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COMPLIANCE GAINING


Do you remember Felix, the cartoon cat with the bag of tricks, a veritable warehouse of gizmos and gadgets? It seems that whenever he had that polka-dotted bag, Felix could get himself out of any jam. The funny thing is, sometimes our students remind us of that cat. Take any exam week, for example. Some of the stories we hear are astounding. The only thing is, our students don’t need a bag of tricks; they do a fine job of coming up with reasons for missing tests on their own. A popular favorite is a sick or dying grandparent. We don’t want to sound unsympathetic here, but if our students are to be believed, mortality and morbidity among grandparents runs extraordinarily high during midterms and finals. We’ve heard of other tactics as well. One colleague, for instance, told us that a student was serious about missing a test merely because “it was her birthday.” Another student tried to avoid an exam because he thought his house might be robbed if he came to school. One of our students explained that she could not take a test because she had been subpoenaed to testify against her boss in court, while another was reluctant to take exams because of a foreboding horoscope. Who knows what we might hear next term?


Whatever reasons our students might muster, one point is clear: when faced with a situation requiring persuasion, people can come up with any number of strategies or tactics. But what types of strategies are available to people who are seeking compliance? What specific kinds of strategies are people most likely to use? Do the strategies that people use vary across situations? Do different types of people use different types of strategies? What methods are used to study strategy selection? 


All of these issues have been explored by researchers who are interested in a very broad topic area that is often labeled compliance gaining and that is considered by many to be one of the most important subjects in the study of interpersonal influence. Indeed, in 1995 Boster argued that “in the last 15 years, the study of compliance gaining message behavior has held the attention of communication scholars as much as, if not more than, any other single topic in the discipline” (p. 91). More recently, Wilson (1998) noted that scholarly interest in compliance gaining “is very much alive” (p. 273). 


Because of the significance and prominence of compliance gaining in our field, we devote this chapter to an examination of compliance gaining issues and research. Before proceeding, though, a few definitions are in order.

Actions Speak the Loudest: A Definition of Compliance Gaining


We used to know a guy who liked to say, “I don’t care if you hate me, as long as you’re nice to me.” We think that this maxim is a fine illustration of the distinction between thoughts and actions that undergirds the primary difference between compliance and other forms of persuasion. As we mentioned in Chapter 2, it is useful to distinguish between the terms persuasion and compliance. Persuasion, an umbrella term, is concerned with changing beliefs, attitudes, intentions, motivations, and behaviors. The term compliance is more restrictive, typically referring to changes in a person’s overt behavior. For example, a mother might tell her 10-year-old son, "Take out the trash." If the child says, "I don't want to," the mother might respond, "I don't care what you want. Take out the trash!" In this case the mother is not concerned with belief or attitude change. She doesn't care if the child likes taking out the trash, believes in recycling, or so on. She just wants compliance, or behavior change (i.e., the trash taken out). In short, research examining compliance gaining generally focuses on persuasion aimed at getting others to do something or to act in a particular way. Of course, other goals may come into play when seeking compliance (e.g., the mother probably cares about her relationship with her child, even if she doesn’t care whether he enjoys taking out the trash). We'll have more to say about such competing goals later in the chapter. For now, suffice it to say that compliance gaining research primarily focuses on changing behavior.


We should also note that compliance gaining differs from more traditional notions of persuasion in a number of important ways. First, for the most part, studies of compliance gaining have concentrated on influence in interpersonal, face-to-face contexts rather than one-to-many contexts. Moreover, the emphasis has primarily been on “senders” rather than on “receivers.” That is, while traditional research has concerned itself with identifying what strategies are most effective, studies on compliance gaining have attempted to identify which strategies are most likely to be used by a persuader. In other words, compliance gaining research focuses on what people do when they want to get something.


With these distinctions in mind, we now turn to a discussion of compliance gaining. We start by examining how compliance gaining research got started and then discuss some of the situational and individual difference factors that influence compliance gaining behavior. We then identify some of the problems facing compliance gaining research and finish up by illustrating the importance of compliance gaining goals.

In the Beginning: The Roots of Compliance gaining Research

Imagine you were failing a course and wanted a friend to tutor you. What would you do to ask for help? Or imagine that it was not you, but your teenage son, a high school student, who was getting lousy grades because he wouldn’t study. What would you do to get him to crack the books? Or better yet, what if you were trying to sell encyclopedias to a father who didn’t care if his children studied? Or what if you’d sold so much merchandise that you felt you deserved a promotion? How would you try to be persuasive? Can you think of several different approaches? If not, read on--you might find a few tactics to add to your repertoire. 


Although scholars in the field of communication have produced the most research on the topic of compliance gaining, two sociologists, Gerald Marwell and David Schmitt, first got the ball rolling in 1967. After examining past research and theory in the areas of power and influence, these two researchers developed a taxonomy of 16 different tactics that might be used to gain compliance (These tactics are presented in Table 11.1). Afterwards, they told people to imagine themselves in the four scenarios mentioned above (i.e., requesting a tutor, more studying, a purchase, and a promotion) and asked the people how likely they would be to use each of the 16 tactics in each of the four scenarios. Finally, based on the peoples’ responses, Marwell and Schmitt grouped the tactics in terms of their commonalities,1 ultimately identifying five basic types of compliance gaining strategies:

Rewarding activity: which involves seeking compliance in an active and positive way (e.g., using promises).
Punishing activity: which involves seeking compliance in an explicitly negative way (e.g., making threats).

Expertise: which involves attempts to make a person think that the persuader has some special knowledge (e.g., trying to appear credible).

Activation of impersonal commitments: which involves attempts to appeal to a person’s internalized commitments (e.g., telling the person he or she will feel bad about him/herself if he/she does not comply).

Activation of personal commitments: which relies on appeals to a person’s commitment to others (e.g., pointing out that the person is indebted and should therefore comply in order to repay the favor). 


