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WEAPONS OF INFLUENCE

the contrast principle, placing the smallest donation figure between two
larger figures is an effective tactic to prompt more and larger donations.

. What points do the following quotes make about the dangers of c/ick-whirr

responding?

“Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.”
Albert Einstein

“The greatest lesson in life is to know that even fools are sometimes
right.”” Winston Churchitl.

Reciprocation

The Old Give and Take . . .
and Take

“Pay every debt, as if God wrote the bill.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson

A few years ago, a university professor tried a little experiment. He sent
Christmas cards to a sample of perfect strangers. Although he expected some
reaction, the response he received was amazing—holiday cards addressed to
him came pouring back from people who had never met nor heard of him. The
great majority of those who returned cards never inquired into the identity of
the unknown professor. They received his holiday greeting card, click, and
whirr, they automatically sent cards in return (Kunz & Woolcott, 1976).
While small in scope, this study shows the action of one of the most potent
of the weapons of influence around us—the rule of reciprocation. The rule says
that we should try to repay, in kind, what another person has provided us. If a
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20 RECIPROCATION

woman does us a favor, we should do her one in return; if a man sends us a
birthday present, we should remember his birthday with a gift of our own; if
a couple invites us to a party, we should be sure to invite them to one of ours.
By virtue of the reciprocity rule, then, we are obligated to the future repay-
ment of favors, gifts, invitations, and the like. So typical is it for indebtedness
to accompany the receipt of such things that a phrase like “much obliged” has
become a synonym for “thank you,” not only in the English language but in
others as well.

The impressive aspect of reciprocation with its accompanying sense of ob-
ligation is its pervasiveness in human culture. It is so widespread that, after
intensive study, Alvin Gouldner (1960), along with other sociologists, report
that all human societies subscribe to the rule.! Within each society it seems
pervasive also; it permeates exchanges of every kind. Indeed, it may well be
that a developed system of indebtedness flowing from the rule of reciprocation
is a unique property of human culture. The noted archaeologist Richard
Leakey ascribes the essence of what makes us human to the reciprocity system.
He claims that we are human because our ancestors learned to share food and
skills “in an honored network of obligation” (Leakey & Lewin, 1978). Cultural
anthropologists Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox (1971) view this “web of indebted-
ness” as a unique adaptive mechanism of human beings, allowing for the divi-
sion of labor, the exchange of diverse forms of goods and different services, and
the creation of interdependencies that bind individuals together into highly ef-
ficient units.

It is a sense of future obligation that is critical to produce social advances
of the sort described by Tiger and Fox. A widely shared and strongly held feel-
ing of future obligation made an enormous difference in human social evolution
because it meant that one person could give something (for example, food, en-
ergy, care) to another with confidence that the gift was not being lost. For the
first time in evolutionary history, one individual could give away any of a variety
of resources without actually giving them away. The result was the lowering of
the natural inhibitions against transactions that must be begun by one person’s
providing personal resources to another. Sophisticated and coordinated systems
of aid, gift giving, defense, and trade became possible, bringing immense
benefits to the societies that possessed them. With such clearly adaptive con-

sequences for the culture, it is not surprising that the rule for reciprocation is
so deeply implanted in us by the process of socialization we all undergo.

'Certain societies have formalized the rule into ritual. Consider for example the Vartan Bhanji, an
institutionalized custom of gift exchange common to parts of Pakistan and India. In commenting
upon the Vartan Bhanji, Gouldner (1960) remarks:

Itis. . . notable that the system painstakingly prevents the total elimination of outstanding
obligations. Thus, on the occasion of a marriage, departing guests are given gifts of sweets. In
weighing them out, the hostess may say, “These five are yours,” meaning “These are a repay-
ment for what you formerly gave me,” and then she adds an extra measure, saying, “These are

mine.” On the next occasion, she will receive these back along with an additional measure
which she later returns, and so on.
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I know of no better illustration of the way reciprocal obligations canfres;f:hf
long and powerfully into the future than the perp.lexfng story of $5,090 of re 1led
aid that was exchanged between Mexico and Ethl(’)pla.. In 1985, Ethiopia cou
justly lay claim to the greatest suffering and privation in the world. Itsde?onom)i
was in ruin. Its food supply had been ravaged by years of. drought an interna
war. Its inhabitants were dying by the thousands from dnsea.se and starvatlofn.
Under these circumstances, I would not have been surprised to learn of a
$5,000 relief donation from Mexico to that wrenchingly needy cour.ltry. II re-
member my feeling of amazement, though, when a bnt.ef ne.wspaper.ntemff. \fvzis
reading insisted that the aid had gone in the opposite direction. Native o .1;:'1a s
of the Ethiopian Red Cross had decid(e:d to send the money to help the victims

’s earthquakes in Mexico City.

o thﬁtizel?;t;e: pegonal bane and a professional ble.ssing tbat wbenev;er Iham
confused by some aspect of human behavior, I feel driven to investigate turther.

In this instance, I was able to track down a fuller account of th.e st.:ory; Fortu—
nately, a journalist who had been as bewildered as I by the Ethiopians actll.(()ins
had asked for an explanation. The answer he received offered.e‘loq?lent ‘\;a ida-
tion of the reciprocity rule: Despite the enormous needs pre\{anlmg c;n Et 1(.)31:1,
the money was being sent to Mexico because, in.1935, Mexico !}a sgnt ;u . (?
Ethiopia when it was invaded by Italy (“Ethiopian Red Cross,” 198 ).' 0 lltl

formed, 1 remained awed, but I was no longer puzzled. The need to reciprocate
had transcended great cultural differences, long distances, acute famine, m.an)tz
years, and immediate self-interest. Quite simply, a half-century later, agains

all countervailing forces, obligation triumphed.

HOW THE RULE WORKS

Make no mistake, human societies derive a truly significant competitive; advan-
tage from the reciprocity rule and, consequently, they make sure their m}:em-
bers are trained to comply with and believe in it. Each of us has been t.al.lg tto
live up to the rule, and each of us knows the social sanctions a}nd derflsmnhap-
plied to anyone who violates it. Because there is a general distaste olr t olsle
who take and make no effort to give in return, we will often go to great lengths
to avoid being considered a moocher, ingrate, or we}sher, ,I,t is t'o tb(?se engths
that we will often be taken and, in the process, be “taken” by individuals who
in from our indebtedness.
Stam’ifotouﬁill:rsftrand how the rule of reciprocation can k?e exploit.ed by onela who
recognizes it as the weapon of influence it certainly 1s', we might c}osi y eg-
amine an experiment conducted by psychologist Dennis Regar} (197h). Slll't-
ject who participated in the study rated, along wif‘h another st'lb_!ect,,’ t’rﬁ quztl }: ),/.
of some paintings as part of an experiment on “art apprec1.at10n. e othe
rater—we can call him Joe—was only posing as a fellov'v subject and was ac(;u-
ally Dr. Regan’s assistant. For our purposes, the experiment tot.)k. pla(.;‘e un fer
two different conditions. In some cases, Joe did a small, unsolicited avo; orf
the true subject. During a short rest period, Joe left the room for a couple o
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minutes and returned with two bottles of Coca-Cola, one for the subject and
one for himself, saying “I asked him [the experimenter] if I could get myself a
one, and he said it was OK, so I bought one for you, too.” In other cases, Joe
dlfi not provide the subject with a favor; he simply returned from the ,two-
?(;lel:,l:::a[,i);eak empty-handed. In all other respects, however, Joe behaved

Later on, after the paintings had all been rated and the experimenter had
momentarily left the room, Joe asked the subject to do him a favor. He indi-
c'ated that he was selling raffle tickets for a new car and that if he sola the most
tickets, he would win a $50 prize. Joe’s request was for the subject to buy some
raff]e tfckets at 25 cents apiece: “Any would help, the more the better.” The
major finding of the study concerns the number of tickets subjects purc.hased
.from Joe under the two conditions. Without question, Joe was more successful
in selling his raffle tickets to the subjects who had received his earlier favor.
Apparently feeling that they owed him something, these subjects bought twicé
as many tickets as the subjects who had not been given the prior favor. Al-
Fhough the Regan study represents a fairly simple demonstration of the v«./ork-
ings of the rule of reciprocation, it illustrates several important characteristics

p c ’
>
Of the lule tllat upon ful tllel Ollsldelatloll help us to Understalld llOW it lndy

The Rule Is Overpowering

Qne of the reasons reciprocation can be used so effectively as a device for gain-
ing another’s compliance is its power. The rule possesses awesome strength
oft'en producing a yes response to a request that, except for an existing feelin ’
of m'debtedness, would have surely been refused. Some evidence of how thg
ru.les force can overpower the influence of other factors that normally deter-
mine compliance with a request can be seen in a second result of the Regan
study. Besides his interest in the impact of the reciprocity rule on compliance
Regan was also investigating how liking for a person affects the tendency t(;
comply‘wnh, that person’s request. To measure how liking toward Joe affected
thg subjects’ decisions to buy his raffle tickets, Regan had them fill out several
r.at.mg scales indicating how much they had liked Joe. He then compared their
liking responses with the number of tickets they had purchased from Joe
There was a significant tendency for subjects to buy more raffle tickets fron;
Joe the more they liked him. This alone is hardly a startling finding, since most
of us would have guessed that people are more willing to do a favor f,or som
they like. wone
. The interesting finding of the Regan experiment, however, was that the re-
la-tl‘onship between liking and compliance was completely wipe;d out in the con-
d?tlon under which subjects had been given a Coke by Joe. For those who owed
him a favor, it made no difference whether they liked him or not; they felt a
sense 9f obligation to repay him, and they did. The subjects who in;iicated that
they disliked Joe bought just as many of his tickets as did those who indicated
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that they liked him. The rule for reciprocity was so strong that it simply over-
whelmed the influence of a factor—liking for the requester—that normally af-
fects the decision to comply.

