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This study investigates how language is used to make sense of influence attempts. More specifically, the
percewed potency and evaluation of both influence agents and largets and the influence tactic used are
examuned for their effect on the actors” percetved power and influence success. The two influence tactics
examined are threats and attempts to persuade. A pilot study (N= 145) and man experiment
(N = 189) were conducted to create 84 simple sentences, the units of analysis_for this investigation.
Agents are percewed as more powerful than targets of influence. The tactic used to secure compliance
(threaten versus attempt to persuade) does not affect the percewed power of either the agent or the target.
A bad agent is seen as move powerful than a good agent, and a bad target is considered more powerful than
a good largel. Furthermore, good agents have more success in gaining compliance by using persuasion than
by using threats, and they have more success when influencing a good target than a bad targel, Implications
of these findings are discussed.

Rvsv;n‘rh on social influence generally has treated the topic from one of two
perspectives, message production (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Dillard, 1990;
Meyer, 1996; Wilson, 1997) or message effects (e.g., Boster, Mitchell, Lapinski,
Cooper, Orrego et al., 1999; Levine & Boster, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002). This article
takes a third approach, one that examines how sense is made of social influence
messages. In other words, when people hear about attempts by one person to
influence another, they use their understanding of the agent, target, and influence
tactic to judge the agent and target, and to assess the likelihood that the attempt will
be successful. This study examines this attribution process, focusing on two types of
influence: threats and attempts to persuade.

The perceived power of a communicator affects the success that the communi-
cator may have in task-related communications, such as in negotiation, as well as in
socioemotional communication, such as in establishing a romantic relationship.' The
influence tactics that a communicator employs (e.g., threats vs. persuasion attempts)
affect the perceived power of both the agent and the target of the influence attempt.
Previous research has shown that when an agent is perceived by the target 1o be
powerful, the agent is more likely to succeed in gaining compliance (see, e.g.,
Michener, Lawler, & Bacharach’s, 1973, role-playing experiment). Additional
research has shown that agents who gain compliance with threats are perceived by
participants to be more powerful than those who gain compliance with persuasion
(Kaplowitz et al., 1998). What is not known is how the influence tactic and the
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perceptions of the actors independent of the influence attempt combine to affect the
subsequent perceptions of the actors and expectations for the influence attempt’s
SUCCESS.

A great deal of research has found that actors and observers differ in the
attributions that they make for the actors’ behavior (see Ajzen, 1996; Fiske & Taylor,
1991). People often are observers. For example, the president may be seen
threatening a leader of another nation; a senator may be observed trying to persuade
a colleague; in a faculty meeting observations lead to conclusions regarding who has
power and who does not. Observers’ future behavior is conditioned upon th(‘st
attributions. In short, observers are themselves influenced by these observations.”

This study builds on the work of Heise (1970) and Kaplowitz and his colleagues
(1998). The studies by Kaplowitz et al. examine perceptions of agents and targets of
influence and the tactic used, whereas the work by Heise and his colleagues (e.g.,
Averett & Heise, 1987; Britt & Heise, 1992; Heise, 1965, 1970; see also Gibbons,
Bradac, & Busch, 1992; Marwell & Schmitt, 1967b; Murdock, Bradac, & Bowers,
1984; Roloff, Paulson, & Vollbrecht, 1998) are concerned with how language
constructs meaning regarding power. In this study, the power of a person (agent or
target) will be identified by the potency value of the person’s status (here, simply a
noun such as farmer or poet), either by itself (noncontext) or in a sentence involving
an influence attempt (in-context). This conceptualization is consistent with the
approach to the semantic analysis of power established by Gollob and Rossman
(1973) and Heise (1970). The focus of the present study is not on the bases of power
(French & Raven, 1959; Zelditch, 2000), but rather in how language is used to create
meaning from information about agents, targets, and influence attempts.’

The first part of this article reviews previous research on the eflect of influence
tactics on perceptions of power. A review of work by Heise (1969a, 1970; Averett &
Heise, 1987; Britt & Heise, 1992) and Gollob and Rossman (1973) on how power is
judged from language is presented. Next, this article reports the methods used for
studying the perception of power within simple sentences, followed by the results of
this investigation. Finally, the implications of the research along with directions for
future research on influence and perception of power are discussed.

Power and Compliance Gaining

The perception or attribution of power can have important consequences
(Kaplowitz, 1978). For example, those who are perceived as more powerful are less
often challenged (see, e.g., Bachrach & Baratz, 1962). Those with more power “are
more able to behave in ways consistent with their identity” (Cast, 2003, p. 197).
Indeed, the consequences of attributing power to another affects all interactions with
that other, and is a critical determinant of task and relational interactions.

Kaplowitz (1978) proposed that if an agent induces compliance, the degree to
which observers think that the target is powerful depends on the agent’s influence
tactic. Following Gamson’s (1968) reasoning, Kaplowitz proposed that observers
would judge the rLlauonsth between an agent and a target to be cordial and to
reflect a common interest when persuasion is used, and would be antagonistic and to
reflect strongly opposed interests when threats or punishments are used. Thus, when
persuasion is used, the target is perceived to be responding to a reasonable request
coming from a reasonable person. In contrast, when threats are used, target
compliance is more likely to be perceived as caused by the agent’s power. This logic
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demonstrates that the influence tactic used affects the power attributed to the target
and the agent as well as perceptions of their relationship.

Threats Versus Persuasion Attempts

There are a number of different tactics by which an agent may wish to influence
or affect a target’s behavior. The two tactics compared here are threats and
persuasion attempts. Agents threaten a target when they indicate that they will make
the target’s situation worse if the target does not comply with their request. By
contrast, agents persuade a target when they change the target’s behavior, attitudes, or
beliefs, but do not propose to help or hurt the target directly as a consequence of that
change or lack thereof.

These two tactics are contrasted because they imply diametrically different
relationships between actors. Persuasion works well if the agent is trusted by the
target (see, e.g., Hovland & Weiss, 1951). In contrast, threats are likely to be both a
consequence and a cause of a negative, uncooperative relationship between two
actors (see Gamson, 1968; Gaski, 1986; Shapiro & Bies, 1994) as one actor attempts
to establish dominance over another (Pruitt, 1981; Putnam & Poole, 1987). The
effectiveness of threats is associated with the size of the threatened punishment, the
perceived likelihood that the threat will be enforced, and the magnitude of the
resources that enable the threat to be enforced (see Lewicki, Barry, Saunders, &
Minton, 2003; Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993). Finally, as Kelman (1958, 1961) has
noted, the process of change associated with the presence of sanctions, which he calls
“compliance,” differs from the process associated with the incorporation of new
information with one’s prior beliefs (“internalization™) and that associated with
fulfilling a relationship with another person (“identification”). Threats fall into the
first category; “compliance” requires the agent’s surveillance of the target, whereas
identification and internalization do not.

Among a variety of power strategies, threats and persuasion attempts have been
found to be opposites. In Falbo’s (1977) study, for example, they were polar
opposites on a two-dimensional power-strategy space defined by direct—indirect
and rational—irrational dimensions (see also Cody, McLaughlin, & Jordan, 1980;
Marwell & Schmitt, 1967b). The use of these two tactics makes it possible to
determine how much the perceived goodness and power of agents and targets
depend on the tactic employed.

To suggest that threats and persuasion attempts differ for actors does not indicate
how observers make sense of them. To understand and model this process, Heise's
(1969a, 1970) approach to the semantics of simple sentences is examined.

Agent, Act, and Target in a Simple Sentence

One approach to measuring the perception of power and the variables that
contribute to it is Heise's (1969a, 1970) technique of having respondents give ratings
to components of a simple sentence (subject, verb, and object), and then examining
how these ratings may be algebraically combined. These component ratings, made
outside of a sentence that involves an influence attempt, will be termed non-context
assessments.

