinking it. The purpose here is to moderate recipients’ perceptions of persuasive intent: 
if recipients feel good, and believe that a situation is a happy one, they may be less wary 
about the possibility that a source is attempting to manipulate them. 
 
 Typicality. Situations high in Typicality are those that involve regular, usual, 
habitual situations or actions. Low-Typicality situations, therefore, are those that 
involve strange, unexpected situations for which one may lack a ‘script’ for how to act. 
Turning to social influence, one might think that Typicality might relate to recipient 
knowledge. That is, low-Typicality situations can be roughly taken as situations in 
which one feels oneself to lack relevant knowledge, whereas high-Typicality situations 
are ones in which one thinks that one knows what to do. Earlier sections have discussed 
how recipient knowledge might change social influence dynamics. 
 
 Importance. The dimension of Importance primarily relates to aspects of how 
useful, productive, and generally valuable a situation is; thus, low-Importance situations 
are those that have no purpose, end-product, or meaningful consequence. The clearest 
way to relate Importance to social influence is to compare it to the various uses of 
attitude involvement and task importance discussed in this report. For example, in our 
discussion of conformity we highlighted how framing a task as important (in the sense 
of being diagnostic of participant intelligence, or task success producing a reward) had a 
dynamic effect on conformity rates. We considered these to be a recipient factor, 
because it is the recipient who considers the situation to be important (or not) and whose 
actions are shaped by this perception. Thus, recipients in high-Importance situations are 
likely to be influenced differently than those in low-Importance situations. 
 
 Humor. While we recognize that the empirical work by Parrigon et al. (2017) 
showed that people tend to view humor as its own, partially distinct situational factor, 
this does not mean that it represents a unique effect in social influence. Our perspective 
on humor is that it most likely would operate through the mechanisms as positivity, 
noted above.   
 
 Negative Valence. The CAPTION use of Negative Valence refers primarily to 
an affective use of negative, that is, repulsiveness, grotesqueness, and malice. We think 
that the words used in CAPTION’s negative valence dimension likely mixes both 
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negativity and affect together. Concerning negativity, we once again point to the 
hedonic contingency hypothesis, and suggest that negativity is likely to promote 
globally increased processing, at least so long as negativity is not very extreme (at some 
extreme of Negativity, the ability to process information may be impaired). But the 
affective focus of CAPTION’s ‘Negativity’ might also mean that recipients’ affective 
attitude bases are likely to be salient, meaning that they might be best persuaded through 
affect-based messages (i.e., messages that use feelings and emotions as core persuasive 
elements). 
 
 However, this depends on how the Negativity is interpreted. For example, if it is 
the source who is seen as grotesque or malicious, a simpler possibility is that persuasion 
will simply decrease because the source is disliked and so recipients resist persuasion 
attempts from them. 
 
DIAMONDS.  

 
Duty. The DIAMONDS Duty dimension is quite broad, and is considered to be 

related to situations involving work, and getting things done. In short, Duty is about 
feeling a duty to do something. One might think that high-Duty situations would be ones 
in which individuals feel more susceptible to the social influence of obedience. For 
example, one way to look at the Milgram procedures is that they were situations in 
which recipients felt a duty to comply with the experimenter’s instructions, to ‘get a job 
done’. Such a social situation provides a clear script for participants to follow: since the 
task is to deliver the shocks to learners, they should follow the dictates of the 
experimenter (their ‘boss’) in following the instructions through. For example, one 
statement delivered to non-obeying participants was “the experiment requires that you 
continue”, framing obedience as a duty – a piece of work to get done. If the experiment 
was framed in low-Duty terms (e.g. “continue with the experiment if you like”), 
obedience rates likely would be lower.  

 
Intellect. The DIAMONDS Intellect dimension bears large resemblance to the 

Complexity dimension in CAPTION. One subtle difference is that Complexity may 
speak more to educational/academic aspects per se, which we have suggested in the 
previous section may elicit a focus on cognitive elaboration and source credibility, 
whereas Intellect has a slightly greater emphasis on situations affording a focus on ideas 
and cognitive stimuli. One idea is that high-Intellect situations lead individuals to focus 
more on their cognitive than their affective attitude bases, meaning that they might be 
primed to think about ideas in a more rational way, rather than being led by their 
feelings. This might suggest, for example, that such individuals are generally more 
susceptible to cognitive persuasive messages, that is, messages that emphasize facts, 
reasoning, and logic, rather than feelings and emotions. 
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Adversity. Unlike the CAPTION definition of adversity, DIAMONDS uses 
adversity to refer to aspects of being dominated, bossed around, or antagonized. 
Situations defined by Adversity might make certain variables such as authority and 
source power more critical to the outcomes of social influence.  