Marwell and Schmitt’s (1967) study showed that there are a wide range of tactics available to persuaders. It was an important study because it became the springboard for compliance gaining studies that followed. Even so, as is often the case with research on human communication, the study made compliance gaining appear more simple than it really is. We will see later in this chapter the ways in which this study was criticized and improved upon. First, however, we turn to a discussion of some of the factors that affect the selection of compliance gaining strategies.
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Situation: The “It Depends” of Compliance Gaining Behavior


Long before this chapter was written, one of the authors was faced with two different situations requiring persuasion. In the first, the author’s two-year-old son tried to provoke a food fight at the dinner table by throwing a chunk of roast beef, gravy and all, at his older brother. There was quite a splat. The two year old then proceeded to reach for a second chunk, at which point the author intervened, explaining that any more “beef bombs” would result in a “time out” (i.e., two minutes of sitting alone in the bedroom). Fortunately, the next hunk of beef found its way into his offspring’s mouth.


In the second situation, the same author needed to ask his boss to hurry up and look over some paperwork that needed the boss’s signature. The deadline for the paperwork was nearing, and, admittedly, threatening the boss with something like a “time-out” had appeal but, quite obviously, would not have been appropriate. Instead, the author tapped lightly on the boss’s door, smiled, and asked ever so politely whether the boss had “had a chance to look over that paperwork yet?” 


The point is that even though we can isolate a specific number of compliance gaining strategies, not all strategies are appropriate in all situations. To be sure, even when trying to persuade the same person, different contexts require different strategies. For instance, trying to keep a two year old from repeatedly playing near electrical outlets may require a different strategy than trying to get the child to try tasting a horrible looking vegetable. Or getting a friend to spend more time with you may require a different approach than getting the friend to stop smoking. Obviously, selecting a compliance gaining strategy depends a lot on the situation.


For quite some time now, communication scholars have argued that compliance gaining behavior can vary greatly from one situation to the next. By way of example, imagine that Fanny wants to persuade Bubba, her neighbor, that Bubba’s dog is making too much noise at night and needs to be shut up. What can Fanny do? One option is to threaten to call the police. But what are the chances Fanny will use such a strategy? According to Sillars (1980), such a decision would depend on three things. First, how important does Fanny think it is to get compliance? If Fanny is planning on moving out of the neighborhood in a few days, threats may not be as likely as they would be if she was staying put. Second, the decision to use a strategy may depend on how much persuaders think that the strategy will affect their relationship with a persuadee. If, for instance, Fanny enjoys going to Bubba’s parties and believes that a threat would prevent her from receiving any more invitations, she might be less inclined to use such a strategy. Finally, the likelihood that a strategy will be used may depend on how successful the persuader thinks the strategy will be. For instance, if Fanny knows that Bubba is hot tempered and might very well turn around and buy a pitbull if threatened, she will be more likely to seek an alternative strategy.


Margaret McLaughlin, Michael Cody, and their colleagues (Cody & McLaughlin, 1980; Cody, Greene, Marston, O’Hair, Baaske, & Schneider, 1986; Cody, Woelfel, & Jordan, 1983) would agree with Sillars (1980) that the compliance gaining strategy a person uses depends on situational factors. However, these researches argued that an even larger number of situational factors affect strategy choice. Specifically, their research showed that when trying to decide which compliance gaining strategy to use, there are seven situational dimensions that affect our decisions. These dimensions include the following: 

Dominance: the level of control or power in a relationship. For example, because a boss generally has more power to influence a subordinate than vice versa, a boss’s strategies may differ from a subordinate’s.

Intimacy: the level of emotional attachment or knowledge one has of a partner’s affect. For example, because they are more intimate and more concerned with the relationship, spouses may use different strategies than strangers.

Resistance: the degree to which the persuader thinks a strategy will be resisted. For example, strategies that are more likely to be resisted will probably not be used as readily as those that are less likely to be resisted (for more information on resisting compliance, see Box 11.1).

Personal Benefits: the extent to which the self or the other is benefited by compliance. For example, strategies that are perceived to produce the greatest benefits are most likely to be used.

Rights: the extent to which a persuader thinks the request is warranted. For example, a persuader may feel that complaining about a barking dog and losing sleep is justified, while complaining about someone else's hair style is not.

Relational Consequences: the degree to which a strategy will have long or short term effects on the persuader’s relationship with the persuadee. For example, a threat that may lead to divorce may be less likely than one that merely leads to an argument.

Apprehension: the degree to which a persuader perceives nervousness in the situation. For example, situations filled with anxiety may lead to different strategies than those without anxiety.


It is clear, then, that compliance gaining behavior depends a great deal on the situation in which it is used. In the following sections, we discuss some research findings regarding several of these situational dimensions. 

insert Box 11.1 here
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Seeking Compliance From Strangers and Intimates


In what is now considered a classic study, Gerald Miller, Frank Boster, Michael Roloff, and David Seibold (1977) examined the effects of intimacy on compliance gaining behavior. These researchers imagined that compliance gaining in interpersonal relationships would be different from compliance gaining in noninterpersonal relationships. Specifically, because people in interpersonal relationships know their partners well, they can tailor their messages to appeal to their partners’ specific wants, needs, interests, and so forth. The same is not true in noninterpersonal relationships where little is known about the other person. In addition, Miller and colleagues (1977) thought that the type of compliance gaining strategy a person decided to use would depend on whether a situation had short-term or long-term consequences.


To test their hypotheses, these researchers asked people how likely they would be to use each of Marwell and Schmitt’s (1967) strategies to persuade others in four different situations: 

1. Noninterpersonal; short-term consequences--You want to get a car dealer, whom you barely know, to give you a $1,000 trade-in on your old car.

2. Noninterpersonal; long-term consequences--You want your new neighbors, who are planning to cut down a shade tree that adds value to your home, to leave the tree standing.

3. Interpersonal; short-term consequences--You have a close relationship with a man or woman and want to cancel a date with him or her in order to visit an old acquaintance who is passing through town.

4. Interpersonal; long-term consequences--You have a close relationship with a man or woman and want to persuade him or her to move to another geographical location so you can take a better job.


Results of this study showed that the situation strongly affected strategy choice. In general, people preferred “friendly,” socially acceptable strategies (e.g., liking) in all the situations, but said they were more likely to use different tactics in different situations. For instance, threat tactics were more likely in short-term, noninterpersonal contexts. Finally, in noninterpersonal situations, people picked a greater variety of strategies, perhaps because without knowing much about the person they were trying to persuade, more trial and error was necessary (Miller et al., 1977).