Think of the implications. People we might ordinarily dislike—unsavory or
unwelcome sales operators, disagreeable acquaintances, representatives of
strange or unpopular organizations—can greatly increase the chance that we
will do what they wish merely by providing us with a small favor prior to their
requests. Let’s take an example that, by now, many of us have encountered.
The Hare Krishna Society is an Eastern religious sect with centuries-old roots
traceable to the Indian city of Calcutta. Its spectacular modern-day story oc-
curred in the 1970s when it experienced a remarkable growth, not only in fol-
lowers, but also in wealth and property. The economic growth was funded
through a variety of activities, the principal and still most visible of which is
society members’ requests for donations from passersby in public places. Dur-
ing the early history of the group in this country, the solicitation for contribu-
tions was attempted in a fashion memorable for anyone who saw it. Groups of
Krishna devotees—often with shaved heads, and wearing ill-fitting robes, leg
wrappings, beads, and bells—would canvass a city street, chanting and bob-
bing in unison while begging for funds.

Although highly effective as an attention-getting technique, this practice
did not work especially well for fund raising. The average American considered
the Krishnas weird, to say the least, and was reluctant to provide money to sup-
port them. It quickly became clear to the society that it had a considerable
public-relations problem. The people being asked for contributions did not like
the way the members looked, dressed, or acted. Had the society been an or-
dinary commercial organization, the solution would have been simple—change
the things the public does not like. The Krishnas are a religious organization,
however, and the way members look, dress, and act is partially tied to religious
factors. Since religious factors are typically resistant to change because of
worldly considerations, the Krishna leadership was faced with a real dilemma.
On the one hand were beliefs, modes of dress, and hairstyles that had religious
significance. On the other and, threatening the organization’s financial welfare,
were the less-than-positive feelings of the American public toward these things.
What's a sect to do?

The Krishnas' resolution was brilliant. They switched to a fund-raising tac-
tic that made it unnecessary for their targets to have positive feelings toward
the fund-raisers. They began to employ a donation-request procedure that en-
gaged the rule for reciprocation, which, as demonstrated by the Regan study,
was strong enough to overcome dislike for the requester. The new strategy still
involved the solicitation of contributions in public places with much pedestrian
traffic (airports are a favorite), but, before a donation was requested, the target
person was given a “gift"—a book (usually the Bhegavad Gita), the Back to
Godhead magazine of the society, or, in the most cost-effective version, a
flower. The unsuspecting passersby who suddenly found flowers pressed into
their hands or pinned to their jackets were under no circumstances allowed to
give them back, even if they asserted that they did not want them. “No, it is our
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KRISS KRISHNA

Figure 2.1 Taking disguise to its limits but still employing the
reciprocity rylfz.as an ally, these Krishna members were ar-
rested for soliciting without a license when they pressed candy

canes on Christmas shoppers and then made requests for
donations,

gift to you,” said the solicitor, refusing to take it back. Only after the Krishna
@ember had thus brought the force of the reciprocation rule to bear on the
situation was the target asked to provide a contribution to the society. This
be{lefactor-before-beggar strategy has been wildly successful for the.Hare
Kn}sll'ma ?ociety, producing large-scale economic gains and funding, the own-
;r;itgzl (;tattzx:lgll:;s,all))rls;g.esses, houses, and property in 321 centers in the
' As an aside, it is instructive that the reciprocation rule has begun to outlive
its usefulness for the Krishnas, not because the rule itself is any less potent
§ocietally, but because we have found ways to prevent the Krishnas frompusin

it on us. After once falling victim to their tactic, many travelers are now alert tg
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the presence of robed Krishna Society solicitors in airports and train stations,
adjusting their paths to avoid an encounter and preparing beforehand to ward
off a solicitor’s “gift.” Although the society has tried to counter this increased
vigilance by instructing members to be dressed and groomed in modern styles
to avoid immediate recognition when soliciting (some actually carry flight bags
or suitcases), even disguise has not worked especially well for the Krishnas. Too
many individuals now know better than to accept unrequested offerings in pub-
lic places such as airports.

As a result, the Krishnas have experienced a severe financial reversal over
the past 10 years. In North America alone, nearly 30 percent of their temples
have been closed for economic reasons, and the number of devotees staffing
the remaining temples has plummeted from a high of 5,000 to an estimated
800. The Krishnas are a resilient group, though. Officials admit that the orga-
nization is struggling to maintain its long-standing presence in North America,
but they report that it is thriving in the newly opened “markets” of Eastern
Europe—where, apparently, people haven’t yet caught on to the Krishnas’
strategic benevolence.

It is a testament to the societal value of reciprocation that even those of us
who know what the Krishnas are up to have chosen to avoid them or to deflect
their flowers rather than to withstand the force of their gift giving directly by
taking the flower and walking away with it. The reciprocation rule that em-
powers their tactic is too strong—and socially beneficial—for us to want to
challenge head-on.

Politics Politics is another arena in which the power of the reciprocity rule
shows itself. Reciprocation tactics appear at every level:

« At the top, elected officials engage in “logrolling” and the exchange of
favors that makes politics the place of strange bedfellows, indeed. The
out-of-character vote of one of our elected representatives on a bill or
measure can often be understood as a favor returned to the bill’s sponsor.
Political analysts were amazed at Lyndon Johnson’s success in getting so
many of his programs through Congress during his early administration.
Even congress-members who were thought to be strongly opposed to the
proposals were voting for them. Close examination by political scientists
has found the cause to be not so much Johnson’s political savvy as the
large score of favors he had been able to provide to other legislators dur-
ing his many years of power in the House and Senate. As President, he
was able to produce a truly remarkable amount of legislation in a short
time by calling in those favors. It is interesting that this same process may
account for the problems Jimmy Carter had in getting his programs
through Congress during his early administration, despite heavy Dem-
ocratic majorities in both the House and Senate. Carter came to the
presidency from outside the Capitol Hill establishment. He campaigned
on his outside-Washington identity, saying that he was indebted to no
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one. Much of his legislative difficulty upon arriving may be traced to the

fact that no one there was indebted to him.

At another level, we can see the recognized strength of the reciprocity

rule in the desire of corporations and individuals to provide judicial and

legislative officials with gifts and favors and in the series of legal restric-
tions against such gifts and favors. Even with legitimate political contri-
butions, the stockpiling of obligations often underlies the stated purpose
of supporting a favorite candidate. One look at the lists of companies and
organizations that contribute to the campaigns of both major candidates
in important elections gives evidence of such motives. A skeptic, requir-
ing direct evidence of the quid pro quo expected by political contribu-

tors, might look to the remarkably bald-faced admission by Charles H.

Keating, Jr., who was later convicted on multiple counts of fraud in this

country’s Savings & Loan disaster. Addressing the question of whether a

connection existed between the $1.3 million he had contributed to the

campaigns of five U.S. senators and their subsequent actions on his be-
half against federal regulators, he asserted, “I want to say in the most
forceful way I can: I certainly hope so.”

* At the grass-roots level, local political organizations have learned that a
principal way to keep their candidates in office is to make sure they pro-
vide a wide range of little favors to the voters. The “ward heelers” of
many cities still operate effectively in this fashion. But ordinary citizens
are not alone in trading political support for small personal favors. During
the 1992 presidential primary campaign, actress Sally Kellerman was
asked why she was lending her name and efforts to the candidacy of
Democratic hopeful, Jerry Brown. Her reply: “Twenty years ago, [ asked
ten friends to help me move. He was the only one who showed up.”