Mating. Mating refers to the presence of potential mating targets, or the salience 
of sexual/romantic aspects of situations. We would suggest that situations highly 
focused on mating (e.g., being engaged in a speed-dating evening) might lead certain 
source features to become more important, such as attraction. As discussed earlier, the 
physical attractiveness of a source can play many roles in social influence, ranging from 
serving as a simple cue, to being part of a structured argument (“this source is beautiful, 
so this hair product must really work!”). The salience of this information might be more 
powerful in situations defined by the mating dimension. 

Positivity. DIAMONDS’ use of Positivity is very similar to the usage in 
CAPTION, in that both refer to a situation being enjoyable. One slight difference is that 
DIAMONDS uses more words relating to humor and play, whereas CAPTION separates 
Humor out into its own dimension. But given that in our opinion Humor likely does not 
have separate social influence characteristics above and beyond the positivity it 
engenders, we are not inclined to see this taxonomical difference as relevant to our 
purposes. 

Negativity. In DIAMONDS, Negativity is once again related to negative 
emotions specifically: “anxiety-inducing”, “stress or trauma”, “tense and upset”, and 
“frustration”. As we noted under the CAPTION subsection, this is likely to induce both 
effects of negative valence (increased processing, but possibly a resistant bias if the 
negativity is attributed to the source) as well as an affective focus (i.e., a greater 
preoccupation with emotions and feelings, rather than facts and evidence). 

Deception. Deception is the dimension of whether individuals in a situation can 
be trusted, versus are anticipated to be lying or otherwise acting dishonestly. This might 
fit into social influence through two routes. First, situations in which deception is salient 
might make the persuasive intent of sources more important. Since sources who are 
viewed as having a strong persuasive intent (i.e. wanting you to buy their product) often 
lead to impaired persuasion, one might speculate that this should be more influential if 
people are already ‘on guard’ about the possibility of being deceived. Second, deception 
situations might make the overall sincerity or honesty of a source more important. As 
discussed throughout the report in our discussions of source credibility, credibility 
consists of sincerity and expertise. Whereas expertise probably would not be more 
influential when targets are worried about deception per se, sincerity might become 
more important under such situations. 



102 

Sociality. Sociality refers to whether interpersonal engagement is possible 
between people in a given situation, and generally refers to direct interpersonal conduct 
such as verbal communication. One might initially wonder if social influence is possible 
under low-sociality situations: surely sociality is a prerequisite for social influence. 
However, plenty of social influence can occur under low-sociality conditions: for 
example, if people sit silently watching advertisements at the movie theatre, social 
influence (the attempt of the advertiser to influence the audience) occurs without 
‘sociality’ being present. One might view Sociality in a few ways. First, Sociality might 
serve as a distraction, which we have discussed as a crucial social influence variable 
earlier in the report. That is, imagine the same movie advertisement situation, but 
suppose that audience members are talking to each other throughout the advertisement 
(high Sociality). This might lead them to be quite distracted from the ad, changing the 
dynamics of how the ad might influence them. Second, low Sociality situations might 
lend themselves to conformity. Because conformity can involve being influenced by the 
mere actions of other people, people might be inclined to conform when they are 
expected to take action and socializing is not possible. For example, imagine being in a 
foreign country where you do not know the local language. Because you cannot 
socialize with the individuals around you (a low Sociality situation), you have little 
choice but to conform to others’ actions in situations of uncertainty and doubt.   
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Implications for Influence Campaigns 
 
 Although the effects of many situational characteristics can be complex and 
much remains to be learned, the literature nonetheless provides a basis for developing 
some general recommendations for how these research findings might inform the 
conduct of psychological operations (and other forms of informational operations) by 
the CAF. In the interest of brevity, we will confine our discussion of applied 
implications to some of the broader lessons that we believe this literature has to offer. 
That being said, within each of our general themes, one could generate much more 
specific suggestions.  
 
Determining the Type of Influence 
 
 One important lesson to be derived from the literature is that before undertaking 
any sort of influence operation, it is essential to be mindful of the type of influence one 
is attempting to exert. As has been illustrated throughout our review, although there are 
certainly commonalities across these types of influence, there are also meaningful 
differences, and the specific goals of a psychological operations campaign will to a great 
extent dictate the type of social influence that is most pertinent. For example, 
compliance and obedience tend to be most relevant in situations in which the intent is to 
exert an influence on a very specific and immediate behaviour. In contrast, although 
persuasion can certainly be used in these circumstances, it is also well-suited for 
achieving more broad and more enduring forms of behavioural change. Likewise, 
conformity can also be quite broad (when relevant to more internal mental 
representations such as attitudes) or specific (when dealing with concrete behaviours). 
Of course, one critical limitation of conformity is that if its effects are to endure, 
individuals modeling the target behaviour/attitude likely need to be present both 
frequently and over the long-term.  
 