Thus, compliance gaining strategies may differ depending on whether a relationship is interpersonal or noninterpersonal. But are all interpersonal relationships the same? One of our favorite studies shows that they are not. Specifically, Witteman and Fitzpatrick (1986) argued that husbands and wives can be categorized into three different couple-types, which include Traditionals, Separates, and Independents. They explained that:

Traditionals hold conventional values about the relationship. These values emphasize stability as opposed to spontaneity. Traditionals exhibit interdependence, both physically and psychologically, and tend not to avoid conflict. Separates hold ambivalent views on the nature of relationships, report having the least interdependence, and avoid open marital conflict. Independents hold fairly nonconventional relational values and maintain some interdependence, yet not with respect to some of the physical and temporal aspects of their lives. Also Independents report some assertiveness and tend to engage in conflict. (p. 132)


Because couples differed in the ways they interacted, Witteman and Fitzpatrick suspected that couples also would differ in the ways they sought compliance. Results of a study confirmed these expectations. First, Traditionals sought compliance by discussing what they expected to be the positive and negative outcomes of a proposed course of action. They tended to be open and used their relationship as a basis of power. Separates, on the other hand, did not attempt to identify with their partners or to use their relationship to seek compliance. Instead, Separates focused on the negative consequences of noncompliance and tried to constrain the behavior of their spouses. Finally, Independents, compared to other couple types, used a wider variety of power bases when seeking compliance. They also tended to discount and refute their partners more than other couple types, indicating that Independent couples debate one another relatively intensely. In short, then, our use of compliance gaining strategies not only depends on how intimate our relationship is, but also on the type of intimate relationship in which we are involved. 

The Effects of Perceived Benefits: What’s in it for Me?


Although people prefer to use “friendly,” socially acceptable tactics for gaining compliance, they don’t always choose to use such tactics. But, besides the relationship type, what other factors determine the use of more negative approaches? According to Boster and Stiff (1984), it is possible to distinguish between compliance gaining situations on the basis of who benefits if compliance is gained. For example, if you get a friend to loan you her car, you have benefited. On the other hand, getting your friend to stop smoking would more likely benefit her. Research by Boster and Stiff (1984) found that if there is a perceived benefit, regardless of who benefits, we become more willing to use negative tactics for gaining compliance. Similarly, Dillard and Burgoon (1985) found that people are more likely to use verbal aggression when self-benefit is high. It seems that the presence of some benefit acts to justify the use of negative tactics or to motivate the persuader, thereby making such tactics more likely to be used.

Power, Legitimacy, and Politeness

Our earlier illustration about trying to influence a child versus a boss makes it clear that power plays a large role in the selection of compliance gaining strategies. In what is now considered a seminal work, French and Raven (1960) argued that there are five bases of power that people can draw upon to influence others: 

1. A person with reward power has control over some valued resource (e.g., promotions and raises).

2. A person with coercive power has the ability to inflict punishments (e.g., fire you).

3. Expert power is based on what a person knows (e.g., you may do what a doctor tells you to do because he or she knows more about medicine than you do).

4. Legitimate power is based on formal rank or position (e.g., you obey someone’s commands because he or she is the vice president in the company for which you work).

5. People have referent power when the person they are trying to influence wants to be like them (e.g., a mentor often has this type of power).


Regardless of the type of power that’s at work, one thing remains clear: power affects compliance gaining behavior. For example, although managers are more successful when using consultation, inspirational appeals, rational persuasion, and nonpressure tactics (Yuki, Kim, & Falbe, 1996), because they often believe that their power adds legitimacy to their requests, they may not provide justifications or explanations when seeking compliance. Their influence strategies therefore may tend to be more direct than the influence strategies used by their less powerful subordinates (see Hirokawa & Wagner, in press). Moreover, regardless of the messages they use when seeking compliance, research has shown that people with power tend to be more persuasive than those without it (Levine & Boster, 2001).

Figure 11.2 goes here
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With that said, is there any hope for people who possess little power? To address this question, several researchers (e.g., Baxter, 1984; Craig, Tracy, Spisak, 1986; Hirokawa, Kodama, & Harper, 1991; Wilson & Kunkel, 2000) have applied Brown and Levinson’s (1978) politeness theory to the study of compliance gaining behavior. 


According to politeness theory, all people are motivated to maintain two kinds of “face”: positive and negative. We maintain positive face when others like, respect, and approve of us. We maintain negative face when we do not feel constrained or impeded by others. According to Brown and Levinson (1978), when making a request of someone else, both types of face may be challenged. First, the request may constrain the other person’s freedom, thereby challenging his or her negative face. By way of illustration, asking someone to pick you up at the airport is challenging because it keeps a person from doing something else that he or she might rather be doing. Second, the request may imply that the other person is being taken advantage of, thereby challenging his or her positive face. For example, in our opinion, the stereotypical sport’s slob who shouts to his wife, “Bring me another beer!,” does not convey much respect. 


So, how does the issue of power fit into the picture? According to Brown and Levinson (1978), a person is less likely to comply if his or her face is threatened. Thus, to keep from threatening a person’s positive or negative face, we try to be polite when making requests. Moreover, when trying to persuade someone who is more powerful than us, we may have to be extra polite because it is not as likely that our requests will be perceived as legitimate.2 Research so far has supported this conclusion. For example, in one study, Leslie Baxter (1984) found that compared to less powerful others (i.e., group members), more powerful others (i.e., group leaders) were less polite when making requests. Similarly, two studies found that when students tried to persuade their instructors to change grades or paper deadlines, their compliance gaining strategies were overwhelmingly positive (Golish, 1999; Golish & Olson, 2000). Not only that, Levine and Boster (2001) found that when people with little power tried to persuade others, positively toned messages were the only ones that met with much success.


Considering the above, you might be wondering which types of strategies are polite and which are not. Most would agree that threats are not as polite as hints. On the other hand, threats may be more efficient than hints. To test this notion, Kellerman and Shea (1996) asked people to rate how polite and efficient they perceived several different strategies to be. Interestingly, threats, while impolite, were not considered efficient, and hints, while inefficient, were not considered polite. Perhaps the best way to get compliance is by using direct requests (i.e., explicitly asking for what you want); such requests were among the most efficient strategies and were not considered impolite (Kellerman & Shea, 1996).