The Not-So-Free Sample Of course, the power of reciprocity can be found
in the merchandising field as well. Although the number of examples is large,
let’s examine a pair of familiar ones. As a marketing technique, the free sample
has a long and effective history. In most instances, a small amount of the rele-
vant product is given to potential customers to see if they like it. Certainly this
is a legitimate desire of the manufacturer—to expose the public to the qualities
of the product. The beauty of the free sample, however, is that it is also a gift
and, as such, can engage the reciprocity rule. In true jujitsu fashion, a pro-
moter who provides free samples can release the natural indebting force in-
herent in a gift, while innocently appearing to have only the intention to
inform.

A favorite place for free samples is the supermarket, where customers are
frequently given small amounts of a certain product to try. Many people find it
difficult to accept samples from the always smiling attendant, return only the
toothpicks or cups, and walk away. Instead, they buy some of the product, even
if they might not have liked it very much. A highly effective variation on this
marketing procedure is illustrated in the case, cited by Vance Packard in The
Hidden Persuaders (1957), of the Indiana supermarket operator who sold an as-
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BUENOS NACHOS

Figure 2.2 Some food manufacturers no longer wait until the
customers are in the stare to provide them with free samples.

tounding 1,000 pounds of cheese in a few hours one day by putting out the
cheese and inviting customers to cut off slivers for themselves as free samples.

A different version of the free-sample tactic is used by the Amway Corpo-
ration, a rapid-growth company that manufacturers and distributes household
and personal-care products in a vast national network of door-to-door neigh-
borhood sales. The company, which has grown from a basement-run operation
a few years ago to a $1.5 billion yearly sales business, makes use of the free
sample in a device called the BUG. The BUG consists of a collection of Amway
products—bottles of furniture polish, detergent, or shampoo, spray containers
of deodorizers, insect killers, or window cleaners—carried to a customer’s
home in a specially designed tray or just a polyethylene bag. The confidential
Amway Career Manual then instructs the salesperson to leave the BUG with
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the customer “for 24, 48, or 72 hours, at no cost or obligation to her. Just tell
her you would like her to try the products. . . . That's an offer no. one can
refuse:. At the end of the trial period, the Amway representative is to return
and pick up orders for the products the customer wishes to purchase. Since few
customers use up the entire contents of even one of the product containers in
s.uch a short time, the salesperson may then take the remaining product por-
tions in the BUG to the next potential customer down the line or acrosspthe
street and start the process again. Many Amway representatives have several
BUGS circulating in their districts at one time.

Of course, by now you and I know that the customer who has accepted and
used the BUG products has been trapped by the reciprocity rule. Many such
C\fstomers yield to a sense of obligation to order the products that they have
tried and partially consumed—and, of course, by now the Amway Corp(:]ration
knows that to be the case. Even in a company with as excellent a growth record
as Amway, the BUG device has created a big stir. Reports by state distributors
to the parent company record a remarkable effect:

I.anelievable! We've never seen such excitement. Product is moving at an unbe-
hevabl(? rate, and we've only just begun. . . . Local distributors took the BUGS
and we've had an unbelievable increase in sales [from Illinois distributor]. The mos‘t
fantastic retail idea we've ever had!. . . On the average, customers ' urchased
about half the total amount of the BUG when it is picked,up. ... In gne word

tremendous! We've never seen a response within our entire organization like this
[from Massachusetts distributor].

g‘he .1l\dmwa:iy distributors appear to be bewildered—happily so, but nonetheless
s }(le(\)al/]llder:"st ber the startling power of the BUG. Of course, by now you and I
The reciprocity rule governs many situations of a purely interpersonal na-
ture .where neither money nor commercial exchange is at issue. Perhaps m
favorite illustration of the enormous force available from the reciprocatior):
weapon of influence comes from such a situation. The European scientist Eibl-
Eibesfeldt (1975) provides the account of a German soldier during World
War I whose job was to capture enemy soldiers for interrogation. Because of
the .nature of the trench warfare at that time, it was extremely difficult for
armies to cross the no-man’s-land between opposing front lines, but it was not
so <.ii.fficu]t for a single soldier to crawl across and slip into an’ enemy trench
position. The armies of the Great War had experts who regularly did so to cap-
ture enemy soldiers, who would then be brought back for questioning Tlf)e
German expert had often successfully completed such missions in the pas.t and
was sent on another. Once again, he skillfully negotiated the area between
fr.onts and surprised a lone enemy soldier in his trench. The unsuspecting sol-
qler, who had been eating at the time, was easily disarmed. The frightened cap-
tive, with only a piece of bread in his hand, then performed what may ha\rz)e
been the most important act of his life. He gave his enemy some of the bread
So affected was the German by this gift that he could not complete his mission:
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He turned from his benefactor and recrossed the no-man’s-land empty-handed
to face the wrath of his superiors.

An equally compelling point regarding the power of reciprocity comes
from an account of a woman who saved her own life, not by giving a gift as did
the captured soldier, but by refusing a gift and the powerful obligations that
went with it. In November 1978 Jim Jones the leader of Jonestown, Guyana,
called for the mass suicide of all residents, most of whom compliantly drank and
died from a vat of poison-laced Kool-Aid. Diane Louie, a resident, however,
rejected Jones's command and made her way out of Jonestown and into the jun-
gle. She attributes her willingness to do so to her earlier refusal to accept spe-
cial favors from him when she was in need. She turned down his offer of special
food while she was ill, because “I knew once he gave me those privileges, he'd
have me. I didn’t want to owe him nothin’ ” (Anderson & Zimbardo, 1984).

The Rule Enforces Uninvited Debts

Earlier we suggested that the power of the reciprocity rule is such that, by first
doing us a favor, strange, disliked, or unwelcome others can enhance the
chance that we will comply with one of their requests. However, there is an-
other aspect of the rule, in addition to its power, that allows this phenomenon
to occur. A person can trigger a feeling of indebtedness by doing us an un-
invited favor. Recall that the rule states only that we should provide to others
the kind of actions they have provided us; it does not require us to have asked
for what we have received in order to feel obligated to repay. For instance, the
American Disabled Veterans organization reports that its simple mail appeal for
donations produces a response rate of about 18 percent. But when the mailing
also includes an unsolicited gift (gummed, individualized address labels), the
success rate nearly doubles to 35 percent. This is not to say that we might not
feel a stronger sense of obligation to return a favor we have requested, but such
a request is not necessary to produce our feeling of indebtedness.

If we reflect for a moment about the social purpose of the reciprocity rule,
we can see why this is the case. The rule was established to promote the de-
velopment of reciprocal relationships between individuals so that one person
could initiate such a relationship without the fear of loss. If the rule is to serve
that purpose, then an uninvited first favor must have the ability to create an
obligation. Recall, also, that reciprocal relationships confer an extraordinary
advantage upon cultures that foster them and that, consequently, there will
be strong pressures to ensure that the rule does serve its purpose. Little
wonder, then, that influential French anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1954), in
describing the social pressures surrounding the gift-giving process in human
culture, says that there is an obligation to give, an obligation to receive, and an
obligation to repay.

Although an obligation to repay constitutes the essence of the reciprocity
rule, it is the obligation to receive that makes the rule so easy to exploit. An
obligation to receive reduces our ability to choose those to whom we wish to be
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indebted and puts the power in the hands of others. Let’s reexamine a pair of
earlier examples to see how the process works. First, in the Regan study, we
find that the favor causing subjects to double the number of raffle tickets pur-
chased from Joe was not one they had requested. Joe had voluntarily left the
room and returned with one Coke for himself and one for the subject. There
was not a single subject who refused the Coke. It is easy to see why it would
have been awkward to turn down Joe’s favor: Joe had already spent his money;
a soft drink was an appropriate favor in the situation, especially since Joe had
one himself; it would have been considered impolite to reject Joe’s thoughtful
action. Nevertheless, receipt of that Coke produced a feeling of indebtedness
that became clear when Joe announced his desire to sell some raffle tickets.
Notice the important asymmetry here—all the genuinely free choices were
Joe’s. He chose the form of the initial favor, and he chose the form of the return
favor. Of course, one could say that the subject had the choice of refusing both
of Joe's offers, but those would have been tough choices. To have said no at
either point would have required the subject to go against the natural cultural
forces favoring reciprocation.
The extent to which even an unwanted favor, once received, can produce
indebtedness is aptly illustrated in the soliciting technique of the Hare Krishna
Society. During systematic observation of the Krishnas’ soliciting strategy, I

have recorded a variety of responses from target persons. One of the most reg-
ular was as follows:

An airport visitor—a businessman—is hurriedly walking along through a densely
peopled area. The Krishna solicitor steps in front of him and hands him a flower.
The man, reacting with surprise, takes it.2 Almost immediately, he tries to give it
back, saying he does not want the flower. The Krishna member responds that it is
a gift from the Krishna Society and that it is the man’s to keep . . . however, a do-
nation to further the Society’s good works would be appreciated. Again the target
protests, “I don’t want this flower. Here, take it.” And again the solicitor refuses,
“It’s our gift to you, sir.” There is visible conflict on the businessman’s face. Should
he keep the flower and walk away without giving anything in return, or should he
vield to the pressure of the deeply ingrained reciprocity rule and provide a con-
tribution” By now, the conflict has spread from his face to his posture. He leans
away from his benefactor, seemingly about to break free, only to be drawn back
again by the pull of the rule. Once more his body tilts away, but it's no use; he
cannot disengage. With a nod of resignation, he fishes in his pocket and comes up
with a dollar or two that is graciously accepted. Now he can walk away freely, and

he does, “gift” in hand, until he encounters a waste container—where he throws
the flower, with force.