According to Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957), the meaning of a word may
be captured by the word’s location on three dimensions: evaluation (i.e., good vs.
bad), potency (i.e., strong vs. weak), and activity (i.e., active vs. passive). Hemc (1965)
determined the semantic-differential scores on each of the three dimensions for
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1,000 of the most frequently used English words. Extending Osgood et al.’s work,
Heise (1969a, 1970) proposed that if the non-context location of a sentence’s subject,
verb, and object on the three semantic-differential dimensions is known, the words’
revised assessments on the semantic-differential dimensions due to their appearance
in a particular sentence may be determined. In other words, the non-context
assessments determine the in-context assessments. Although Heise (1969a) was
successful in creating regression models that predicted the in-context subject, verb,
and object evaluation and activity ratings, his models that predicted the in-context
potency ratings were unsuccessful. He concluded that “potency dynamics may be
exceptionally complicated” (p. 212). In a follow-up study Heise (1970) successfully
created a predictive model for potency dynamies, but this study had methodological
difficulties that will be addressed subsequently.

Heise's approach to studying the interpretation of words in a sentence was used by
Gollob and Rossman (1973) to determine the perceived power of an agent. Gollob
and Rossman predicted participants’ perceptions of the power of an agent from the
non-context evaluation and potency of the agent’s behavior (i.e., the sentence’s verb)
and the non-context evaluation and poteney of the target. They did not use the
agent’s non-context potency ratings in their statistical model. This study also had
some methodological problems, discussed subsequently.

Extensive research indicates that the perception of the influence tactic an agent
uses tells a great deal about the agent, the target, and their relationship (Gibbons et
al., 1992; Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1990; Schlenker & Schlenker, 1974). The influence
tactic that an agent uses (e.g., threat vs. persuasion attempts) should have an impact
on the perceived potency of the target of influence. In addition, the potency of the
influence tactic can vary depe ndmg, on who (agent) is usmq the tactic on whom
(target), This study builds on previous research by examining the potency and
evaluation of the agent, the act, and the target, and investigating how they affect
perceived power of an agent and target. In addition, the study examines how the
influence tactic and the characteristics of the agent and target affect the perceived
probability of compliance to an agent.

The probability of compliance with an influence tactic is a primary interest in
social influence situations, and communication scholars have examined how such
mmpll.mu is brought about (e.g., see Dillard, 1990). This study’s goal is to provide
|)<ll‘-HH(HHth models that can predict how language creates perceived power and
perceived compliance-gaining success for observers of influence attempts.

Methodological Issues

A major contribution of Heise's (e.g., 1969a) rescarch is the use of equations with
the sentence as the unit of analysis. In Heise’s research the variables, independent
and dependent, are the semantic-differential ratings (evaluation, potency, and
activity) of the subject, verb, and object in simple sentences. Heise's strategy is
l‘l]lpl(!\'[ d here. The main experiment analyzes how meaning is created in sentences,
using data for the terms in each sentence as variables.

Heise (1969a, 1970) devcloped separate equations to predict the evaluation,
potency, and activity of a sentence’s subject from the corresponding non-context
ratings of the sentence’s subject, verb, and object. Only in later research (Averett &
Heise, 1987; Britt & Heise, 1992; Gollob & Rossman, 1973) were cross-ratings used
(e.g., using the evaluation of a subject to predict the potency of the subject).

To reduce or avoid multicollinearity among predictors and to estimate the
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parameters for the hypothetical lexical universe, words must be sampled systemati-
cally. Specifically, presuming that there are three meaningful semantic-differential
dimensions, the sample of words should reflect each of the eight octants of meaning
(le, asin a 2 X2X 2 design of high vs. low evaluation, high vs. low potency, and
high vs. low activity), and orthogonally combine such words into subject—verb—ob-
ject sentences. Failing to do so results in coefficients whose standard errors reflect the
accidental sampling (see Kahneman, 1963). This problem is found in Heise (1969a)
when he reports that:

the desired sampling design for potency sentences failed to materialize ... . Thus, the potency
data ... are not representative of the total possible range of sentences, (p. 210)

Heise (1970) encountered similar problems. Verbs that were low in potency tended
to be negatively evaluated. In addition, although “a word’s connotation was the
prime consideration for using it ... when a choice was possible, words were selected
that also seemed neutral on the evaluation and activity dimensions™ (p. 49).

The same issue appeared in Gollob and Rossman (1973). They reported that
“nearly all of the bad verbs and objects were rated on the weak end of the potency
scale, and all of the good verbs and objects were rated on the powerful end of the
scale”™ (p. 396). In addition to this problem, Gollob and Rossman used a dependent
variable that conflated power and influence, asking respondents to rate the agent’s
“power and ability to influence others™ (p. 395) by a single scale item. The ability to
nfluence others, however, may connote a persuasive strategy, whereas power is
more likely to connote influence activities that could involve threat. These two
problems make Gollob and Rossman’s results problematic. This investigation
attempts to overcome these difficulties,

Research Question and Hypotheses

Meaning of threat and persuasion attempts. Threats and persuasion attempts differ in
several ways. For example, threatening is perceived as a more negative communi-
cation strategy than is a persuasion attempt. There appears, however, to be no study
that has assessed the range of meaning differences between threatening and
attempting to persuade. Therefore, the following research question is posed: How do
threats and attempts to persuade differ in meaning as assessed by the semantic-differ-
ential dimensions?

Potency of the agent and target. There are several ways that attributions may be made
about the power of the agent and target. First, agency suggests power (Britt & Heise,
1992; Heise, 1970; see also Smith-Lovin, 1987). Therefore, a person engaging in an
influence attempt should be perceived as more powerful than the target of such an
attempt.

Second, people may attribute more power to one who threatens. Threats are
counternormative (Marwell & Schmit, 1967b), so an observer may assume that if
threats are employed, the agent must be sufficiently powerful to use such a
technique. Threats also convey “indifference to the target’s face needs, which
suggests great power” (Kaplowitz et al., 1998, p. 108)." Finally, threats are more
powerful acts than persuasion attempts, and Smith-Lovin (1987) found that an
individual engaging in powerful acts is perceived to be more powerful because of
doing so.

Third, an agent should attempt to persuade powerful targets rather than threaten
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them. An observer may assume that the agent chooses to persuade rather than
threaten because of the possibility of the target’s retaliation if the agent were to
threaten. The ability to retaliate suggests that the target is powerful (Michener et al.,
1973). On the other hand, an observer could also assume that persuasion is used on
a target because the target is reasonable and responsive to argument. If some
observers make the first attribution (i.e., persuasion is used because of the target’s
power), and some make the second (i.c., persuasion is used because the target is
reasonable), on the average targets who are subject to persuasion will be viewed as
more powerful than targets subject to threat.
In sum, the following hypotheses on the perceived power of the agent and the
target are proposed:
Hypothesis 1. The agent of an influence attempt is perceived to be more powerful than the target.
Hypothesis 2. (a) The agent is perceived to be more powerful when using threats than when using
persuasion, but (b) the target is perceived to be more powerful when the subject of a
persuasion attempt than when threatened.

Evaluation of the agent and target. Gollob (1968) found that agents are perceived by
participants to be more powerful when they do good things to a good target or do
harm to a bad target. This consistency effect was supported by Gollob and
Rossman’s (1973) finding of a significant interaction effect of verb evaluation by
object evaluation on perceived agent power.