Whatever strategy you decide to use, it is apparent from our discussion so far that compliance gaining behavior depends, to a large extent, on several situational dimensions (To learn about compliance gaining behavior in a specific context, see Box 11.2). The situation, however, is not the only factor that affects compliance gaining behavior. In the next section we explore the impact of individual differences on interpersonal influence.

insert Box 11.2 here
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Up to this point we’ve talked about the whats and whens of compliance gaining. That is, we’ve shown that past research has pointed to a number of situational dimensions (e.g., interpersonal/noninterpersonal, short-term/long-term consequences) that influence strategy choice. According to Hunter and Boster (1987), however, there is but one factor that determines what types of compliance gaining strategies will be used in a given situation. These researchers argued that when trying to decide what strategy we will use, we try to determine what the emotional impact of the message will be. For example, if you tried to persuade your friend to study more, the friend might become angry and resentful. On the other hand, the friend could be grateful that you cared enough to say something. According to Hunter and Boster, we prefer using strategies that have a positive emotional impact. 


But how do we decide which strategies will have a positive emotional impact and which will have a negative emotional impact? Hunter and Boster (1987) argued that each of us has a perceptual “threshold” that helps us make decisions about what strategies are acceptable and what strategies are not. Threatening someone, for example, may exceed the threshold while promising something may not. Strategies that do not cross the threshold are more likely to be used.


A major implication of this model, of course, is that these thresholds are idiosyncratic, varying from one person to the next. Biff, for example, may be perfectly comfortable threatening others, while Babbs may not. Obviously, then, individual differences are important in determining the types of compliance gaining messages that are used. For that reason, considerable research has examined several “sender” characteristics that affect strategy choice. Some of these characteristics include Machiavellianism (O'Hair & Cody, 1987), Dogmatism (Roloff & Barnicott, 1979), self-monitoring (Smith, Cody, Lovette, & Canary, 1990; Snyder, 1979), Type A personality (Lamude & Scudder, 1993), verbal aggressiveness and argumentativeness (Boster, Levine, & Kazoleas, 1993; Infante, Trebing, Shepherd, & Seeds, 1984; Infante & Wigley, 1986), gender (Dallinger & Hample, 1994; deTurck & Miller, 1982; Fitzpatrick & Winke, 1979), culture (Burgoon, Dillard, Doran, & Miller, 1982; Hirokawa & Mirahara, 1986; Lu, 1997), and age (Haslett, 1983). Many of these characteristics were detailed in Chapter 5 and a few will be discussed in relation to compliance gaining goals later in this chapter.

Problems Facing Compliance Research: Trouble in Paradise 


Up to this point, the things we have said about compliance gaining probably seem fairly simple; when trying to persuade people, we have a number of strategies at our disposal, and the strategies we use are determined in part by the situation and in part by our personal characteristics. Despite this rather straightforward description, however, compliance gaining research has not been so simple. To be sure, there has been a lot of confusion and argument about what is the best way to study compliance gaining behavior. Although some of these concerns can get a bit complex and tedious, we believe it is important to mention at least some of them here. Indeed, if we hope to understand the nature of compliance gaining, it is essential that we know about the appropriateness of the methods used to study it. In this section we discuss some of the more visible methodological concerns.

Problems with Typology Development: Here a Strategy, There a Strategy 

Earlier, we talked about Marwell and Schmitt’s (1967) typology of 16 compliance gaining strategies. Although a considerable amount of research resulted from that study, it wasn’t long before their typology met with criticism. In 1981, Wiseman and Schenck-Hamlin argued that, among other problems, the original typology was flawed because it left out many significant strategies that people might use when seeking compliance. Marwell and Schmitt, they argued, had derived their strategies only from previous theory (e.g., “on the drawing board”), and, therefore, the strategies may not correspond with those used by people in real life. To overcome this problem, Wiseman and Schenck-Hamlin (1981) developed a new typology. This time, instead of using past theory to derive strategies, the researchers presented people with persuasive situations and asked them to generate a list of strategies they would use in the situations.3 As a result, Wiseman and Schenck-Hamlin came up with a different typology that distinguished 14 compliance gaining strategies, many of which differed from Marwell and Schmitt’s original typology.


Since that time, typology development has been a popular undertaking. Indeed, after a review of literatures on linguistic devices, interpersonal communication, clinical psychology, child psychology, social psychology, organizational communication, education, marketing, consumer research, and sexual behavior, Kellerman and Cole (1994) identified no less than 74 typologies of compliance gaining messages! What’s more, an integration of these studies resulted in a new “super” typology of 64 distinct compliance gaining strategies (We won’t identify all 64 of these strategies here, or your instructor might test you on them). 


After noting several problems with existing typologies,4 Kellerman and Cole (1994) argued that the traditional search for a typology of strategies should be scrapped. Instead, they argued that research should focus on “features” of compliance gaining messages. In other words, instead of trying to come up with the “right list of strategies,” or a “comprehensive list of strategies” (see O’Keefe, 1994), research would address questions regarding “features” of messages, such as how polite a compliance gaining message was. For example, a research study might attempt to determine whether the level of intimacy in a relationship affected the degree of politeness in the compliance gaining strategies used. Telling a visiting relative not to smoke in your home, for instance, might require a different strategy than telling a stranger sitting under a no smoking sign in a restaurant to “take your butt outside.”

Creating Versus Selecting and Other Methodological Problems


If you could listen to any song right now, what would it be? Can you think of three songs? How about three songs from last year? Depending on how much music you listen to, coming up with songs off the top of your head might not be all that easy. But imagine, for a moment, that you are standing in front of a jukebox and can shuffle through a list of titles before deciding what to pick. Would picking be easier? Do you think the songs you selected would be different if you couldn’t see the titles? We suspect they might. 


But what does all of this have to do with compliance gaining research? If you stop to think about it, the Marwell and Schmitt (1967) study we discussed earlier is not entirely different from our jukebox example. Only, instead of asking their research participants to select from a list of song titles, Marwell and Schmitt asked people to select from a list of preestablished compliance-seeking strategies. The problems with such an approach, however, have been pointed out by numerous researchers (e.g., Burleson, Wilson, Waltman, Goering, Ely, & Whaley, 1988; Cody, McLaughlin, & Jordan, 1980; Seibold et al., 1994; Wiseman & Schenck-Hamlin, 1981). By way of illustration, let’s return to the jukebox example. Let’s say your favorite Partridge Family song was not a jukebox selection so you settle for a Liberace number (a favorite of jukebox lovers). Obviously, your choice has been constrained by the songs that are available on the jukebox. You can’t pick a song if it’s not available. Researchers who provide their subjects with lists of compliance gaining strategies constrain their subjects’ choices in the same way. That is, lists of strategies often leave things out. You can’t pick a strategy if it isn’t on the list.