Surprise is an effective compliance producer in its own right. People who are surprised by a re-
quest will often comply because they are momentarily unsure of

themselves and, consequently,
influenced easily.

For example, social psychologists Stanley Milgram and John Sabini (1975) have
shown that people riding on the New York subway were twice as likely to give up their seats to a
person who surprised them with the request, “Excuse me, May I have your seat?” than to one who
forewarned them first by mentioning to a fellow passenger that he or she was thinking of asking for
soineone’s seat {56 versus 28 percent)
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Purely by accident, I happened to witness a sc.ene'which dem(?nsttrstgs t:‘l}?;
the Krishnas know very well how frequently their glfts' are ur;watn e Krfs}ma
people who receive them. While spending a day observing a so 1c1| m% shna
group at Chicago’s O'Hare International Airport a few years algo ‘nf) 1§eretum
one of the group members would frequently leave fhe centra dar;e.;\ d(Iil e
with more flowers to resupply her companions. As it happene » L ha ectde
to take a break just as she was leaving on one of her supply ITHS.SIO[;]S. l-Omeg
nowhere to go, I followed her. Her journey turn('ad out Fo b(.e a‘gar agte.eve al.l
She went from trash can to trash can beyond the immediate area to re nd el
the flowers that had been discarded by ﬁrisl}l\n?i tsrgets. i?cel é}(lie: }:ztt;ﬁi, Lwith

che of recovered flowers (some that had been re how
:::nilatimes) and distributed them to be profitably cycledbthro%x{glht }tlhse ‘i:l(;l[t);:t
cation process once more. What really impress§d me about al ; as hat
most of the discarded flowers had brought d(.)natlons from thehpeo'p e f\tv ho had
cast them away. The nature of the reciprocity rule is such that ahgll o un-
wanted that it was thrown away at the first opportunity had nonetheles

ive ¢ xploitable. o ‘
Effe?;;:’: a‘;::;;]it; (E)f uninvited gifts to producg feelings of obligat19n is ;?coeg;(:}zle:f
by a variety of organizations besides the Krishnas. .How many an,S] as e
us received small gifts through the mail—personalized addnzss la le s,. g eeting
cards, key rings—from charitable agencies that ask for funfs in ;P.ﬁced V;; -
nying note? I have received five in just .the past year, twc()1 111'0m 't.‘i;l fod vet
erans’ groups and the others from missionary sch'ools an os;%lha .OOdS ach
case, there was a common thread in the accompanying mess-c}ge.‘ .e gd o
were enclosed were to be considered a gift from the orgamzat;:)n, .an’ ;r; turz
I wished to send should not be regarded as payment but rat‘ e(ri a:ha turn
offering. As the letter from one of the missionary programs i;a;e b tewis ket
of greeting cards I had been s?nl: v:/ias not tlof be (lillc‘ic:)l:/s:)ili‘ ! ggv,-:,lus as de-

i “ urage vour [my] kindness.” If we lo : .

i;gxni:e,tjv: r;i(r)x seg wi1y it WO)L,lld be beneficial for the_organizatxon lt:) h‘alve rt:i
cards viewed as a gift instead of merchandise: There is a st'rong cu hurc:efs e
sure to reciprocate a gift, even an unwanted one; but there is no such p
to purchase an unwanted commercial product.

The Rule Can Trigger Unfair Exchanges

There is yet another feature of the reciprocity rule that allows it to tbe :xsl‘(;lt:i
for profit. Paradoxically, although the rule df.zveloped tc;) p':;)l:]l]o tlal neq al ex
changes between partners, it can be used to })rmg abou't eci ed y‘th 'qSimilar
sults. The rule demands that one sort of action be recnpr9cate wi) a imilar
sort of action. A favor is to be met with another favori it is notftlo "e):‘rn:e ek
neglect and certainly not with attack; however, consTder.able exi niya o
lowed. A small initial favor can produce a sel?se ofloblhg;t;zz ,:0 ?llgere:m;) asub
anti é return favor. Since, as we have alrea s
f)t::; t;‘:::Zotrtiezhoose the nature of the indebting first favor and the nature of
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the debt-canceling return favor, we could easily be manipulated into an unfair
exchange by those who might wish to exploit the rule.

Once again, we turn to the Regan experiment for evidence. Remember in
that study, Joe gave one group of subjects a bottle of Coca-Cola as an initiating
gift and later asked all subjects to buy some of his raffle tickets at 25 cents
apiece. What I have so far neglected to mention is that the study was done in
the late 1960s, when the price of a Coke was a dime. On the average, subjects
who had been given a 10-cent drink bought two of Joe’s raffle tickets, although
some bought as many as seven. Even if we look just at the average, though, we
can tell that Joe made quite a deal. A 500 percent return on investment is re-
spectable indeed!

In Joe's case, though, even a 500 percent return amounted to only 50
cents. Can the reciprocity rule produce meaningfully large differences in the
sizes of the exchanged favors? Under the right circumstances, it certainly can.
Take, for instance, the account of a student of mine concerning a day she re-
members ruefully.

About one year ago, I couldn’t start my car. As I was sitting there, a guy in the
parking lot came over and eventually jump-started the car. I said thanks, and he
said you're welcome; as he was leaving, I said that if he ever needed a favor to stop
by. About a month later, the guy knocked on my door and asked to borrow my car
for two hours as his was in the shop. I felt somewhat obligated but uncertain, since
the car was pretty new and he looked very young. Later, I found out that he was
underage and had no insurance. Anyway, I lent him the car. He totaled it.

How could it happen that an intelligent young woman would agree to turn
over her new car to a virtual stranger (and a youngster at that) because he had
done her a small favor a month earlier? Or, more generally, why should it be
that small first favors often stimulate larger return favors? One important rea-
son concerns the clearly unpleasant character of the feeling of indebtedness.
Most of us find it highly disagreeable to be in a state of obligation. It weighs
heavily on us and demands to be removed. It is not difficult to trace the source
of this feeling. Because reciprocal arrangements are so vital in human social
systems, we have been conditioned to feel uncomfortable when beholden. If
we were to ignore the need to return another’s initial favor, we would stop one
reciprocal sequence dead and make it less likely that our benefactor would do
such favors in the future. Neither event is in the best interests of society. Con-
sequently, we are trained from childhood to chafe, emotionally, under the
saddle of obligation. For this reason alone, then, we may be willing to agree to
perform a larger favor than the one we received, merely to relieve ourselves of
the psychological burden of debt.

There is another reason as well. A person who violates the reciprocity rule
by accepting without attempting to return the good acts of others is disliked by
the social group. The exception, of course, occurs when a person is prevented
from repayment by reasons of circumstance or ability. For the most part, how-
ever, there is a genuine distaste for an individual who fails to conform to the
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Figure 2.3 Even the stingiest people feel the pull of
the reciprocity rule.

dictates of the reciprocity rule.® Moocher and welsher are unsavofivl le‘lbelstt.(l)nl:;
scl-rupulously shunned. So undesirable are they that people will someti
agree to an unequal exchange in order to dnge them. 4 the vossbility of ex-
In combination, the reality of internal discomfort anh the pos et
’ a he: logical cost. When seen in
al shame can produce a heavy psycho . : ) .
EE:: i):t dirtn is not Eo puzzling that, in the name of rec;llsrolfxty, we vqill ;)tftina%:)\;(el
’ i Nei is it so odd that we will otte
ac e than we have received. Neither is i d wil ‘
5;;‘;2‘3; a needed favor if we will not be in a position to repay it (l()ie 1131;160)
Nadler. & Fisher, 1983; Greenberg & Shapiro, 1971; Riley & Eckenrode, .