The just-world hypothesis (Lerner, 1980) provides an explanation for these
findings. Lerner and Miller (1978) proposed that “individuals have a need to believe
that they live in a world where people generally get what they deserve™ (p. 1030). In
other words, good people are viewed as deserving of, and therefore likely to receive,
just rewards (e.g., power), and bad people are viewed as undeserving of, and likely to
be denied, these rewards. Because threats are negative as compared to persuasion
attempts (Marwell & Schmitt, 1967b), an agent who uses a threat against a bad
person is acting justly, and therefore should be viewed as powerful. Because
persuasion attempts are positive as compared to threats (Marwell & Schmitt, 1967b),
an agent who attempts to persuade a good person is also acting justly, and therefore
should be viewed as powerful. The other two cases (using threats against a good
person or persuasion against a bad person) are unjust, and therefore an agent who
does either should be viewed as less good and therefore less powerful (see
Thorndike’s research on the halo effect, 1920; see also Gollob & Rossman, 1973).

Lord Acton’s statement, in a letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, that “power
tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (1887, quoted in Bartlett,
1992, p. 521) contrasts with the just-world hypothesis. It suggests that power and
goodness are perceived to be negatively related. Research has supported the idea
that, by some measures, power indeed does corrupt (see Kipnis, 1972; cf. Overbeck
& Park, 2001), although there does not appear to be any research that has looked
specifically at the evaluative consequences of power.

These ideas are tested with the following hypotheses on the effect ol tactic, target
evaluation, and agent evaluation on perceived power:

Hypothesis 3. An agent is perceived as more powerful when attempting to persuade a more
positively evaluated target or using threats on a more negatively evaluated target
than when threatening a positively evaluated target or attempting to persuade a
negatively evaluated one.

Hypothesis 4. More positively evaluated agents are perceived to be more powerful than more
negatively evaluated agents.
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Hypothesis 5. More positively evaluated targets are perceived as more powerful than more
negatively evaluated targets.

Percewed probability of compliance. There is very little research on how observers
perceive a target’s probability of compliance with an agent’s influence attempt, and
much of the existing research is not helpful for the formulation of this study (see, e.g.,
Murdock et al., 1984; Riccillo & Trenholm, 1983). Because the choice of compli-
ance-gaining tactic affects compliance (e.g., Kaplowitz et al., 1998, found that
threats are perceived as less likely to gain compliance than persuasion; see also
Boster et al., 1999; Levine & Boster, 2001), it should also affect an observer’s
perception that the target will comply. According to reactance theory, a message
that threatens one’s freedom results in less compliance than a nonthreatening
message (Brehm, 1966). Furthermore, observers understand threat dynamics (Kane,
Joseph, & Tedeschi, 1977), and report that threats are a negative compliance-gain-
ing method (Marwell & Schmitt, 1967b). Thus, observers of threats should, like the
target, anticipate that these threats reduce compliance. Therefore:

Hypothesis 6. Threats are perceived as less likely to gain compliance than persuasion attempts,

Kaplowitz et al. (1998) and Michener et al. (1973) found that the greater the
perceived power of the agent, the more observers assume that the target will comply
with the agent. This finding was retested.

Hypothesis 7. Greater perceived power of the agent results in greater perceived probability of
compliance.

Similarly, stronger targets should be less likely to be perceived as compliant.
Hypothesis 8. Greater perceived power of the target results in lower perceived probability of

compliance.

The evaluation of the agent and the target should also affect the perceived
probability of complying. Targets may be motivated to respond positively to agents
who are good, and are therefore assumed to have good intentions and perhaps
inclined to do good things to or for others. Therefore, such agents should be
perceived as more successful in gaining compliance.

Hypothesis 9. A more positive evaluation of the agent results in greater perceived probability of
compliance.

Similarly, targets who are good are expected to be more cooperative with others,
attempting to work with rather than against another’s request (Thomas, 1976).
Therefore, good targets may be perceived as more likely to comply.

Hypothesis 10. A more positive evaluation of the target results in the target’s greater perceived
probability of compliance.

A weak version of Gollob’s (1968) consistency effect (that agents are perceived as
more powerful when they do good things to a good target or do harm to a bad
target) is that good agent’s should be viewed generally as more powerful when their
target is good rather than bad. Combining this idea with Hypothesis 7 (the idea that
more powerful agents should be perceived as more likely to succeed in gaining the
compliance of another) should result in more positively evaluated agents being
perceived as more successful at gaining compliance when the target is positively
evaluated.

Hypothesis 11. More positively evaluated agents are perceived to be more likely to gain compliance
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when attempting to influence a more positively evaluated target as compared to a
more negatively evaluated target.

Influence tactics should also affect the perceived likelihood of compliance.
Persuasion attempts to create or preserve a good relationship between agent and
target, whereas threats damage such relationships (Cai, Wilson, & Drake, 2000).
Highly evaluated agents should be associated with influence tactics that create or
preserve good relationships rather than with those that damage their relationships.
Therefore, good agents should be perceived as more likely to seek compliance by
using a tactic that sustains the good will between the agent and target, and
persuasion is such a tactic whereas threat is not. Furthermore, strategies that are
likely to be selected are also likely to be viewed as successful (see Meyer, 1990,
pp. 64 66; cf. O'Keefe, 1990). Hence, good agents should be perceived as more
likely to gain compliance by using persuasion rather than threats.

Hypothests 12. More positively evaluated agents are perceived as more likely to gain compliance
when using persuasion than when using threats.

The rationales underlying Hypotheses 11 and 12 combine to predict greater
expected compliance when a positively evaluated agent uses positive tactics with
positively evaluated targets. In addition, these rationales also justify the parallel
prediction that a negatively evaluated agent will be perceived to be more successful
when using negative tactics with negatively evaluated targets. Therefore:

Hypothesis 13. Persuasion is perceived to be more likely to gain compliance between more
positively evaluated agents and targets, whereas threats are perceived to be more
likely to gain compliance between more negatively evaluated agents and targets.

Persuasion attempts involving agents, targets, and tactics that differ in evaluation
are perceived as less likely to gain compliance.

Method
Pulot Study

Overniaw. 'The purpose of the pilot study was (1) to determine which person nouns
to use in the final investigation, and (2) to establish the non-context ratings of the
terms (the person nouns and the verbs tried to persuade and threatened) to be used in the
final investigation. The non-context assessments were used as independent variables
in the main experiment; they were assessed independently of the in-context ratings,
which were determined in the main experiment.

Participants. Participants in the pilot study were 145 students (48 males, 80 females,
17 gender unspecified). They were volunteers from a variety of undergraduate
communication courses. Course instructors asked students to participate in exchange
for a small amount of extra credit, the participants’ instructors not being involved
with the actual data collecton. An alternative class assignment was offered as an
option for earning extra credit for those who did not want to participate in the
rescarch project.

Selection of stimult. Person nouns were selected initially based on Heise’s (1965)
semantic-chfferential dictionary. Heise’s list included 45 person nouns. The research
goal was to have the influence agents and targets cover the universe of person
types. Therefore, person nouns were sclected that represented the eight combina-
tions of high and low evaluation (F), activity (4), and potency (P. Some person
nouns that were not on Heise’s list were added because it did not provide
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person nouns for all eight cells. Colleagues were asked to nominate person nouns for
the empty cells. Because the role of threat versus attempted persuasion was to be
assessed, and because the perceived success of the influence attempt was to be
measured rather than manipulated, the verbs threatened and tried to persuade were also
included in the pilot study questionnaire.” The final list of terms to be rated (and
their pl;u'r.'mt-m on E, A, and P from Heise’s reported ratings or from the
expectations based on colleagues’ judgments) was the following (terms not from
Heise's list are underlined): farmer, mentor, sailor (hi £, hi A, hi Pj; fellow (hi E, lo A, hi
P); child, mother, sympathizer (hi E, hi A, lo P); poet, wife (hi E, lo A, lo Py; frzfrrrgl'._/ltr{gf. ractst
(lo E, hi A, hi P); human (lo E, hi A, lo Py; loser (lo E, 1o A, lo P). (No person nouns were
available from Heise or determined from colleagues’ nominations for the lo £, lo A,

hi Pcell)

Measures. The pilot questionnaire asked participants to rate the 16 terms on six

scales measuring the evaluation, activity, and potency of each term. Each semantic-
differential dimension was assessed by two scales. The questionnaire began as
follows:
Researchers in the Department of Communication are studying how people make sense of the
words that they use. Below is a list of commonly used words, We would like you to rate each word
on a series of scales that will help us to learn how you personally understand each word. There are
no right or wrong answers; we are interested in your views. Thank you for your help.