 It should also be noted that these different forms of social influence might often 
be used in conjunction with one another. For example, consider a psychological 
operations campaign in which the goal is to enhance the likelihood that soldiers of a 
hostile force will surrender. One might imagine a comparatively broad and ongoing 
operation in which the type of influence being utilized is persuasion. The goal of such a 
persuasion campaign might be to utilize messages that create at least neutral, and ideally 
favourable, general attitudes toward surrender. However, as a behavioural outcome, 
surrender is more likely to occur in the context of a specific request/command from a 
specific person in a situation where soldiers of the hostile force are directly facing units 
of the CAF. Thus, at the more tactical level, an influence campaign designed to be used 
by specific CAF units when directly facing a group of hostile combatants could be 
developed. The primary form of influence in this campaign would be compliance and/or 
obedience. By using the two approaches in conjunction with one another, it might be 
possible to achieve more behavioural change than either approach would have 
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accomplished in isolation. The persuasive campaign would create the background 
attitudes that might enhance the more direct and immediate impact of the 
compliance/obedience campaign. Thus, beyond considering what type of influence is 
sought in a given operation, the extent to which the different forms of influence might 
be used to mutually support one another is an important consideration.  

Constructing the Influence Campaign 

Another important set of implications that can be derived from the review of the 
literature we have provided is related to how CAF personnel might go about 
constructing an influence campaign. Our review suggests that there are four very broad 
categories of situational characteristics that should be considered. Moreover, within 
each category, the literature suggests a number of specific characteristics that will be 
relevant to constructing an influence campaign.  

Recipient Characteristics (Audience Analysis). Before undertaking any 
attempt at influence, it is essential that one consider the characteristics of the target 
audience of that influence. Although target audience characteristics will generally not be 
under the control of CAF personnel developing the influence campaign, knowledge of 
these characteristics can be very informative with respect to decisions made regarding 
those characteristics of the situation which are under the control of the people designing 
the campaign. This insight is of course not new. It is at the heart of audience analysis 
which is featured prominently in the course materials for Psychological Operations used 
by the CAF and many other allied militaries. However, one important resource provided 
by the social influence literature is that it identifies a clear set of specific characteristics 
that are known to be especially influential in shaping responses to influence campaigns 
and which can be applied quite broadly across various domains of social behaviour and 
social attitudes. This same set of characteristics has been found to explain social 
influence in domains as diverse as consumer behaviour, politics, health behaviour, and 
intergroup and intragroup relations.  

Of the various characteristics discussed in our review, perhaps the most central 
characteristics that should be routinely considered in persuasion include: attitude bases 
(i.e., the extent to which the attitude is based on affect versus cognition), attitude 
functions (i.e., the extent to which the attitude likely serves a utilitarian, social-
adjustive, value-expressive, or ego-defensive function), attitude valence (i.e., is the pre-
existing attitude positive or negative), and attitude strength (i.e., the extent to which the 
pre-existing attitude is likely to be weakly or strong held). In the case of the first two 
characteristics, knowledge of these characteristics can be very informative in 
determining what arguments should be utilized in persuasive messages. In the remaining 
two cases, knowledge of recipients’ prior attitude valence and attitude strength could 
also be helpful in informing the construction of messages, but also in who should be the 
target of the campaign. For example, if the goal of a persuasive campaign is to 
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“convert” people to a position they initially oppose and it is possible to identify 
particular subgroups of people (e.g., people of a particular region, ethnicity, or social 
class) with typical attitude valence/strength profiles, a persuasive campaign might best 
target those subgroups who have initially opposing attitudes that are comparatively 
weak. Such subgroups are the most likely to be open to conversion. Conversely, if the 
goal is to bolster already desirable attitudes so that they are more likely to translate into 
behaviour, the persuasive campaign might be most productively directed toward 
subgroups who have the desired attitude, but those attitudes are only weakly held. It is 
these subgroups who are most in need of bolstering. 
 
 Although these four general characteristics are most relevant to social influence 
campaigns involving persuasion, they might also sometimes have relevance to other 
forms of social influence. For example, attitude functions might inform the sorts of 
compliance tactics that are best utilized to guide recipient behaviour in a desired 
direction. That is, if the target behaviour is related to attitudes that serve a social 
adjustive function, compliance tactics relying on normative influence might be more 
useful.  
 