Second, imagine that you notice an old song that you had forgotten about and would not have selected if you’d never seen it listed. If I heard you listening to the song, I might guess that the song is more popular than it really is. In other words, seeing the song title made you more likely to listen to it. In the same way, strategies selected off of a list can artificially “cue” participants. When participating in a study, it’s possible that we see a strategy on a list and think, “Oh yeah, that seems like a good one.” But in real life, we might never entertain such a strategy. Thus, the list makes some strategies seem more popular than they truly are. 


Finally, imagine that you hate country music but are with a group of friends who love the stuff. To fit in, you two-step over to the jukebox and play some Garth Brooks. Researchers have argued that the same type of thing can happen when participating in research. Specifically, in order to “fit in” or “look good,” we may not report what we would do in real life, but rather what makes us look the most socially desirable. Thus, while Biff may go around threatening people in real life, he may tell researchers that he uses more prosocial compliance gaining tactics. Having a list of tactics to choose from may make this social desirability bias more likely to occur.


In an attempt to overcome these problems, some researchers have indicted “selection” in favor of “construction” procedures (e.g., Wiseman & Schenck-Hamlin, 1981). The argument goes like this: if people are presented with a situation requiring persuasion and are asked to describe the strategy they would use (i.e., construct the strategy from scratch rather then select it from a list), the strategy will better reflect true behavior, not misrepresent strategies that are not typically used, and be less prone to a social desirability bias.


As neat as this sounds, research indicates little difference in the results of studies using these two techniques (Boster, 1988; Plax, Kearney, & Sorenson, 1990). What may be of even greater importance, though, are the findings of a study by Dillard (1988). To determine which of several methods for assessing compliance gaining behavior was the best,5 Dillard asked people to rate, on paper, how likely they would be to use 16 different compliance gaining messages in persuasive situations. He then observed these people in actual compliance gaining situations but found that, regardless of the method he used to assess compliance gaining behavior, there was no correspondence between the paper-pencil measures and actual behavior. In other words, what people said they would do was not the same as what they actually did. 


When we consider the implications of this study, it reminds us of a story we once heard about a man who exits a cab late at night and sees a drunk on his hands and knees snooping around a street light. The man asks, “Is anything wrong?,” to which the drunk replies, “Yeah, I lost my keys.” The man says, “Did you lose them here?” The drunk answers, “Naw, I lost them over there in the dark, but the light is much better here.” In the same vein, Dillard’s (1988) study illustrates that investigators have been looking very hard at compliance gaining, but perhaps not in the right way. Rather than examining compliance gaining in artificial laboratory settings using hypothetical situations, investigators should look for compliance gaining as it occurs in more naturalistic contexts. 

Newer Directions: The Study of Compliance Gaining Goals


In recent years, the study of compliance gaining has shifted to a focus on goals. Simply defined, goals are states of affairs we want to attain or maintain often through persuasion (see Wilson, 1997). The following sections examine the ways in which goals are important when trying to understand compliance gaining.

How Goals Bring Meaning to Compliance Gaining Situations: What’s It All About, Alphy?

Years ago, one of the authors heard a story about two men scooping mud and straw into wooden molds. A passerby asked one of the men what he was doing.

“Scooping mud and straw into this mold,” the man told him. 

“What are you doing?” the passerby asked the second man, who seemed much happier than the first.

“I’m part of a team making a beautiful cathedral,” came the reply.



We like this story because it illustrates how goals can help people define situations. Clearly, the first man’s goal (scooping mud) makes his situation seem dismal compared to the second man’s. Our point here is that goals give meaning to situations, including situations that involve compliance gaining. According to Wilson and Kunkel (2000), “Individuals interpret compliance gaining episodes based on their understanding of specific influence goals” (p. 197). In response to this thinking, scholars have identified several types of influence goals that appear meaningful to people (Wilson, 1997). Some of these goals include seeking assistance, eliciting support, changing a habit, getting permission, giving advice, and escalating a relationship (e.g., Canary, Cody, & Marston, 1987, Canary, Cunningham, & Cody, 1988; Cody, Canary, & Smith, 1994; Dillard, 1989; Schrader & Dillard, 1998; Wilson & Kunkel, 2000). 

How might these different influence goals affect perceptions of a situation and, in turn, the ways in which compliance is sought? By way of example, imagine that you have two different influence goals. The first is to ask someone a favor. The other is to get someone who owes you a favor to repay you in some way. According to Cai and Wilson (2000), requests such as these create entirely different situations for persuaders and, as a result, may lead to different compliance seeking behavior. Clearly, this notion relates to our earlier discussion of politeness and compliance gaining. For instance, because asking favors may impose on another person, when asking favors you may be less direct, provide the target with a “way out,” and provide a lot of reasons for your imposition. On the other hand, if you’re seeking compliance from someone who owes you a favor, you might be more direct and less polite in your compliance attempts, perhaps even making the target feel guilty if he or she does not comply. 

Research by Cai and Wilson (2000) suggests that different types of requests such as these present similar concerns for persuaders in all cultures, though cultural differences may occur when making such requests. For instance, asking a favor may lead you to feel indebted regardless of your cultural background. On the other hand, because they are more concerned with saving face, people from Japan, compared to those from the U.S., may worry more about imposing on others. As a result, the Japanese may be less direct and especially polite when seeking favors (Cai & Wilson, 2000).

Primary and Secondary Goals: Wanting and Eating Your Cake


If we told you that the most effective strategy for getting something was to make threats, would you start threatening people every time you wanted something? 


“Loan me twenty bucks or I’ll break your nose!”


“If you want to keep your job, get me some coffee!”


“Keep it up and you can stand in the corner for the next hour.”


“Let me get a tattoo or I’ll run away from home!”


We suspect that, for most of you, the answer to this question would be “no.” But why? If threats really were so effective, why not throw them around a little? Because, you might be thinking to yourself, if I made threats every time I wanted something, I might not have many friends. Plus, you probably wouldn’t like yourself too much. And if the other party still refused, you might be forced to follow through with the threat.