The terms were rated on the following scales (and the relevant semantic-differen-
tial factor for each): strong —weak (potency), lively—still (activity), tough—tender
(potency), active —passive (activity), pleasant —unpleasant (evaluation), and good
bad (evaluation). The terms were placed in neutral sentences such as “He is a
sympathizer.,” All sentences were structured to refer to men (e.g., “it is his wife”).
Participants rated the terms on 1-7 Likert-type scales.

To control for the effect of term order, scale order, and the polarity of the scales,
two forms of the questionnaire were created. One version had the terms in the order
listed previously, with the poles of the scales in the order listed previously, with the
scales in the order listed previously, whereas the other had term order, scale order,
and scale polarity reversed (e.g., the first question in version | asked for six ratings
for child, the first one on the strong—weak scale, with strong = 1; the first question
in version 2 asked for six ratings for wife, the first rating on the good—bad scale,
with good = 7).

The questionnaire also asked participants to report their gender, course and
section number, and date and time of questionnaire completion.,

Procedures. Partici ipants were approached in class and aske 'd to participate in the
research by completing a short questionnaire in exchange for extra credit. The
questionnaire was completed in class. The participants were instructed to read and
sign the consent form attached to the front of the questionnaire and detach it from
the questionnaire, then to complete the questionnaire. The two versions of the
questionnaire were distributed randomly. Participant completion of the question-
naires took approximately 10 minutes.

Analysis and results. The scale means for each term on each of the six scales were
first subjected to an unrotated principal components analysis to examine the
dimensional structure of the scales. All possible factors were extracted. Only two
dimensions were found to have eigenvalues greater than 1.00, together accounting
for about 91" of the variance in the terms. The first, largest dimension 1s evaluation,
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accounting for 52% of the variance among the 16 non-context terms. The second
dimension is a combination of potency and activity, which accounts for 39% of the
variance. This finding of two significant dimensions is contrary to Osgood et al.’s
(1957) general finding of three orthogonal dimensions for the semantic-differential
scales.”

Because there were only two significant dimensions, the eight hypothesized
semantic-differential octants for the location of each term were now reduced to four
quadrants. The sampling strategy now entailed sampling terms (i.e., person nouns)
from each quadrant. The results of the factor analysis for the pilot study affect only
the sampling strategy for selecting the person nouns from the universe of potential
person nouns. In the analyses for the main experiment, power is measured by a
single-item potency scale (strong—weak), either from this pilot study (non-context
measure) or from the subsequent data collection for the main experiment (in-context
measure).

The terms mother, menlor, farmer, sailor, and judge were found to be in the hi
evaluation—hi potency-activity quadrant of the two-dimensional space; the terms
sympathizer, poet, child, human, and wife were found to be in the hi evaluation—lo
potency-activity quadrant; the terms loser and felloww were found to be in the lo
evaluation—lo potency-activity quadrant; and racist and enemy were found to be in
the lo evaluation—hi potency-activity quadrant.

Next, the effect of gender and form on the perception of each term was examined.
Terms were sought whose meaning was not found to be affected by participant
gender, questionnaire version, or the interaction of these two variables, Therefore,
analyses of variance were performed on the two factor scores (evaluation and
potency-activity) generated from the principal-components analysis for each of the
16 terms (the 14 nouns plus threatened and tried to persuade). The ANOVA design was 2
(Gender: male vs. female) X 2 (Form: the first ordered form vs. the reverse-ordered
form). Table | reports the results of these ANOVAs. Terms whose evaluation and
potency scores were not significantly affected by the independent variables (i.e., in
terms of statistical significance) were candidates for use in the main experiment.’

In addition to these analyses of variance, the reliability of the scales for each factor
(evaluation and potency-activity) was assessed using Cronbach’s . For evaluation,
two items (good—bad and pleasant—unpleasant) composed the index whose
reliability was assessed; for potency-activity, four items composed the index
(strong—weak, tough—tender, lively—still, active —passive). The results of the
reliability analyses also appear in Table 1.

Based on the ANOVA results, the terms child, human, judge, mother, sailor, and wife
were eliminated for use in the main experiment. The term fellowe was eliminated
because its evaluation score was approximately zero. This elimination meant that
loser was the only term remaining in the lo evaluation—lo potency-activity quadrant,
so it was retained even though there were statistically significant effects of form and
Gender X Form in the relevant ANOVA."

Main Experiment

Participants. Participants were 189 students (57 males, 126 females, 6 gender
unspecified). As with the pilot study, they were volunteers from undergraduate
communication courses and were offered the same incentives as participants in the
pilot study.
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TABLE 1
THE EFFECT OF GENDER AND FORM ON, AND THE RELIABILITY {CRONBACH'S A) OF, EVALUATION AND
POTENCY-ACTIVITY FOR 16 TERMS (PiLoT STUuby, N = 126)

Potency-Activity Evaluation
Significant Significant
Effects Cronbach’s Effects Cronbach’s
Term (p=<.05) a (p=.05) x
Chald None 433 Form (p<.001) 889
Enemy None 767 None 892
Farmer None 835 None 872
Fellow None 788 None 885
Human Form (p<.002) B840 None 871
Judge None 611 Gender (p<<,001 7535
Form (p< .001)
Loser None 832 Form (p<<.001) 884
Gender X Form (p< .028)

Mentor None 651 None J75
Mother Form (p<.001 736 None 958
Tried to None 795 None 746
persuade

Poet None 808 None B45
Racist None 754 None 868
Sailor None 852 Gender (p< 027 810
Sympathizer None 761 None 845
Threatened None B69 None 735
Wife Form (p<.001) 747 None 883

Measures and design. Based on the results from the pilot study, four questionnaire
versions were constructed. The four versions differed only in the focal terms (i.c., the
person nouns and verbs) that were used. The terms used were as follows: enemy,
Jarmer, loser, mentor, poet, racist, sympathizer, tried to persuade, and threatened.

The unit of analysis for the final study is the sentence. Each sentence was
constructed by using one of the (seven) person nouns as a sentence subject (the agent
of influence), one of the (six) remaining person nouns as the object (the target of
influence), and using one of the (two) verbs (threatened ov tried to persuade). Thus, 84
sentences were generated.

Each of the four questionnaire versions contained 21 of the 84 sentences. Each
participant reccived one of the four versions. The 84 sentences were placed in
random order across the four versions of the questionnaire. Therefore, the order of
sentences within each version was random, and each sentence appears in only one
questionnaire. The versions of the questionnaire were distributed to participants in
random order. All versions of the questionnaire began with the following instruc-
tons:

Researchers in the Department of Communication are studying how people make sense of the
words that they use. Below is a list of sentences containing commonly used words. We would like
you to rate cach underlined word on each of the three scales found above the list of sentences.
You should rate each word based on how you understand what it means within that particular
sentence. Write your rating of each word in the box next to the corresponding letter found below
cach word. There are no right or wrong answers; we are interested in your views. Thank you for
your help.

* % ¥

For each of the following sentences, try to imagine the interaction between A and C. Think of A
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and € as real people and then assess each of the three words (A, B, and C) according to the scales
to the right of the sentences.

Think of each sentence as involving a new pair of people.
Prior to rating each term, participants were asked to rate the probability of success
(on a 0-100% scale) of the influence attempt. For example:

The sympathizer (A) threatened (B) the farmer (C). What is the probability that A got
what A wanted from C?