The psychological cost may simply outweigh the material loss.

has shown that those who break the reciprocity rule
i ipi : tunity to repay—are
irecti ivi ithout allowing the recipient an oppor’ v '
. reverse direction—Dby giving wi pportun pay—are
"; thgisll‘i::d for it. This result was found to hold for each of the three natllonlg;tsl;es investig;
also . of th : .
Americans, Swedes, and Japanese (Gergen, Ellsworth, Maslach, & Seipel,

—
Interestingly enough, a cross-cultural study
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. t"I.‘he rflsk of still ot}?er kinds of losses may also persuade people to decline
S rtain fgl lt:l.an(? benefits. Women frequently comment on the uncomfortable
t}?nse 40 o 1gat1f)n they can feel to return the favors of a man who has given
aSem a]rll 'expenswe' present or paid for a costly evening out. Even something
a smfa as ]the price of a drink can produce a feeling of debt. A student in
o et(})l nl:y Szlsses expressed it quite plainly in a paper she wrote: “After learn-
I szon ’fw::lt W;i})]’ I n;) longef=r lletha guy I meet in a club buy me a drink because
either of us to teel that I am obligated sexually.” Res
that there is a basis for her co i iy for tham o pBests
ncern. If, instead of paying for them h
woman allows a man to buy her dri is i ately fudged (by e
y her drinks, she is immediately judged (b
and women) as il: i e o
o5, ) as more sexually available to him (George, Gournic, & McAfee,
The rule for reci ity appli i
procity applies to most relationships; h in i
: or 1 ps; however, in its purest
i(;]rigs Zic?l)rocflty llS unnecesszry and undesirable in certain long-term re};tir::
ch as tamilies or established friendships. In these “ " ion-
ships (Clark & Mills, 1979; Mills & Cl what 1y exchnme o relation-
' lar , ; ark, 1982), what is exchanged reci 1
];1 .tlll)e \g;llgngness to provide what the other needs, when it isgneededp(rC(I)lCe;arlI{v
ills, orcoran, 1989). Under this form of reci ity, it i :
calculate who has given more or le pother both parties see 1o
ss but only whether both parties are livi
ztplfo th;el more gengral‘rule (Clark, 1984; Clark & Waddell, 1985; Clark M\;H]sg
factiowe , 1986). St.lll, it appears that persistent inequities can lead to d’issatis:
(ROO(I)(ns,lgesv.;nfm f:;er}lldshlﬁs. One study done about elderly widowed women
\ ound that those who gave about the same am
ok, ‘ ' ount of hel
their friends as they received were the happiest. Those who eithere ga\tce)

more help than they got :
e than y got or got more than they gave were the most lonely

RECIPROCAL CONCESSIONS

;I‘V?tiri ise:jzcz)nldt way to em;t))kl)y the reciprocity rule to get someone to comply
: st. It is more subtle than the direct route of idi 1
with a favor and then asking f i i some ways it o e person
; . g ior one in return, yet in some ways it is much
effech‘ve than the str.anghtforward approach. A personal experience I had ;n ;)ervi
years ago gave me firsthand evidence of just how well this compli
nique works. phance tech-
o ; waiI w;%lking down the street when I was approached by an 11- or 12-year-
° :)y.c‘ e introduced himself and said he was selling tickets to the annual Boy
t(;:(l))llll; a;;cr‘s ]:otbe th;?*lsd on the upcoming Saturday night. He asked if I wished
any tickets at $5 apiece. Since one of the last pl
: . : places I wanted to s

(Siau}trday evening was \fVlth the Boy Scouts, I declined. “Well,” he said “i[f)(;gi
ngy’::;a:;;]t; ;)ily an}); ’t,lcikle;-ts, hhow about buying some of our big chocola’te bars?

each. ought a couple and, right aw: ali :
thing noteworthy had ha be e (a1 dome

ppened. I knew that to be the b
like chocolate bars; (b) I do li e ore o oot
; ike dollars; (c) I was standin i
; g there with t i

chocolate bars; and (d) he was walking away with two of my dollalrs o ofhis
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To try to understand precisely what had happened, I went to my office and
called a meeting of my research assistants. In discussing the situation, we be-
gan to see how the reciprocity rule was implicated in my compliance with the
request to buy the candy bars. The general rule says that a person who acts in
a certain way toward us is entitled to a similar return action. We have already
seen that one consequence of the rule is an obligation to repay favors we have
received. Another consequence of the rule, however, is an obligation to make
a concession to someone who has made a concession to us. As my research
group thought about it, we realized that was exactly the position the Boys Scout
had put me in. His request that I purchase some $1 chocolate bars had been
put in the form of a concession on his part; it was presented as a retreat from
his request that I buy some $5 tickets. If I were to live up to the dictates of the
reciprocation rule, there had to be a concession on my part. As we have seen,
there was such a concession: I changed from noncompliant to compliant when
he moved from a larger to a smaller request, even though I was not really in-
terested in either of the things he offered.

It was a classic example of the way a weapon of influence can infuse a com-
pliance request with its power. I had been moved to buy something, not be-
cause of any favorable feelings toward the item, but because the purchase
request had been presented in a way that drew force from the reciprocity rule.
It had not mattered that I do not like chocolate bars; the Boy Scout had made
a concession to me, click, and whirr, I responded with a concession of my own.
Of course, the tendency to reciprocate with a concession is not so strong that it
will work in all instances on all people; none of the weapons of influence con-
sidered in this book is that strong. However, in my exchange with the Boy
Scout, the tendency had been sufficiently powerful to leave me in mystified
possession of a pair of unwanted and overpriced candy bars.

Why should I feel obliged to reciprocate a concession? The answer rests
once again in the benefit of such a tendency to the society. It is in the interest
of any human group to have its members working together toward the achieve-
ment of common goals. However, in many social interactions the participants
begin with requirements and demands that are unacceptable to one another.
Thus, the society must arrange to have these initial, incompatible desires set
aside for the sake of socially beneficial cooperation. This is accomplished
through procedures that promote compromise. Mutual concession is one im-
portant such procedure.

The reciprocation rule brings about mutual concession in two ways. The
first is obvious; it pressures the recipient of an already-made concession to re-
spond in kind. The second, while not so obvious, is pivotally important. Be-
cause of a recipient’s obligation to reciprocate, people are freed to make the

initial concession and, thereby, to begin the beneficial process of exchange. Af-
ter all, if there were no social obligation to reciprocate a concession, who would
want to make the first sacrifice? To do so would be to risk giving up something
and getting nothing back. However, with the rule in effect, we can feel safe
making the first sacrifice to our partner, who is obligated to offer a return

sacrifice.
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REJECTION-THEN-RETREAT

gﬁfglise tbe rul.e 'f(.)r reciprocation governs the compromise process, it is pos-
e oTl;]setanl:n.ltlal concession as part of a highly effective compliance tech
- Ine technique is a simple one that we will call jecti :
. the rejection-then-
technique, although it is als iy J thnigue. Sun.
, o known as the door-in-the-face techni
pose you want me to agree to a certain b increne. e
08¢ you ' . request. One way to increase th
;}::sntc;siiglattl wxl(llcomp{I)"hls first to make a larger request of me, one that I wiﬁ
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quest that you were really interested i . ture
n all along. Provided that
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g your second request as a i
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W. 3 P 5
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amine how this tactic can be used i o ovies Lomrors ex
as a reliable compliance device. L i
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o o i 1 already. . urn to a pair of little-known
ique that make it o i ic i
oatares of the ! ne of the most influential compliance
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sea at had happened to me and
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our thinking about what caus i vt s comesti
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After a bit of thought, we decided to try the technique on a request that we
felt few people would agree to perform. Posing as representatives of the
“County Youth Counseling Program,” we approached college students walking
on campus and asked if they would be willing to chaperon a group of juvenile
delinquents on a day trip to the zoo. This idea of being responsible for a group
of juvenile delinquents of unspecified age for hours in a public place without
pay was hardly an inviting one for these students. As we expected, the great
majority (83 percent) refused. Yet we obtained very different results from a
similar sample of college students who were asked the very same question with
one difference. Before we invited them to serve as unpaid chaperons on the zoo
trip, we asked them for an even larger favor—to spend two hours per week as
counselors to juvenile delinquents for a minimum of two years. It was only after
they refused this extreme request, as all did, that we made the small, zoo-trip
request. But presenting the zoo trip as a retreat from our initial request, our
success rate increased dramatically. Three times as many of the students ap-
proached in this manner volunteered to serve as zoo chaperons (Cialdini, Vin-
cent, Lewis, Catalan, Wheeler, & Darby, 1975).