In the last section, we talked about several different types of influence goals. In this section, we note that influence goals are not the only ones affecting compliance gaining. Indeed, most of the time we are concerned with pursuing multiple goals at the same time. Kellerman (1992), for example, argued that when seeking compliance, people are constrained by concerns for both efficiency (i.e., achieving their goal without wasting time and other resources) and appropriateness (accomplishing their goal in a socially acceptable and respectful way). Similarly, James Dillard and his colleagues (Dillard, 1989; Dillard, Segrin, & Hardin, 1989; Schrader & Dillard, 1998) argued that people pursue different types of goals when they are trying to influence someone. These goals are important because they determine the types of strategies that people use when trying to gain compliance. To identify these goals Dillard and colleagues (1989) asked students to imagine themselves in a compliance gaining situation and to state why they would or wouldn’t use particular influence strategies in that situation. Results of the study indicated that one primary goal, to influence the other person, is the most important in determining the type of strategy that a person uses. For example, a person may decide not to use a strategy because he or she thinks it won’t work or because it is irrelevant.


In addition, Dillard and colleagues (1989) found that four secondary goals influenced people’s choices in compliance gaining situations. First, identity goals are concerned with maintaining one’s moral standards and principles for living. Thus, people might decide to ignore a strategy that seems immoral. Second, interaction goals are concerned with creating a good impression and behaving in appropriate ways. For instance, people motivated by this goal might refuse to use a strategy that would make them look bad. Third, resource goals are concerned with maintaining a relationship and increasing personal rewards. Thus, using a strategy that would end a friendship would not be likely. Finally, arousal goals are concerned with maintaining levels of arousal (e.g., nervousness) within an acceptable range. Thus, people with this goal would not use a strategy that would make them too anxious (Dillard et al., 1989).


In short, then, compliance gaining situations are not as simple as they may seem. People not only select tactics that they think will help them gain compliance, but ones that will help them achieve other goals as well. Oftentimes, these goals conflict so that people are faced with complex decisions about which strategies to use. Dillard and colleagues (1989) note that the primary goal plays the strongest role in initiating and maintaining social action, while secondary goals set boundaries that limit the actions taken.

Goals, Rules and Personalities: A Style All Our Own

Why do people differ so much in the ways they seek compliance? Why, for example, might one person yell and threaten while another grovels and pleads? Clearly, the above discussion shows that the answer to this question might be that people’s goals differ. Obviously, besides wanting compliance, a person who threatens has different goals than one who begs. According to some research, however, differing goals do not play the only role in determining the types of messages we produce. As noted earlier in this chapter, some research suggests that our personalities affect what goals we find to be important. This, in turn, affects how we seek compliance. Recall, for example, that verbally aggressive people tend to attack others’ characters with insults and profanity (see Chapter 5). It’s not surprising, therefore, that verbally aggressive people are not constrained by secondary goals such as being supportive, maintaining relationships, and creating positive impressions when seeking compliance. On the other hand, high self-monitors, who are very concerned about leaving a good impression, tend to be guided by such goals (Meyer, 2001). 

In a similar line of research, O’Keefe argued that people produce different messages not only because they have differing goals or personalities, but also because they think differently about what communication is and does. In other words, people have different beliefs about the nature of communication, and these beliefs affect what they say, how they act, what strategies they use, and so forth. O’Keefe called these different beliefs about communication design logics and argued that they are threefold:


1. Expressive design logic: a person with this design logic believes that communication is a process by which people merely express what they think and feel. Such people fail to realize that communication can be used to achieve other goals (e.g., see earlier discussion) and therefore “speak from the gut,” dumping whatever they think and feel without any regard for what might be appropriate in the given situation. For that reason, O’Keefe argued that such people’s messages tend to be “primitive.” For instance, a person with an expressive design logic might say something like the following: “You **##&*@ jerk. You’ve had it. I’m going to get you fired for this!”


2. Conventional design logic: a person with this design logic believes that “communication is a game played cooperatively, according to social conventions and procedures” (O’Keefe, 1990, p. 91). Thus, people using this logic express their thoughts and feelings, but believe that they must also follow rules for appropriate social behavior in the given situation. For instance, a person with a conventional design logic might say something like the following: “You missed our meeting today and I don’t appreciate this irresponsibility. If you miss one more meeting, you’re fired.”


3. Rhetorical design logic: while people with a conventional design logic believe that the given context determines what type of communication is appropriate, people with a rhetorical design logic believe the opposite--context is created by communication. Rhetorical design logic assumes that communication’s purpose is to negotiate character, attitude, selves, and situations. The process involves repeatedly solving and coordinating problems, consensus, and harmony. Thus, someone with this logic pursues multiple goals, tends to be proactive, and uses rational arguments. Here’s an example: “You have been coming back late from lunch and we need to reach some kind of understanding about this. I don’t want to have to force you to follow the rules, but I will if I have to. But surely you can appreciate why we have rules and what function they serve. I know if you just think about the situation you will see how your behavior could be creating a problem in this office” (O’Keefe, 1988, p. 103).


According to O’Keefe (1988, 1990), as they gain more experience, people develop more complex and sophisticated design logics. Rhetorical design logics are the most sophisticated, followed by conventional and then expressive logics. Presumably, design logics influence the types of influence messages that are sent. Moreover, research has found that messages that reflect rhetorical design logics are rated as more competent, favorable, and persuasive than messages reflecting the other design logics (Bingham & Burleson, 1989; O’Keefe & McCornack, 1987).

Summary


This chapter focused on the study of compliance gaining. Early research in this area attempted to discover the different types of strategies that people use to get other people to behave in certain ways. Early research also focused on the ways in which situations and individual characteristics affected the use of compliance gaining strategies. In this chapter we showed that compliance gaining research has been plagued by several problems, including concerns about typology development and difficulties surrounding the measurement of compliance. Finally, we discussed the notion of compliance gaining goals and how differing goals influence the choice of compliance gaining strategies. 

Endnotes

1. There is a statistical test called factor analysis that can determine whether several separate measures or, in this case, tactics, can be combined into fewer or more basic items. This is the method used by Marwell and Schmitt (1967).

2. Other factors that cause people to be more or less polite are relational intimacy, cost of compliance, deservingness of aid, directness of the request, and the magnitude of the request (see Baxter, 1984; Clark, 1993).