Next, participants were asked to rate the subject (agent), verb, and object (target)
of each sentence on three single-item scales: potency (strong—weak), activity
(active—passive), and evaluation (good —bad). The first-listed anchor in each scale
(€.g., strong) was assigned a score of 7, and its corresponding opposite anchor (e.g.,
weak) was assigned a score of 1.

Procedures. In classes, participanm were asked to participate in the research by
completing the qucqtmnuaue in exchange for extra credit. As a group in their
classrooms, participants were instructed to read and sign the consent form attached
to the front of the questionnaire and detach it from the questionnaire, then to
complete the questionnaire. Each respondent’s data collection took approximately
30 minutes.

Analysis. For each sentence the means of the following variables were computed
based on the responses to that sentence: evaluation of subject, object, and verb;
potency of subject, object, and verb; activity of subject, object, and verb; and
perceived probability of success of the influence attempt. Each of these means is
based on between 43 and 50 respondents. The unit of analysis in the main
L\pvnmonl is the sentence. Because the sentences employ the means for each term
over participants, the reliability of the variables is expected to be very high.

In the analyses that follow a non-context assessment refers to ratings made in the
pilot study, in which each term was rate :d in a simple sentence not involving an
influence attempt (e.g., “He is a farmer”). In the analyses in which the noncontext
ratings arc employed as independent \anahlr., the relevant single-item scales from
the pilot study are used because these measures correspond to what is used in the
main experiment. Therefore, to assess evaluation, the good — bad scale is used, and
to assess potency, the strong—weak scale is used. Continuous mtiablcs are not
treated as categorical variables in the analyses of covariance and -tests.” All reported
{-tests are two tailed.

Results
Meaning of Threaten and Attempt to Persuade

To examine the meaning of threatened and tried to persuade, the data from the pilot
study were employed initially (the non-context data; non-missing N' = 143). The
scores of (1) the good —bad scale and the pleasant—unpleasant scale were averaged
to create an evaluative score as a dependent variable, (2) the strong—weak scale and
the tough—tender scale were averaged to create a potency score as a dependent
variable, and (3) the lively—still scale and the active —passive scale were averaged to
create an activity score as a dependent variable. Paired-comparison t-tests were
employed. Table 2 shows that trying to persuade was judged to be better (i.e., higher
on the evaluative score), weaker (i.e., lower on the potency score), and less active (on
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I'ABLE 2
MEAN (STANDARD DEVIATION) EVALUATION, POTENCY, AND ACTIVITY SCORES FOR THREATENED AND TRIED TO
Persuape (PiLot Stupy, N = 143

Influence Tactic

Dimension I'vied w Persuade I'hreatened
Evaluation +.15 (0.94 1.97 (1.08
Potency 1.76 (1.21 6.02(1.24
Activity 5.34 (1.18 5.76 (1.20

Nate. Range of dimension ratings: 17, where 7 = high value

the activity score) than threatening. These three differences were all statistically
significant and two were substantial: evaluation, ¢142)= 18.25, p <.001, y*=.70;
potency, {142)= —9.27, p <.001, n® =.38; activity, {142)= —3.47, p <.001,
n* = .08. (The results were essentially the same when the in-context ratings from the
main experiment were used to investigate this research question.

Potency of the Agent and Target

Non-context potency scores ranged from 2.90 (for loser) to 5.84 (for mentor; M
= 4.44). Hypothesis | states that an agent is perceived to be more powerful than a
target. Hypothesis 2 states that an agent is perceived to be more powerful when
using threats than using when using persuasion, but a target is perceived to be more
powerful when the subject of a persuasion attempt than when threatened. To test
these hypotheses, a multivariate analysis of variance was conducted, with potency of
the agent versus potency of the target as a within-subject (i.e., sentence) variable, and
verb (threatened vs. tried o persuade) as a between-subjects variable. A statistically
significant effect, M1, 82)=5.42, p = .02, partial #° = .062, was found for actor
(agent vs, target), with agents being more potent (M = 4.56) than targets (M = 4.23).
Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicts an interaction between actor and influence tactic. This
interaction was not significant, so Hypothesis 2 was not supported.

Evaluation of the Agent and Target

Non-context evaluation scores ranged from 1.24 (for racist) 1o 6.35 (for mentor;
M = 3.92). Hypothesis 3 predicts that an agent is perceived as more powerful when
attempting to persuade a more positively evaluated target or using threats on a more
negatively evaluated target than when threatening a positively evaluated target or
attempting to persuade a negatively evaluated one. Hypothesis 4 predicts that more
positively evaluated agents are perceived to be more powerful than more negatively
evaluated agents. To test Hypotheses 3 and 4, an analysis of covariance was
conducted with the agent’s in-context potency score as the dependent variable, and
with the following independent vanables: the non-context evaluation score of the
agent, the non-context evaluation score ol the target, the interaction of verb
(threatened vs. tried to persuade) and non-context agent evaluation score, and the
interaction of verb and the non-context target evaluation.

The verb by target interaction was not a statistically significant predictor of
agent’s in-context potency. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

The non-context evaluation score of the agent was a statistically significant
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I'ABLE 3
MEAN (STANDARD DEVIATION) PERCEIVED PROBARILITY OF COMPLIANCE, BY INFLUENCE TACGTIC, AGENT POTENGY
AND TARGET POTENCY (MAIN EXPERIMENT; N = 189; NUMBER OF SENTENCES = 84)

Influence Tactic

Tried to Persuade I'hreatened
Potency of Agem Low High Low High
Potency of Target Low 50.53 (11.22 53.84 (11.53) 42.89 (6.91) 56.86 (6.98)
High 15.26 (13.62 11.64 (11.04) 28.96 (5.80) 46.84 (8.96

Nate. Range of perceived probability of compliance: 0 100%

pl‘t’lli(‘lm' of the in-context potency score of the agent, /1, 79)=8.96, p < .004,
partial n°= .10, but the effect was opposite to Hypothesis 4’s prediction. More
negatively (\rllu ated agents were perceived to be more |)u\x(|h]] (M= 4.86) than
more positively evaluated agents (M = 4.33, evaluation of agents is here subjected to
a median split for comparison, not for the ANCOVA).

Hypothesis 5 predicts that more positively evaluated targets are perceived as more
powerful than more negatively evaluated targets. To test this hypothesis an analysis
of covariance was conducted with the in-context potency score of the target as the
dependent variable, and with the following independent variables: non-context
evaluation score of the target, verb (threatened vs. tried to persuade), and the interaction
of verb and non-context evaluation of the target.

A statistically significant effect of non-context target evaluation on target potency
was found, K1, 80) = 20.23, p<.001, partial n* = .20. The finding was opposite to
the prediction of Hypothesis 5. More negatively evaluated targets were perceived to
be more powerful (M= 4.62) than more positively evaluated targets (M = 3.93,
evaluation of targets subjected to a median split).

Perceived Probability of Compliance

To test Hypotheses 6-10 an analysis of covariance was conducted. The dependent
variable in this ANCOVA was the observers’ perceived probability of compliance
with the target. The independent variables were the non-context potency score of
the agent, non-context potency score of the target, verb (threatened vs. tried to persuade),
non-context evaluation score of the agent, non-context evaluation score of the target,
and each of the interactions (three two-way and one three-way) between and among
the last three variables.

Hypothesis 6, which predicted that threats would be considered less likely to gain
compliance than persuasion attempts, was not statistically supported.

The means for Hypotheses 7 and 8 are found in Table 3. Hypothesis 7 predicts
that greater power of the agent results in greater perceived probability of compli-
ance. Consistent with Hypothesis 7, a statistically significant difference was found
between low and high potency agents in their perceived probability of inducing
compliance, K1, 74)=66.44, p =<.001, partial #°=.47; Mlower potency
agents) = 36.98, and Mhigher potency agents) = 49.80, median split. Consistent
with Hypothesis 8, high potency targets were perceived as less likely to comply as
compared with low potency targets, F1, 74) =66.27, p =< .001, partial n* = 47;
Mlow potency targets) = 52.47, and M(high potency targets) = 38.17, median split.