 Beyond these characteristics, two additional recipient characteristics that should 
be standard considerations for persuasion as well as the other three forms of social 
influence are the extent to which recipients are likely to be motivated and able to 
carefully consider their response to social influence. As we have noted throughout our 
review, the manner in which situational characteristics have an impact on persuasion 
(and other forms of social influence) is very much a function of the degree to which 
people respond to social influence in a thoughtful versus non-thoughtful manner. Thus, 
knowing the extent to which participants are likely to be thoughtful or non-thoughtful 
could very much dictate the selection of particular compliance tactics or the construction 
of messages. Among the recipient characteristics that are most likely to shape the extent 
to which recipients are likely to be motivated is the degree to which the attitude or 
behaviour is likely to be important to the recipient. Similarly, the ability to carefully 
think about the influence attempt is likely to be shaped by the degree to which the 
recipient is knowledgeable about the target attitude or behaviour.          
 
 Context. As is the case with recipient characteristics, many contextual factors 
will not be under the control of CAF personnel developing influence campaigns. 
However, knowledge of these characteristics can once again be very informative with 
respect to decisions made regarding those characteristics of the situation which are 
under the control of personnel designing the campaign. Of particular relevance is the 
extent to which the context will facilitate versus inhibit thoughtful responses to social 
influence. In some cases, influence might be undertaken in environments with many 
distractions and in which people have comparatively little time to process messages or 
reach decisions. In these contexts, influence campaigns will need to be designed in a 
manner so that they function well when people are being non-thoughtful in their 
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responses. In other cases, the context might have few distractions and provide ample 
time for responses. In these cases, influence campaigns will need to make use of 
features of the message and use sources that function effectively when people are being 
very thoughtful in their reactions. Of course in some cases, it might be difficult to 
anticipate the extent to which the context will facilitate versus inhibit careful thought. In 
these cases, influence campaigns that can function well across the full range of low 
versus high thought conditions will need to be developed.  

Another contextual feature that should be routinely considered is the modality 
that will be used to communicate the influence attempt. Is the influence to be 
communicated via face-to-face interaction or some form of mass communication? If via 
mass communication, will it be in written, auditory, visual, or audiovisual format? In 
many cases, practical considerations might dictate which modality is used. In other 
cases, the choice of modality might be at the discretion of the personnel constructing the 
influence campaign. Regardless, as has been illustrated, such decisions can have an 
important impact on the extent to which people are capable and motivated to carefully 
process information communicated to them. For example, written text may have 
benefits for difficult, complex messages, whereas audio and video materials are best 
used for messages that are easily understood. 

Source. As our review has amply illustrated, the originating source of a social 
influence attempt plays an important role in the success of that attempt. The importance 
of sources has of course long been recognized in the advertising industry, which 
annually spends millions of dollars hiring spokespersons for their products, services, 
and causes. In many cases, military personnel designing influence campaigns will have 
some control over who is selected to serve as the source of the influence attempt. That 
is, much as advertisers hire spokespersons, so too can the CAF consider the possibility 
of making use of spokespersons who are more likely to be effective in exerting 
influence on the target audience (something that on occasion been done in PSYOPS 
communications). When designing influence campaigns for military operations, the 
literature suggests that several key factors be considered in selecting a message source. 
First, the source should be someone that the target audience will consider highly 
credible (i.e., high in topic expertise, generally trustworthy, and unlikely to be biased). 
Second, the source should be someone who is well-liked by the target audience. The 
literature suggests that there are a number of ways this might be achieved. This 
objective could perhaps most easily be accomplished by selecting someone who is seen 
as relatively attractive and who shares similarities with the target audience. 
Interestingly, the literature suggests that these similarities could even involve fairly 
superficial and incidental attributes.  

Of course, one important implication of these recommendations is that the 
optimal source for a given campaign will vary depending on characteristics of the target 
audience. Perceptions of source trustworthiness, similarity, and perhaps expertise will 
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be shaped by characteristics of the target audience. Similarly, perceptions of expertise 
will also likely be shaped by the nature of the attitude or behaviour being targeted (e.g., 
a medical doctor would be seen as an expert for an advocacy related to a health product, 
but not for an advocacy related to an automobile). 
 
 In addition to these attributes, the literature would also suggest that, to the extent 
possible, influence campaigns should make use of multiple sources so that the influence 
attempt is perceived as originating from more than one person. Additionally, to the 
extent that it is possible, these sources should be framed as independent from one 
another. As our review indicated, although increasing the number of sources often has a 
beneficial impact on influence, this benefit is much greater when those sources are 
perceived as independent.  
  