3. Since Marwell and Schmitt’s (1967) typology was based on previous theory, it is often said that their typology was “deductively derived.” One the other hand, Wiseman and Schenck-Hamlin’s typology, generated by responses from research participants, was “inductively derived.”

4. According to Kellerman and Cole (1994), existing typologies of compliance gaining strategies are problematic for several reasons. First, current typologies are not exhaustive. In other words, any given typology may leave out strategies that persuaders might use. Second, there are no clear distinctions between different types of categories so that some categories are confused while others seem to overlap. Finally, Kellerman and Cole (1994) argued that definitions and examples of strategies found in prior research are often incomplete, not understandable, not representative, and irrelevant. In short, a few decades of research have produced nothing but an atheoretical, hodgepodge of strategies (Kellerman & Cole, 1994).

5. Three prior methods have been used to assess compliance gaining behavior, each using a different dependent variable. First, the technique approach treats each individual compliance gaining tactic as a separate dependent variable and assumes that the correspondence between selected tactics (selected from a checklist) and used tactics will be high. Second, the strategy approach treats groups of tactics as dependent variables and assumes that correspondence between strategy choice and use will be high. Finally, the summed-tactic approach argues that a single dependent variable is indicative of some global compliance gaining attempt and assumes that the summed tactic-selection score will correspond to the frequency of compliance gaining messages (see Dillard, 1988).
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Box 11.1

Just Say No?: A Look at Strategies for Resisting

 Compliance and Resisting Resistance


In our opinion, a lot of advertising these days makes persuasion seem pretty simple. For example, Nike’s “Just Do It,” campaign suggested that we should forget all about reasoning and weighing pros and cons. The “If It Feels Good Do It” maxim had a similar appeal. On the other side of the coin, you’re probably familiar with the popular slogan for keeping kids off of drugs; “Just Say, ‘No,’” it advises. But is resisting compliance really all that easy? Whatever the case, some research shows that just saying "no” is not the only option available to us when trying to resist the compliance gaining attempts of others. For instance, a study by McLaughlin, Cody, and Robey (1980) identified four possible strategies you might use to resist persuasion:

Nonnegotiation: You overtly refuse to comply (you say, “No.”).

Identity Management: You resist by manipulating images of the other person (you say, “I would never make such an awful request.”).

Justifying: You justify noncompliance by pointing to negative outcomes (you say, “If I comply with your request I might lose my job.”).

Negotiation: You engage in an alternative behavior that you propose (Rather than turn off the stereo, you offer to turn it down.).


Rather than look at resistance strategies, perhaps a more important issue centers on situations in which people find themselves wanting to resist compliance. Indeed, considering contemporary issues associated with the spread of AIDS and the prevalence of date rape, researchers have started to examine strategies that can be used to resist sexual advances. An interesting study by Byers and Wilson (1985) examined men’s and women’s perceptions of the different ways in which women refuse sexual advances by men. In the study, subjects watched a videotape of a man and woman engaged in romantic physical behavior. At some point in the tape, the woman refuses to go any further by 1) simply saying, “No”; 2) saying “No” and offering an excuse (i.e., “someone’s coming over”); or 3) saying “No” and offering an explanation (i.e., “we don’t know each other well enough”). Results of the study showed that most of the males in the study would comply with all of the requests, but several said they would be reluctant to do so. Moreover, both male and female subjects interpreted the simple “No” and the “No, with explanation” as meaning the man should stop his advances, but interpreted the “No, with an excuse” as meaning that the man should try making more advances later that day.


One possible problem with messages meant to resist sexual advances centers around the stereotype that “when women say ‘no,’ they really mean ‘yes’”(see Metts & Spitzberg, 1996). Muehlenhard and Hollanbaugh (1988), for example, found that nearly 40 percent of women in their study claimed to have said “no” when they meant “yes” because they did not want to appear promiscuous, wanted to show concern for religious issues, and so forth. Perper and Weis (1987) argued that such token resistance can cause problems by encouraging males not to take “no” for an answer. With this in mind, when faced with such situations, it is important to say what you mean. Indeed, research shows that direct, verbal messages, compared to indirect messages, are the best for avoiding sexual advances (Christopher & Frandsen, 1990). A possible problem, however, is that sexual rejection messages that are moderately direct are perceived to be more comfortable and “save face” more than very direct messages (Metts, Cupach, & Imahori, 1992).


It is apparent from this discussion so far that resistance strategies, in and of themselves, may not be as important as how people respond to those resistance strategies. For instance, deTurck (1985) found that in interpersonal relationships people who have met with noncompliance tend to follow up with more reward and punishment strategies than they did initially. Moreover, in some situations, noncompliance is likely to be met with physical aggression (deTurck, 1987). A related study by Rudd and Burant (1996) found that compared to women in nonviolent relationships, women in violent relationships (i.e., abused women) use more indirect/submissive strategies (ingratiation, promise, allurement, and deceit) followed by more aggressive strategies (threats and warnings). According to Rudd and Burant (1996), these findings support the “violence cycle” phenomena by which a wife first tries to smooth over the conflict, but , on failing, resorts to more aggressive strategies in order “to escalate the inevitable violence so that the conflict will end” (p. 141). 


According to Wilson, Cruz, Marshall, and Rao (1993), the way people react to noncompliance depends, in part, on the excuses given for noncompliance. For example, in one study, students were asked to telephone people who had previously agreed to participate in an experiment. The students were instructed to remind the people about their agreement and to dissuade anyone who tried backing out. What they did not know was that the people they phoned were part of the study and had been told not to comply with the students’ requests. Results of the study showed that the students’ reactions depended on what they perceived to be the causes for noncompliance. For instance, when people said they couldn’t comply for external reasons over which they had no control (e.g., “I won’t be able to make it because my boss scheduled me to work.”), students were more persistent in their persuasive attempts than when people said they couldn’t comply for internal reason that they could control (e.g., “I knew I had a test later this week, but I still put it off and now I have to study”) (Wilson et al., 1993). In other words, what you say can determine whether your resistance strategies are resisted.