The results testing Hypotheses 9-13 are found in Table 4. Consistent with
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IABLE 4
MEAN (STANDARD DEVIATION) PERCEIVED PROBARILITY OF COMPLIIANCE BY INFLUENCE TACTIC, AGENT
EVALUATION, AND TARGET EVALUATION (MAIN EXPERIMENT; N = 189; NUMBER OF SENTENCES = 84

Influence Tacne

I'vied 10 Persuade I'hreatened
Evaluation of Agent Low High Low High
Evaluaton of Target Low 42.04 (18,52 +1.85 (13.26 50.61 (17.77 39.98 (11.23)
High 37.51 (8.84 55.82 (9.87 16,36 (13.81 12,46 (1051

Niote. Range of perceived probability of compliance: O 100%

Hypothesis 9, the more positively evaluated the agent, the greater the perceived
probability of compliance, K1, 74)=16.00, p =.001, partial n° =.18; M(more
negatively evaluated agents) = 43.33, M(more positively evaluated agents) = 45.03,
median split. Consistent with Hypothesis 10, more positively evaluated targets were
perceived to be more likely to comply, 1, 74) = 3.68, p =< .06, partial n’ =.05;

M(more negatively evaluated targets) = 42.72, M(more positively evaluated
targets) = 45.49, median split.
Hypothesis 11 predicts that more positively evaluated agents are perceived as

more likely to gain compliance when attempting to influence a more positively
evaluated target as compared to a more negatively evaluated target. The comparison
of the perceived probability of compliance for more positively evaluated agents
interacting with more negatively versus more positively evaluated targets was
statistically significant, #46) = 2.36, p = .022, n° = .11; M(more positively evaluated
targets) = 49.14, M(more negatively evaluated targets) = 40.92, median split. Thus,
Hypothesis 11 was supported.

Hypothesis 12 predicts that more positively evaluated agents are perceived as
more likely to gain compliance when using persuasion than using threats. The
comparison of the perceived probability of compliance for the more positively
evaluated agents using threat versus persuasion attempts was statistically significant,
(46) = 2.17, p < .035, n° = .09; M(persuasion) = 48.84, M(threat) = 41.22. Hypoth-
esis 12 was supported.

Finally, Hypothesis 13 predicts that persuasion is perceived as more likely to gain
compliance between more positively evaluated agents and targets, whereas threats
are perceived as more likely to gain compliance between more negatively evaluated
agents and targets; persuasion attempts involving agents, targets, and tactics that
differ in evaluation are perceived as less likely to gain compliance. As seen in Table
4, the two cells with the highest means correspond exactly to the two cells predicted
to have the highest means; these two cells were significantly and substantially
different from the remaining six cells, £82) = — 3.79, p < .001, #* = .15. Therefore,
Hypothesis 13 was supported.

The following is the least-squares equation predicting the perceived probability of
compliance based on the analysis of covariance:

PerProbComp = 57.37 + 6.46lAgent Potency) — fi45(Target Potency) — 8.68(IF Persnade
— 4.11(Agent Evaluation) —0.79 (Target Evaluation) — 1.99(Persuade X Target Evaluation
+ .79(Persuade X Agent Evaluation) + .40/Agent Evaluation X Target Evaluation) + .94(Per-
suade X Agent Evaluation X Target Evaluation 1)
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TABLE 5
SAMPLE SENTENCES AND THEIR DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Predicted

Perceived Percetved
Probabiliry Probability
Agent Iarget Agent Target ol of
Sentence Evaluation Evaluation  Potency Potency Compliance  ( ‘ompliance®
1. The mentor wied o 6.35 5.27 5.84 5.65 72.29 72.01
persuade the poet.
52, The loser tried to 2.24 1.64 2.90 547 18.83 25.06
persuade the enemy.
15. The poet threatened 5.27 1.64 3.65 5.47 25.27 26.12

the enemy.
10, The enemy threatened .64 2.24 547 2.90 67.14 h6.95
the loser.

Note. Evaluation and potency scores are derived from non-context ratings,
* Predicted perceived probability of ce ympliance is based on Equation 1,

where PerProbComp is the predicted perceived probability of compliance, and
where all the independent variables are non-context (i.e., from the pilot study).
Cocflicients statistically significant at p = .05 (two tailed) are indicated in italics. The
first two effects after the intercept show that it was the difference in the potency of
the agent and target that helped determine the perceived probability of compliance:

6.46(Agent Potency) — 6.45(Target Potency) = 6.46(Agent Potency — Target Potency). 2

The adjusted R for Equation 1 is 85%. Thus, the model predicts the perceived
probability of compliance quite well,

Table 5 contains examples of the sentences perceived to be most and least
cffective for both threats and persuasion attempts. Sentence 48 was predicted to
generate the highest level of compliance. It depicts a good, powerful agent who
attempted to persuade a good but not very powerful target. Sentence 40 was also
perceived to be very effective in gaining compliance; it depicts a bad but powerful
agent who threatened a bad but not very powerful target. Sentence 52 was expected
to vield the least compliance; it depicts a bad, not very powerful agent who tried to
persuade a bad but powerful target. Sentence 15 was also expected to result in a very
low level of compliance; it depicts a good, not very powerful agent who threatened
a bad but powerful target.

Discussion
Interpretation of Findings

Results of this study showed that agents of influence attempts are perceived as
more powerful than targets of such attempts (Hypothesis 1). This finding suggests
that, if negotiators wish to be perceived as powerful, they should attempt to influence
the other, by, for example, making proactive offers. Because the perceived probabil-
ity of success at gaining compliance is, in part, a function of the relative perceived
power of the agent versus the target, this strategy is also likely to make the
influencing individual perceived to be more likely to succeed at negotiation.

Surprisingly, no support was found for the notion that agents are perceived as
more powerful when they threaten than when they attempt to persuade, nor did
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variability in tactics alter perceptions of the targets’ power. The combination of
tactic and the target’s goodness also had little effect on the perception of an agent’s
power. As may be expected from Lord Acton’s maxim, a bad agent was seen as more
powerful than a good agent and a bad target was considered more powerful than a
good target. Perceptions of power were influenced more by evaluation of the agent
or target than by influence tactic employed.

No support was found for the notion that threats are viewed as more effective than
persuasion attempts. Agents perceived to be more powerful and more positively
evaluated agents were perceived as more likely to induce compliance than lower
potency or more negatively evaluated agents (Hypotheses 7 and 9). Thus, in order to
promote the appearance that a person might succeed at social influence, the person
could choose to use the indirect route of increasing one’s perceived goodness or
power.

Targets perceived to be more potent and more negatively evaluated were
perceived to be less likely to comply than those targets perceived to have less potency
or more positive evaluation (Hypotheses 8 and 10). Therefore, in order to increase
one’s image as being able to resist influence attempts, a person needs to be viewed
as relatively strong or relatively bad. Furthermore, organizers of influence campaigns
may be less inclined to communicate with audiences composed of the powerful or of
the stigmatized because the campaign’s effects may be discounted as not being able
to make a difference; observers are likely to regard attempts to influence such
audiences as futile.

More positively evaluated agents were more likely to be perceived as gaining
compliance from more positively evaluated targets than from more negatively
evaluated targets (Hypothesis 11). Applying this idea, an audience will expect that
mentors, who are positively evaluated, will be effective in getting students’ compli-
ance if the students are also positively evaluated. If good agents share the audience’s
perception of their effectiveness, they may want to believe that their targets of
influence are good so that they (the agents) can believe themselves to be effective.