Be assured that any strategy able to triple the percentage of compliance
with a substantial request {from 17 to 50 percent in our experiment) will be
used often in a variety of natural settings. Labor negotiators, for instance, often
use the tactic of making extreme demands that they do not expect to win but
from which they can retreat and draw real concessions from the opposing side.
It would appear, then, that the procedure would be more effective the larger
the initial request, since there would be more room available for illusory con-
cessions. This is true only up to a point, however. Research conducted at Bar-
Ilan University in Israel on the rejection-then-retreat technique shows that if
the first set of demands is so extreme as to be seen as unreasonable, the tactic
backfires (Schwarzwald, Raz, & Zvibel, 1979). In such cases, the party who has
made the extreme first request is not seen to be bargaining in good faith. Any
subsequent retreat from that wholly unrealistic initial position is not viewed as
a genuine concession and, thus, is not reciprocated. The truly gifted negotiator,
then, is one whose initial position is exaggerated just enough to allow for a se-
ries of small reciprocal concessions and counteroffers that will yield a desirable
final offer from the opponent (Thompson, 1990).

It seems that certain of the most successful television producers, such as
Grant Tinker and Garry Marshall, are masters of this art in their negotiations
with network censors. In a candid interview with TV Guide writer Dick Russell
(1978), both admitted to “deliberately inserting lines into scripts that a censor’s
sure to ax” so that they could then retreat to the lines they really wanted to
include. Marshall appears especially active in this regard. Consider, for ex-
ample, the following excerpt from Russell’s article:

But Marshall . . . not only admits his tricks . . . he seems to revel in them. On one
episode of his [then] top-rated “Laverne and Shirley” series, for example, he says,
“We had a situation where Squiggy’s in a rush to get out of his apartment and meet
some girls upstairs. He says: ‘Will you hurry up before I lose my lust? But in the
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set of encyclopedias is not right for you at this time, perhaps you could help me
by giving me the names of some others who might wish to take advantage of our
company’s great offer. What would be the names of some of these people you
know?” Many individuals who would not otherwise subject their friends to a
high-pressure sales presentation do agree to supply referrals when the request
is presented as a concession from a purchase request they have just refused.

Reciprocal Concessions, Perceptual Contrast, and the
Watergate Mystery

We have already discussed one reason for the success of the rejection-
then-retreat technique—its incorporation of the reciprocity rule. This larger-
then-smaller-request strategy is effective for a pair of other reasons as well. The
first concerns the perceptual contrast principle we encountered in Chapter 1.
That principle accounted for, among other things, the tendency of a man to
spend more money on a sweater following his purchase of a suit than before:
After being exposed to the price of the larger item, he sees the price of the less
expensive item as appearing smaller by comparison. In the same way, the
larger-then-smaller request procedure uses the contrast principle to make the
smaller request look even smaller by comparison with the larger one. If I want
you to lend me $5, I can make the request seem smaller than it is by first asking
you to lend me $10. One of the beauties of this tactic is that, by first requesting
$10 and then retreating to $5, I will have simultaneously engaged the force of
both the reciprocity rule and the contrast principle. Not only will my $5 re-
quest be viewed as a concession to be reciprocated, it will also look like a
smaller request than if I had just asked for $5 straightaway.

In combination, the influences of reciprocity and perceptual contrast can
present a fearsomely powerful force. Embodied in the rejection-then-retreat
sequence, they are jointly capable of genuinely astonishing effects. It is my
feeling that they provide the only really plausible explanation of one of the most
baffling political actions of our time: the decision to break into the Watergate
offices of the Democratic National Committee that led to the ruin of Richard
Nixon’s presidency. One of the participants in that decision, Jeb Stuart
Magruder, upon hearing that the Watergate burglars had been caught, re-
sponded with appropriate bewilderment, “How could we have been so stupid?”
Indeed, how?

To understand how enormously ill-conceived an idea it was for the Nixon
administration to undertake the break-in, let’s review a few facts:

« The idea was that of G. Gordon Liddy, who was in charge of intelligence-
gathering operations for the Committee to Re-elect the President
(CREEP). Liddy had gained a reputation among administration higher-
ups as somewhat of a flake, and there were questions about his stability
and judgment.

« Liddy’s proposal was extremely costly, requiring a budget of $250,000 in
untraceable cash.
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* In late March, when the proposal was approved in a meeting of the
CREEP director, John Mitchell, and his assistants Magruder and Fred-
erick LaRue, the outlook for a Nixon victory in the November election
could not have been brighter. Edmund Muskie, the only announced can-
didate the early polls had given a chance of unseating the President, had
done poorly in the primaries. It looked very much as though the most
defeatable candidate, George McGovern, would win the Democratic
nomination. A Republican victory seemed assured.
The break-in plan itself was a highly risky operation requiring the par-
ticipation and discretion of ten men.
The Democratic National Committee and its chairman, Lawrence
O’Brien, whose Watergate office was to be burglarized and bugged, had
no information damaging enough to defeat the incumbent President. Nor

were the Democrats likely to get any, unless the administration did
something very, very foolish.

Despite the obvious counsel of the previously mentioned reasons, the ex-
pensive, chancy, pointless, and potentially calamitous proposal of a man whose
judgment was known to be questionable was approved. How could it be that
intelligent, accomplished men such as Mitchell and Magruder would do some-
thing so very, very foolish? Perhaps the answer lies in a little-discussed fact:
The $250,000 plan they approved was not Liddy’s first proposal. In fact, it rep-
resented a significant concession on his part from two earlier proposals, of im-
mense proportions. The first of these plans, made two months earlier in a
meeting with Mitchell, Magruder, and John Dean, described a $1 million pro-
gram that included (in addition to the bugging of the Watergate) a specially
equipped communications “chase plane,” break-ins, kidnapping and mugging
squads, and a yacht featuring “high-class call girls” to blackmail Democratic
politicians. A second Liddy plan, presented a week later to the same group of
Mitchell, Magruder, and Dean, eliminated some of the program and reduced
the cost to $500,000. It was only after these initial proposals had been rejected
by Mitchell that Liddy submitted his “bare-bones” $250,000 plan, in this in-
stance to Mitchell, Magruder, and Frederick LaRue. This time the plan, still
stupid but less so than the previous ones, was approved.

Could it be that I, a longtime patsy, and John Mitchell, a hardened and
canny politician, might both have been so easily maneuvered into bad deals by
the same compliance tactic—I by a Boy Scout selling candy and he by a man
selling political disaster?

If we examine the testimony of Jeb Magruder, considered by most Water-
gate investigators to provide the most faithful account of the crucial meeting at
which Liddy’s plan was finally accepted, there are some instructive clues.
First, Magruder (1974) reports that “no one was particularly overwhelmed with
the project”; but “after starting at the grandiose sum of $1 million, we thought
that probably $250,000 would be an acceptable figure. . . . We were reluctant
to send him away with nothing.” Mitchell, caught up in the “feeling that we
should leave Liddy a little something . . . signed off on it in the sense of saying,
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‘Ok, let’s give him a quarter of a million dollars and let’s see w}.ltat he caxlhc;rr‘l‘z
with.” ” iddy’s initial extreme requests, it seems

ith. ” In the context of Liddy’s initia xtre s, it .
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id, * ari d wiretap Larry O Brien’s oflice,
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i i i heme. . . . He had
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i i i bvious common sense, on
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Here the prospect is invariably shown the deluxe mo(}elhﬁrst. tI t er Sl;scﬁnme ;
i i ’s cake. However, if the custome R
buys, there is frosting on the store’s ca ustomer declines
: i ffers with a more reasonably price .
the salesperson effectively countero d model.
i i dure comes from a report in Sa
Some proof of the effectiveness of this proce . :
Managiment magazine, reprinted without comment in Consumer Reports
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ITyou were a billiard-table dealer. which would you advertise—the $329 model or
the $3,000 model? The chances are vou would promote the low-priced item and
hope to trade the customer up when he comes to buy. But G. Warren Kelley, new
business promotion manager at Brunswick, says you would be wrong, .
his point, Kelley has actual sales figures from a representative store,
the first week customers . . . were shown the low end of the line . . . and then en-
couraged to consider more expensive models— the traditional trading-up ap-
proach. . . . The average table sale that week was $350. . . . However, during the
second week, customers . . . were led instantly to a $3,000 table, regardless of
what they wanted to see . . . and then allowed to shop the rest of the line, in de-

clining order of price and quality. The result of selling down was an average sale of
over $1,000. (1975, p. 62)

.. To prove
... During

Given the remarkable effectiveness of the rejection-then-retreat tech-
nique, one might think that there could be a substantial disadvantage as well.
The victims of the strategy might resent having been cornered into compliance.
The resentment could show itself in a couple of ways. First, the victim might
decide not to live up to the verbal agreement made with the requester. Second,
the victim might come to distrust the manipulative requester, deciding never to
deal with that person again. If either or both of these events occurred with any
frequency, a requester would want to give serious second thought to the use of
the rejection-then-retreat procedure. Research indicates, however, that these
victim reactions do not occur with increased frequency when the rejection-
then-retreat technique is used. Somewhat astonishingly, it appears that they

actually occur less frequently! Before trying to understand why this should be,
let’s first look at the evidence.