 Message. Finally, the literature has a number of lessons to offer regarding the 
design of the messages used in influence campaigns. With respect to persuasion, there 
are several considerations that should be taken into account when constructing 
messages. First, if the analysis of the target audience suggests that their attitudes are 
likely to be based predominantly on affect (emotions), messages that have strong 
affective content should be used. Conversely, if attitudes are likely to be based primarily 
on cognitive considerations, messages based on cognition should be used. Second, 
messages should be constructed so as to address the functions served by the target 
attitude or behaviour. For example, if the attitude or behaviour primarily serves a social 
adjustive function, the message should address how adopting the target attitude or 
performing the target behaviour might enhance the target audience’s relationship with 
other people. Conversely, if the target attitude or behaviour serves as a means of 
expressing core values, messages addressing how the desired attitude or behaviour is 
consistent with relevant values should be constructed.  
 
 Other relevant considerations that should be routinely considered in the context 
of persuasive messages is whether the message is framed in terms of gains or losses 
(i.e., the extent to which the message emphasizes the positive consequences of adopting 
the advocated position versus the negative consequences of failing to adopt the 
advocated position) and whether the message is one-sided versus two-sided (i.e., 
whether the message only provides arguments in support of the advocated position or 
whether the message also acknowledges the opposing side).  
 
 In the context of compliance, the literature also provides a basis for several 
suggestions regarding how requests might be constructed so as to maximize their 
success. Most notably, this literature provides numerous tactics that can be used to 
enhance compliance including but not limited to: the foot-in-the-door technique, the 
low-ball technique, the door-in-the-face technique, the that’s-not-all technique, and the 
disrupt-then-reframe technique. To some extent, the selection of particular strategies 
might be dictated by practical considerations. For example, the-foot-in-the-door 
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technique requires the identification of an easily performed initial behaviour that many 
or most target audience members are likely to agree to perform. The low-balling 
technique requires that the revelation of hidden costs be done in a manner that the 
reason for the increase in costs not be seen as negatively reflecting on the source of 
influence. Considerations of context will also play a role in selecting tactics. For 
instance, techniques such as the that’s-not-all technique have been found to function 
better when people are not being thoughtful. Thus, if the behavioural request is unlikely 
to encourage extensive thought or to be in a context where careful thought is unlikely, 
this technique might be viable option. However, if careful thought is likely, this 
technique might be a less promising approach.  
 
Assessing the Impact of Influence Campaigns 
 
 The literature also provides useful insights regarding how military personnel 
might go about evaluating the efficacy of their influence campaigns. When the focus of 
social influence is internal mental representations (e.g., attitudes) as is the case in 
persuasion and sometimes conformity, administering measures of attitudes after 
exposure to social influence attempts can provide valuable information regarding the 
success of the influence attempt. Such evaluations should be ideally conducted at a pre-
testing stage before the influence campaign is fully implemented, so that any required 
revisions can be made before the campaign is launched. Additionally, assessments after 
the actual campaign has been launched can also prove very useful for evaluating the 
extent to which target objectives were reached. Importantly, these post-influence 
measures need not involve the extensive measurement procedures used in formal 
psychological research. Social scientists have developed a number of less intrusive and 
subtle approaches to measuring social influence in field settings. 
 
 Of course, as was noted in our introduction, the construction of valid measures 
of attitudes is more complex than is often appreciated and the existing literature 
provides a rich source of suggestions for how self-report measures of attitudes can best 
be constructed. Conversely, in some cases, self-report measures might not be valid 
assessments of attitudes if people are likely to misreport their views. In these contexts, 
implicit measures of attitudes could provide a viable alternative for evaluating the 
success of an influence campaign. As our review noted, several implicit measurement 
techniques have been adapted for use in field settings.  
 
 When the primary objective of a social influence campaign is overt behaviour 
(as is the case with compliance, obedience, and sometimes conformity), it is of course 
also useful to evaluate the efficacy of a campaign before it is launched and after it has 
been fully implemented. In these cases, when possible, this should be done by directly 
observing the impact of the campaign on overt behavioural responses. However, when 
this is not possible, measures of behavioural intentions can be used, although traditional 
measures of this sort are only likely to be useful when people are willing and able to 
report their likely behavioural responses. 
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Concluding Thoughts 

In summary, a host of situational factors have been identified as relevant to the 
extent to which an influence attempt is likely to be successful. Although the list of these 
characteristics is long and the documented effects associated with them are vast, 
existing conceptual frameworks permit a much more parsimonious organization of the 
literature. These theoretical frameworks facilitate the derivation of a comparatively 
straightforward set of recommendations that can be used to guide influence operations 
within the CAF.  
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