More positively evaluated agents were more likely to be perceived as gaining
compliance when using persuasion than when using threats (Hypothesis 12). Thus,
more positively evaluated agents in the presence of an audience may wish to frame
threats as merely persuasion attempts or avoid threats entirely because they wish to
be perceived as effective influence agents. Persuasion was perceived as more likely to
gain compliance than threats when the agent and target were both relatively
positively evaluated. Threats, however, were perceived as more lhikely to gain
compliance when the agent and target were both relatively negatively evaluated
(Hypothesis 13). This finding is similar to that of Gollob and Rossman (1973), that
participants “form a favorable impression ol an actor who behaves ‘justly,” that is,
one who benefits a good person |via persuasion| or harms a bad person [via a
threat]; and to form an unfavorable impression of an actor who behaves ‘unjustly,’
that is, one who benefits [via persuasion] a bad person or harms a good person [via
a threat]” (p. 400). If parties know how an audience evaluates them, they can
determine the influence strategy to employ in order to be viewed as effective.

The statistical model (Equation 1) showed that it is the difference in the perceived
power of the agent and target that was a significant predictor of perceived success of
the influence attempt. Note that in Equation 1 the coeflicient for the agent’s power
predicting perceived probability of compliance was not constrained by the corre-
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sponding estimate for the target, yvet the coefficients were essentially equal and of
opposite sign (see Equation 2).

Implications

These findings have broad implications for interpersonal communication as well
as for negotiation, diplomacy, and organizational communication. As Miller (1987)
stated, persuasion is “both social and symbolic” (p. 451). These findings broaden
understanding of how the meaning of and relationship between a target and an
agent combine with choice of tactic to affect an observer’s perceptions of an agent’s
power, This understanding advances knowledge about how people interpret com-
munication strategies to influence others, an issue not fully addressed in the
compliance-gaining literature (see Berger, 1985; Perloff, 1993).

The results of this study have important implications specifically for research on
compliance gaining. Boster (1990) noted that more descriptive work is needed to
better understand the “kinds of people [who] use compliance-gaining messages, in
what kinds of situations, and with what outcomes” (p. 13). The findings presented
here describe how words create the meaning of social influence messages, and how
different influence situations are judged through various combinations of good or
bad and strong or weak agents, good or bad and strong or weak targets, and
persuasion attempts or threats.

Of course, this study investigated the creation of meaning in a social vacuum. This
approach is parsimonious in that context was not investigated. Nevertheless, the
social context is not irrelevant to the creation of meaning; rather, a constructed or
even a contrived sentence system is used here as a starting point. This approach is
similar to what scientists in other domains do: Simplify context to clarify process and
structure. If this approach is successful, variation in context can surely be investi-
gated.

This social vacuum also applies to the person nouns and the relationships between
agents and targets in the sentences employed. The extensive research by Heise
(Averett & Heise, 1987; Britt & Heise, 1992; Heise, 1963, 1969a, 1970) and Gollob
(1968; Gollob & Rossman, 1973) is consistent with and thus validates the procedures
used here. As these studies and the presented results demonstrate, participants are
able to make sense of the sentences even though they are extremely limited in
context and relational information.

One limitation of this study is that mediating attributional variables (e.g.,
reasonableness of agent, perceived ability and motivation of agent to retaliate) were
not measured. Future research should explicate the attributional process used by
observers by measuring these variables,

The evaluative and power relationship between agent and target were found to be
determining factors in the perception of power and influence success, Zelditch (2000)
has suggested that an agent’s power exercised over a target implies more of a
relationship than an attribute. Thus, perceptions of power and expectations about
influence success are embedded in perceptions of relationships (Dillard, Palmer, &
Kinney, 1995). Persuasion presumes that an agent offers a target a choice to comply
or not to comply. These choices, in turn, help preserve social relationships. On the
other hand, threats are perceived to harm relationships.

A universal semantics of social influence assumes that the members of all language
communities make meaning about influence attempts in the same way. Yet cultures
differ along several dimensions, such as power distance, individualism—collec-
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tivism, and masculinity—femininity (Hofstede, 1980). Perhaps the use of threats is
more normative in high power-distance cultures. This study should be replicated in
other cultures to determine if the model found here is the same even in the presence
of language and other cultural differences that may influence perceptions and
meaning of power and compliance.

Finally, in this invcstigation only two tactics of social influence were considered,
threats and persuasion attempts. The mmplmmc-gammg literature has suggested
several tactics and categories of tactics (e.g., Edgar & Fitzpatrick, 1990; Marwell &
Schmitt, 1967a, 1967b; Wheeless, Barraclough, & Stewart, 1983). Punishment,
rewards, moral appeals, altruism, and a variety of other tactics also can be
incorporated into the model of social influence generated by this investigation. Fach
tactic may affect perceptions of power and outcomes of influence by interacting with
the judgment of the agent and target. Understanding how social influence tactics
differ in meaning and incorporating this meaning into the model are fruitful areas
for future study.

What is unusual about this study is that a small and fixed set of variables within
simple sentences were examined. These variables were the act and the evaluation
and potency of the actors. With this limited set of vanables a great deal about how
sense is made of influence attempts could be explained. Of course, more research is
needed to extend the research beyond the limitations of this study.

Footnotes

‘Kapluwitz, Fink, and Lin (1998) use Nagel's (1975 definitions of power: “An agent exercises power over an
outcome to the extent that the agent’s preferences helped cause that outcome (Nagel, 1975). The agent has
potential prwer over that outcome to the extent that he/she has the ability 1o exercise power over it” (p. 104),
“Nagel (1975) defines power as causation through preferences, rather than through overt actions, to take into
account the notion that powerful actors often need not act because others fear to challenge the known
preferences of the powerful”™ (p. 117). This framework is employed here.

*The observer’s perspective provides insight into the attribution of responsibility related to an influence
attempt (Heider, 1958). When the agent causes a target to do x, is the target or agent responsible? Attributions
about both a target and an agent are based on the target’s response to a threat from the agent, These
attributions in turn depend on whether a person thinks that any normal person would give in to the threat or
if any normal person would be able to resist it. Il every normal person would give in, then responsibility is
placed on the one threatening, but if every normal person would be able to resist the threat, then responsibility
15 placed on the target. In other words, “as is usual with attribution, in the attribution of an induced action,
the whole causal structure is taken into account and not merely the proximal conditions” (Heider, 1958
p. "_?-ITL 7

In other words, the focus is on how people make sense of influence attempts through language. Study
participants, like people in gencral, assess influence attempts by imagining scenarios for the situations
|)10\|r.l( d. An lmaglm‘d scenario that is idiosyneratic to a given participant (e.g., “I saw the threatening agent

carrying a gun”) will not be the determinant of study outcomes. Rather, the results will reflect the social
consensus derived from the simple sentences employed. This method uses the sentence as the unit of analysis,
so participant differences in imagined scenarios are, in effect, averaged out (see, e.g.. Woelfel & Fink, 1980,
p. 12441,

'Mthuu;,h Kaplowitz et al. (1998) showed that il'a compliance attempt was successful, the use of threats
increased the perception of the agent’s power, threats were also shown to reduce the expectation of
C onlphamt

"The verbs threatened and tried to persuade are assumed to mean that an influence attempt was made, and that
the outcome of the attempt was not necessarily successful. To determine if this understanding of these verbs
is a reasonable one for undergraduates at the university from which participants were drawn, this point was
investigated. Data were gathered [rom a convenience sample of 30 undergraduates willing to complete a short
questionnaire {only two people contacted refused to complete the questionnaire). The guestionnaire asked
whether the werms threatened, persuaded, tried to persuade, and (ned (o threaten represented an influence attempt, and
whether the term indicated that the attempt was successful. In addition, respondents were asked their gender,
age, and native language. The questionnaire ook less than 5 minutes to complete. Although all four terms
were interpreted to be influence attempts, threatened differed significantly ( << 001, McNemar Test, binomial
distribution used) from persuaded in being viewed as successful, but did not significanty differ from tred to
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persuade in this regard (10% thought the term threatened meant that the attempt was successful, 93% thought the
term persuaded meant that the attempt was successful, and 10% thought the term tried to persuade meant that the
influence attempt was successful). Thus, the choice of terms used (threatened and tried to persuade) vesults in a
comparison of influence attempts that do not differ in their implied success.