Here’s My Blood, and Do Call Again

A study published in Canada (Miller, Seligman, Clark, & Bush, 1976)
light on the question of whether a victim of the rejection-then-retreat tactic will
follow through with the agreement to perform a requester’s second favor. In
addition to recording whether target persons said yes or no to the desired re-
quest (to work for two hours a day without pay in a community mental health
agency), this experiment also recorded whether they showed up to perform
their duties as promised. As usual, the procedure of starting with a larger re-
quest (to volunteer for two hours of work per week in the agency for at least two
years) produced more verbal agreement to the smaller, retreat request (76 per-
cent), than did the procedure of asking for the smaller request alone (29 per-
cent). The important result, though, concerned the show-up rate of those who
volunteered; and, again, the rejection-then-retreat procedure was the more ef-
fective one (85 versus 50 percent).

A different experiment examined whether the rejection-then-retreat se-
quence caused victims to feel so manipulated that they would refuse any fur-
ther requests. In this study (Cialdini & Ascani, 1976), the targets were college
students who were each asked to give a pint of blood as part of the annual cam-
pus blood drive. Targets in one group were first asked to give a pint of blood

throws
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ini ars. The other targets were asked
;ix weeks for a minimum of three years. ‘ ‘
z:j)r/yt; ;ive a single pint of blood. Those of both groups \A;gobagre_(fldn.agn:io l;:\ejz;
: enter were then asked if they would be wi ir
appeared at the blood cen vould be willing & £
i 3 1d be called upon to donate ag
their phone numbers so they cou n to donate again fn (e -
5 about to give a pint of blo
ture. Nearly all the students who were a o ot
jecti - ' hnique agreed to donate again p ),
f the rejection-then-retreat tec . o,
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so (43 percent). Even for future favors, the rejection-then-retrea y

proved superior.

The Sweet, Secret Side Effects

" ) . |
Strangely enough, then, it seems that the rejection-then-retreat tact;lc not or;s);
spurs petople to agree to a desired request but actually to ca}r]ry out ltd et}:Z(r;; !
i rform further requests. What cou
and, finally, to volunteer to pe  could theve be
, i : le who have been duped in pliance
about the technique that makes peop : tc
2}))(;?kely to continue to comply? For an answer, we mlgh\t)vl()(;]k at alregsssstzé z
i ich i heart of the procedure. We have alre
act of concession, which is the ‘ . ‘ e e
it is i as an obvious trick, the concession
at, as long as it is not viewed as an o ! .
th]i‘:nulate agreturn concession. What we have not yet anmmed, ho»fve\icier:,g ;soaf
i iti -products of the act of concession: tee
little-known pair of positive by-pro . feclings 0.
lrealter responsibility for and satisfaction with the arrar}gen’]er.]t. I: lsftll]éilsfheir
fweet side effects that enables the technique to move its victims to tu
i : ments.
nts and to engage in further such agree . o .
agre’?‘r}rnl: desirable side effects of making concessions durmf; all)l mte.rach'(t)lr]) “:z}}:
i in studies of the way people bargain with e
ther people are nicely shown in s : ople
Zth:r Iz)nz experiment, conducted by social psych(?l%%}sts altggz(;L:,sglf)gzrcst 9;2
i ation (Benton, Kelley, & Liebling, A
especially apt demonstra e A i op.
- iati t” and was told to bargain
hat study faced a “negotiation opponen  wi :
E)onent c}(l)ncerning how to divide between themselvesla ?e;tam ;r:\}:);nl; :0
i i ters. The subject was also intorme
money provided by the experimen : gm0 one
hed after a certain period of barg ,
mutual agreement could be reac . R
to the subject, the opponen .
would get any money. Unknown . : O e it the
i istant who had been previously instructe
perimental assistan ' ° i . riain Wit the
i : the subjects, the opp
bject in one of three ways. With some o : can
:;t:eme first demand, assigning virtually all of the money tto hxmz(‘e]l.ft‘;ni(s)tlﬁer
i i d throughout the negotiations. Wi
bornly persisted in that deman hout | ol ith another
at was moaerately
j the opponent began with a deman T
B e e from that position dur-
i ; adfastly refused to move fro
vorable to himself; he, too, stea t position dur-
i iati i i the opponent began wi
the negotiations. With a third group, :
hnegmand alg1d then gradually retreated to the more moderate one during the
ourse of the bargaining. X
‘ There were three important findings that help us to underst:nt((l) \tvlz/ ttW 2
i i i ffective. First, compare
iection-then-retreat technique is so ‘e :
::iler approaches, the strategy of starting with an extreme demand and then



e

44 RECIPROCATION

lrle;;(;aﬁngr}t](.) the nlnore moderate one produced the most money for the person
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Rejecting the Rule

How does one go about neutralizing the effect of a social rule like the one for
reciprocation? It seems too widespread to escape and too strong to overpower
once it is activated. Perhaps the answer, then, is to prevent its activation. Per-
haps we can avoid a confrontation with the rule by refusing to allow a requester
to commission its force against us in the first place. Perhaps by rejecting a re-
quester’s initial favor or concessions to us, we can evade the problem. Perhaps;
but then, perhaps not. Invariably declining a requester’s initial offer of a favor
or sacrifice works better in theory than in practice. The major problem is that
when it is first presented, it is difficult to know whether such an offer is honest
or whether it is the initial step in an exploitation attempt. If we always assume
the worst, it would not be possible to receive the benefits of any legitimate fa-
vors or concessions offered by individuals who had no intention of exploiting
the reciprocity rule.

I have a colleague who remembers with anger how his 10-year-old daugh-
ter’s feelings were terribly hurt by a man whose method of avoiding the jaws of
the reciprocity rule was to refuse her kindness. The children of her class were
hosting an open house at school for their grandparents, and her job was to give
a flower to each visitor entering the school grounds. The first man she ap-
proached with a flower growled at her, “Keep it.” Not knowing what to do, she
extended it toward him again, only to have him demand to know what he had
to give in return. When she replied weakly. “Nothing. It’s a gift,” he fixed her
with a disbelieving glare, insisting that he recognized “her game,” and brushed
on past. The girl was so stung by the experience that she could not approach
anyone else and had to be removed from her assignment—one she had antic-
ipated fondly. It is hard to know whom to blame more, the insensitive man or
the exploiters who had abused his tendency to reciprocate a gift until his re-
sponse had soured to a refusal. No matter whom you find more blameworthy,
the lesson is clear. We will always encounter authentically generous individuals
as well as many people who try to play fairly by the reciprocity rule rather than
to exploit it. They will doubtless become insulted by someone who consistently
rejects their efforts; social friction and isolation could well result. A policy of
blanket rejection, then, seems ill advised.

Another solution holds more promise. It advises us to accept the offers of
others but to accept those offers only for what they fundamentally are, not for
what they are represented to be. If a person offers us a nice favor, let’s say, we
might well accept, recognizing that we have obligated ourselves to a return fa-
vor sometime in the future. To engage in this sort of arrangement with another
is not to be exploited by that person through the rule for reciprocation. Quite
the contrary; it is to participate fairly in the “honored network of obligation”
that has served us so well, both individually and societally, from the dawn of
humanity. However, if the initial favor turns out to be a device, a trick, an ar-
tifice designed specifically to stimulate our compliance with a larger return fa-
vor, that is a different story. Our partner is not a benefactor but a profiteer; and
it is here that we should respond to the action on precisely those terms. Once
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we have determined that the initial offer was not a favor but a compliance tac-
tic, we need only react to it accordingly to be free of its influence. As long as
we perceive and define the action as a compliance device instead of a favor, the
giver no longer has the reciprocation rule as an ally: The rule says that favors
are to be met with favors; it does not require that tricks be met with favors.

Smoking Out the Enemy

A practical example may make things more concrete. Let's suppose that a
woman phoned one day and introduced herself as a member of the Home Fire
Safety Association in your town. Suppose she then asked if you would be in-
terested in learning about home fire safety, having your house checked for fire
hazards, and receiving a home fire extinguisher—all free of charge. Let’s sup-
pose further that you were interested in these things and made an evening ap-
pointment to have one of the association’s inspectors come over to provide
them. When the inspector arrived, he gave you a small hand extinguisher and
began examining the possible fire hazards of your home. Afterward he gave you
some interesting, though frightening, information about general fire dangers,
along with an assessment of your home's vulnerability. Finally he suggested
that you obtain a home fire warning system for your house and left.