So, what happens if your resistance meets with resistance? For example, what if you’re a kid who has just refused a cigarette and ends up getting more pressure to smoke despite it? To study what would happen in such a situation, Reardon, Sussman, and Flay (1989) asked 268 adolescents what they would do to resist a peer who asked them to smoke twice. Results of the study showed that teenagers’ rejections became more intense when they were pressured a second time and when there was more than one person doing the pressuring. “Just say no” was found to be a strategy reserved for people who were in less intimate relationships with the teenagers. Finally, if you ever find yourself confronted by a person who wants you to comply when you don’t want to, it might help to know this: a study by Hullett and Tamborini (2001) found that the more negative your resistance strategy, the less likely persuaders will be to continue to pursue your compliance. 

Box 11.2

Take Two Aspirin and Call Me in the Morning: Compliance 

Gaining Between Doctors and Patients


If you are at all like us, you almost certainly have a weakness for some type of food that’s probably not all that good for you. It might be pizza, or Doritos, or ice cream. For us, it’s chocolate. To be sure, if there is a Nutrageous candy bar within walking distance, then “diets be damned” (one of us, who, for integrity’s sake, will remain nameless, ate 7 Nutrageous bars in a 24-hour period!).


We imagine that people with limited taste bud control like ourselves pose serious concerns for people in the medical profession. Indeed, physicians are not only confronted with the task of persuading patients to stay on diets, they are constantly trying to get patients to comply with requests to take medication, return for regular checkups, modify their behaviors, and so forth. When one considers the personal and economic costs of not complying with doctors’ requests, the study of persuasion in medical contexts is of obvious significance.


According to Burgoon and Burgoon (1990), compliance gaining in medical contexts is unique because, unlike most compliance gaining situations, patients visit physicians voluntarily, pay for physicians’ compliance gaining directives, perceive physicians as experts, and believe that compliance will benefit themselves rather than the physician. Unfortunately, however, Burgoon, Birk, and Hall’s (1991) sources indicate that patient noncompliance is the most significant problem facing medicine today, and that patient noncompliance is as high as 62 percent  with prescribed drug regimens, 50 percent with medical appointment keeping, and 92 percent with health promotion and life-style changes. 


For these reasons, researchers have attempted to determine not only what types of compliance gaining strategies physicians use, but also what types of strategies are the most effective. For example, a review of literature by Burgoon and Burgoon (1990) found that physicians prefer to use strategies that appeal to authority, knowledge, and expertise, and tend to avoid threatening and antisocial strategies. Indeed, Schneider and Beaubien (1996) found that positive expertise, legitimacy, and liking (see strategies discussed earlier) accounted for 83.5 percent of all the compliance gaining strategies used by doctors on patients. Physicians report that their strategies tend to become more verbally aggressive, however, when patients have not complied with previous requests and have more severe medical problems (Burgoon & Burgoon, 1990).


In addition to issues about strategy use, researchers have also tried to determine what types of strategies are most effective. Some research, for instance, has found that patients are more likely to comply with doctors who express similarity (i.e., indicate that they share things in common with the patient) and are more satisfied with doctors who communicate a willingness to listen, affection, composure, similarity, formality, and nondominance (Burgoon, Pfau, Parrot, Birk, Coker, & Burgoon, 1987). Compliance, however, might be affected by other factors such as physician gender. For instance, Burgoon and colleagues (1991) found that when male doctors deviated from their normally aggressive strategies and use more affiliative tactics, compliance increased. The same was not true for female doctors.

Figure 11.1

“O.K. That’s plenty of television. Turn it off.”

Calvin and Hobbes by Bill Watterson, 03/10/1995

reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate. All rights reserved.

Figure 11.2

“All those in favor say, ‘I’d like to keep my job.’ Those opposed, say, ‘Fire me.’”

Bizarro, by Dan Piraro, 11/22/1999

reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate. All rights reserved.

Table 11.1

Marwell and Schmitt’s (1967) Compliance gaining Tactics

with Examples of How You Might Get Your Teenager to Study

1. Promise: If you comply, I will reward you. For example, you offer to increase Dick’s allowance if he studies more.

2. Threat: If you do not comply, I will punish you. For example, you threaten to forbid Dick to use the car if he doesn’t start studying more.

3. Expertise (positive): If you comply, you will be rewarded because of the “nature of things.” For example, you tell Dick that if he gets good grades he will be able to get into college and get a good job.

4. Expertise (negative): If you do not comply, you will be punished because of the “nature of things.” For example, you tell Dick that if he does not get good grades he will not be able to get into a good college or get a good job.

5. Liking: Act friendly and helpful to get the person in a “good frame of mind” so that he or she will comply with the request. For example, you try to be as friendly and pleasant as possible to put Dick in a good mood before asking him to study.

6. Pregiving: Reward the person before requesting his or her compliance. For example, you raise Dick’s allowance and tell him you now expect him to study.

7. Aversive Stimulation: Continuously punish the person, making cessation contingent on his or her compliance. For example, you forbid Dick the use of the car and tell him he will not be able to drive until he studies more.

8. Debt: You owe me compliance because of past favors. For example, you point out that you have sacrificed and saved to pay for Dick’s education and that he owes it to you to get good enough grades to get into a good college.

9. Moral Appeal: You are immoral if you do not comply. You tell Dick that it is morally wrong for anyone not to get as good grades as possible and that he should study more.

10. Self-Feeling (positive): You will feel better about yourself if you comply. For example, you tell Dick that he will feel proud if he gets himself to study more.

11. Self-Feeling (negative): You will feel worse about yourself if you do not comply. For example, you tell Dick that he will feel ashamed of himself if he gets bad grades.

12. Altercasting (positive): A person with “good” qualities would comply. For example, you tell Dick that because he is a mature and intelligent person he naturally will want to study more and get good grades.

13. Altercasting (negative): Only a person with “bad” qualities would not comply. For example, you tell Dick that he should study because only someone very childish does not study.

14. Altruism: I need your compliance very badly, so do it for me. For example, you tell Dick that you really want very badly for him to get into a good college and that you wish he would study more as a personal favor to you.

15. Esteem (positive): People you value will think better of you if you comply. For example, you tell Dick that the whole family will be very proud of him if he gets good grades.

16. Esteem (negative): People you value will think the worse of you if you do not comply. For example, you tell Dick that the whole family will be very disappointed in him if he gets poor grades.

Adapted from Marwell and Schmitt (1967, pp. 357-358)