Such a set of events is not implausible. Various cities and towns have non-
profit associations, usually made up of fire department personnel working on
their own time, that provide free home fire-safety inspections of this sort, Were
these events to occur, you would clearly have received a favor from the inspec-
tor. In accordance with the reciprocation rule, you should stand more ready to
provide a return favor if you were to see him in need of aid at some point in the
future. An exchange of favors of this kind would be in the best tradition of the
reciprocity rule.

A similar set of events with, however, a different ending is also possible.
Rather than leaving after recommending a fire-alarm system, the inspector
launches into a sales presentation intended to persuade you to buy an expen-
sive, heat-triggered alarm system manufactured by the company he represents.
Door-to-door home fire-alarm companies will frequently use this approach.
Typically, their product, while effective enough, will be overpriced. Trusting
that you will not be familiar with the retail costs of such a system and that, if
you decide to buy one, you will feel obligated to the company that provided you
with a free extinguisher and home inspection, these companies will pressure
you for an immediate sale. Using this free-information-and-inspection gambit,
fire-protection sales organizations have flourished around the country.*

*A variety of other business operations use the no-cost information offer extensively. Pest exter-
minator companies, for instance, have found that most people who agree to a free home examina-
tion give the extermination job to the examining company, provided they are convinced that it is
needed. They apparently feel an obligation to give their business to the firm that rendered the
initial, complimentary service. Knowing that such customers are unlikely to comparison shop for
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If vou were to find yourself in such a situation with the realization thét the
I)l'ill'lill:\’ motive of the inspector’s visit was to sell you a costly alarm systenl](,]
your h{ost effective next action would be a simple, !)rlvate maneuver. }t vyvou
involve the mental act of redefinition. Merely define whz‘itever yotfdlfne re‘-
ceived from the inspector—extinguisher, safety information, h:dZ‘dI llnspe(t-)
tion—not as gifts but as sales devices, a\nd you will l.)e fre.e to declmg {or d(?cii)]v
the purchase offer without even a tug from the 1’ec-1p.r001ty rule: [‘;\‘ avor rtllg Y
follows a favor—not a piece of sales strategy. If the inspector 'i]u sEque‘n y‘ref
sponds to your refusal by proposing that you, at least, provi e t ;a)n;mezh(;
some friends he might call on, use your mental maneuver again. De m? .t-l
retreat to a smaller request as what you recognize it to be—a compl‘1a1<we tactic.
Once this is done, there would be no pressure to offer' the names as a retl‘lrn
concession, since the reduced request would n()t. be v1e\.ved as a‘ rezfl C(;nclf]s.-
sion. At this point, unhampered by an inappropnately tnggered sex]se.0h0 i-
gation, you may once again be as compliant or noncompliant as YOU ‘w1s, .

Provided you are so inclined, you might even turn th.e ms‘pgctorstf)tvlv:
weapon of influence against him. Recall that the rule for rec1p}:f)cat110fn en 11] a\e/e
a person who has acted in a certain way to a dose of the same t ing. yf;tl ave
determined that the “fire inspector’s” gifts were used, not as genunlzle‘gl s,f't uf
to make a profit from you, then you might want‘ to use them to n"n: e apir(z i _())_
your own. Simply take whatever the inspector is willing to provi e———s? e(i/ ir
formation, home extinguisher—thank him politely, alnd show him out t he . oor.
After all, the reciprocity rule asserts that if justice is to be done, exploitation

attempts should be exploited.

Reader’s Report

From a Former Television and Stereo Salesperson

For quite a while, | worked for a major retailer in their tql_evision and stereo de:
partment. Continued employment was based on the ablihty to sell servflce con
tracts which are warranty extensions offered by the retailer. ane this acttwast
explained to me | devised the following plan tr:iLus?d ;he rejection-then-retrea
hough | didn't know its name at the time. ’
te‘:h2\'qcuw.fs:tglr:weor f?ad the opportunity to buy from one to three years worth of
service contract coverage at the time of the sale, althoggh the credit | got welzs
the same regardiess of the length of coverage. Reahzmg_thgt most p;sdopde
would not be willing to buy three years' worth of coverage, |nmallly, | would ad-
vocate to the customer the longest and most expensive plan. This gave mlia an
excellent opportunity later, after being rejected in my sincere attempt to sg the
(continued)

i i advant: ituation by citin
this reason, unscrupulous pest control operations will take advantage of the situation by g
higher-than-competitive prices for work commissioned in this way.
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three-year plan, to retreat to the one-year extension and its relatively small price,
which | was thrilled to get. This technique proved highly effective, as | sold sales
contracts to an average of 70 percent of my customers, who seemed very sat-
isfied in the process, while others in my department clustered around 40 per-
cent. | never told anyone how | did it until now.

Author’s note: Notice how, as is usually the case, use of the rejection-then-
retreat tactic also engages the action of the contrast principle. Not only did the
initial higher request make the lower one seem like a retreat, it made that sec-
ond request seem smaller, too.

SUMMARY

* According to sociologists and anthropologists, one of the most widespread
and basic norms of human culture is embodied in the rule for reciprocation.
The rule requires that one person try to repay, in kind, what another person
has provided. By obligating the recipient of an act to repayment in the future,
the rule for reciprocation allows one individual to give something to another
with confidence that it is not being lost. This sense of future obligation within
the rule makes possible the development of various kinds of continuing re-
lationships, transactions, and exchanges that are beneficial to the society.
Consequently, all members of the society are trained from childhood to abide
by the rule or suffer serious social disapproval.

* The decision to comply with another's request is frequently influenced by the
reciprocity rule. One favorite and profitable tactic of certain compliance pro-
fessionals is to give something before asking for a return favor. The exploit-
ability of this tactic is due to three characteristics of the rule for reciprocation.
First, the rule is extremely powerful, often overwhelming the influence of
other factors that normally determine compliance with a request. Second, the
rule applies even to uninvited first favors, thereby reducing our ability to de-
cide whom we wish to owe and putting the choice in the hands of others.
Finally, the rule can spur unequal exchanges; to be rid of the uncomfortable
feeling of indebtedness, an individual will often agree to a request for a sub-
stantially larger favor than the one he or she received.

* Another way that the rule for reciprocity can increase compliance involves a
simple variation on the basic theme: Instead of providing a first favor that
stimulates a return favor, an individual can make an initial concession that
stimulates a return concession. One compliance procedure, called the
rejection-then-retreat technique, or door-in-the-face technique, relies
heavily on the pressure to reciprocate concessions. By starting with an ex-
treme request that is sure to be rejected, a requester can then profitably re-
treat to a smaller request (the one that was desired all along), which is likely
to be accepted because it appears to be a concession. Research indicates that,
aside from increasing the likelihood that a person will say yes to a request, the
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rejection-then-retreat technique also increases the likelihoqd that the person
will carry out the request and will agree to such requests in the future.

« Our best defense against the use of reciprocity pressures to gain our compli-

ance is not systematic rejection of the initial offers. of others. Ra(tihetr, we
should accept initial favors or concessions in good faith, but be ready to re-
define them as tricks should they later be proved as such. Once' they are re-
defined in this way, we will no longer feel a need to respond with a favor or

concession of our own.

STUDY QUESTIONS

Content Mastery

1.

2.

What is the rule for reciprocity? Why is it so powerful in our society?

Which are the three features of the reciprocity rule that make it so exploitable
by compliance professionals?

Describe how the Regan study illustrates each of the three exploitable fea-
tures of the rule.

4. How does the rejection-then-retreat technique use the pressure for recipro-

cation to increase compliance?

5. Why should the rejection-then-retreat technique increase a compliant per-

son's willingness to (a) carry out an agreement and (b) volunteer to do future
favors?

Critical Thinking Items

1. Suppose you wanted a professor to spend an hour helping you with a topic

for a term paper. Write a script showing how you might use the rejecxc':n;
then-retreat tactic to increase the chance of compllal?ce to your request. Wha
should you be careful to avoid when making your first request?

2. One study (Barry & Kanouse, 1987) found that, by paying physicians first, they

were much more likely to complete and return a long questit.)nnau"e they had
received in the mail. If a $20 check accomp.amed. the questlonpalre,k78 per-
cent of the physicians filled out the questionnaire and sent it bacl asf:e~
quested. But if they learned that the 220 check was to be sent to them after
d it, only 66 percent did so. )

they::g:t?;?t?nterestinz finging concerned the p!\ysimans who got the check
up front but didn’t comply with the questionnaire request: only 26 pe?:e;)t
cashed the check (as compared to 95 percent. of thosg v»{ho had complied).
Explain how the rule for reciprocity can explain both findings.

3. Explain what is meant by the term noblesse oblige and how the concept of

reciprocity might play a role in it. Hint: John F. Kennedy once said, “For those
to whom much is given, much is required.”
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