"Although factor analysis of semantic-differential data has generally found three substantial dimensions,
there are many exceptions to this pattern, Indeed, Osgood et al. (1957) reported studies that found four, five,
and eight such factors, Heise (1969h) mentioned research in which the potency and activity dimensions were
represented by a single dynamism dimension, which is what was found here.

‘In other words, nouns were sought that were not interpreted differently by males and females, or by the
form order that happened to be used. Nouns that were affected by these variables have a meaning that is
unstable, and this instability detracts from the ability to create parsimonious models of perceived sacial
influence. On the other hand, this strategy limits this study’s generalizability to nouns that are not
differentially affected by gender and form.

*One might question why loser was included in the study given that the effect of form was statistically
significant (p < .001, i’ = .09), and the interaction of Gender X Form was also statistically significant ( << .03,
i1 = .04). Results for the evaluation of lser were as follows: males, form 1: M = —0.17, SD=2.47, n = 29;
males, form 2: M= 0.25, 8D = 1.37, n= 18; females, form |: M= — 1.24, $D = 1.38, n= 34; {emales, form
2: M=0.78, SD=2.01, n=45. Colleagues were asked to nominate person nouns that fit within cells that,
based on Heise's list, were otherwise empty. The failure to find nouns for a given cell may reflect the [act that
such nouns are rare. Of the 45 person nouns found in Heise (1963), no person noun was located in the lo £,
lo A, lo Peell or the lo E, lo A, hi P cell. Colleagues were unable to suggest nouns other than loser and_fellow
that would be located in the lo evaluation, lo potency-activity quadrant. Fellow was eliminated because of its
evaluative neutrality. Given the statistical results regarding foser, the methodological question becomes
whether inclusion of loser detracts from the validity of this study’s results. If anything, this unstable noun should
make significant results more difficult to obtain. In any case, it is hard to argue that it invalidates the study or
biases the results in any particular direction.

"Note that the hypothesis-testing analyses used a simple dummy variable 1o represent all the relevant tactic
information. The use of this dichotomy represents the use of two verbs, threatened and tried ta persuade. Heise
(1970) and Golloh and Rossman (1973) used semantic-differential scores of the verbs they employed.

References

Ajzen, 1 (1996). The social psychology of decision making, In E. T, Higgins & A. W, Kruglanski (Eds.), Sucial
psvchology: Handbook of basic prineiples (pp. 297-325). New York: Guilford Press.

Averett, C., & Heise, D. R. (1987), Modified social identities: Amalgamations, attributions, and emotions.
Journal of Mathematical Sociology, 13, 103-132.

Bachrach, P., & Baratz, M. (1962}, Two faces of power. American Political Science Review, 56, 947-952.

Bartlew, J. (1992). Familar quotations: A collection of passages, phrases, and proverbs traced to their sources in ancient and
mudern literature (16th ed.; J. Kaplan, Ed.). Boston: Little, Brown, & Company.

Berger, C. R, (1985). Social power and interpersonal communication. In M. L. Knapp & G. R. Miller (Eds.),
Handbook of mlerpersonal conununication (pp. 439-499). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Boster, F. J. (1990). An examination of the state of compliance-gaining message behavior research, In J. P.
Dillard (Ed.), Seeking compliance: The productiom of interpersonal mffuence messages (pp. 7-17). Scousdale, AZ:
Gorsuch Scarisbrick.

Boster, V. J., Mitchell, M. M., Lapinski, M. K., Cooper, H., Orrego, V. O., & Reinke, R. (1999). The impact
of guilt and type of compliance-gaining message on compliance. Communication Monographs, 66, 168-177.

Brehm, J. W. (1966). A theory of psychological reactance. New York: Academic Press,

Britt, L., & Heise, D. R. (1992} Impressions of sell-directed action. Social Psychology Quarterly, 55, 335350,

Brown, P., & Levinson, 8. C. (1987), Politeness: Some umiversals in language usage. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Cai, D. A, Wilson, S. R., & Drake, L. E. (2000). Culture in the context of intercultural negotiation:
Individualism-collectivism and paths to integrative agreements. Human Communication Research, 26, 591 617.

Cast, A. D. (2003). Power and the ability to define the situation, Social Psyehology Quarterly, 66, 185-201.

Cody, M. J., McLaughlin, M. L., & Jordan, W. J. (1980). A multidimensional scaling ol three sets of
compliance-gaining strategics. Communication Quarlerly, 26, 3446,

Dillard, J. P. (Ed.). (1990). Seeking compliance: The production of interpersanal messages. Scousdale, AZ: Gorsuch
Scarishrick.

Dillard, J. P., Palmer, M. T., & Kinney, T. A, (1995). Relational judgments in an influence context. Human
Connnunication Research, 21, 331-353.

Edgar, 'I'., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1990). Communicating sexual desire: Message tactics for having and avoiding
intercourse. In J. P. Dillard (Ed.), Secking compliance: The production. of interpersonal influence messages (pp. 107—
121). Scottsdale, AZ: Gorsuch Scarisbrick.

Falbo, T. (1977). Mullidimensional scaling of power strategics. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 35,
537-547.




SEMANTICS OF SOCIAL INFLUENCE 315

Fiske, S. T., & Taylor, 8. E. (1991). Social cognition. New York: MeGraw-Hill,

French, ]. R. P, Jr., & Raven, B. (1959). The bases of social power. In C. Cartwright (Ed.), Studies in social power
(pp. 150-167). Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press

Gamson, W. A, (1968). Power and discontent. Homewood, 11: Dorsey.

Gaski, |. F. (1986). Interrelations among a channel entity’s power sources: Impact of the exercise of reward
and coercion on expert, referent, and legitimate power sources. Journal of Marketing Research, 23, 62-77.
Gibbons, P., Bradac, ]. ], & Busch, J. D. (1992). The role of language in negotiation: "Threats and promises.

In L. L. Putnam & M. E. Roloff (Eds.), Communication and negotiation (pp. 156-175). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Gollob, H. F. (1968). Impression formation and word combination in sentenc es. fournal of Personality and Social
"\'rrfml'ngj‘, 10. 341-353.

Gallob, H. F., & Rossman, B. B. (1973). Judgments of an actor’s “power and ability to influence others.”
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 9, 391-406,

Heider, F. (1958). The psychology of interpersonal relations. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Heise, . R. (1965). Semantic differential profiles for 1,000 most frequent English words. Pochological
Monographs: General and Applied, 79(8), 1-31.

Heise, D. R. (1969a). Affectual dynamics in simple sentences. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 11,
204-213.

Heise, D). R. (1969h). Some methodological issues in semantic differential research. Psychological Bulletin, 72,
H06-422, [

Heise, D. R. (1970). Potency dynamics in simple sentences, Jounal of Personality and Social Pyvehology, 16, 48-54.

Hinkin, T. R., & Schriesheim, C. A. (1990). Relationships between subordinate perceptions of supervisor
influence tactics and auributed bases of supervisory power, Human Relations, 43, 221-237.

Hofstede, G. (1980), Culture’s consequences: International differences in work-related values. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Hovland, C. L, & Weiss, W, (1951). The influence of source eredibility on communication effectiveness. Public
Opmion Quarterly, 15, 635-650,

Kahneman, D. (1963). The semantic differential and the structure of inferences among attributes, American
Joumal of Psychology, 76, 554-567.

Kane, T. R, Joseph, J. M., & Tedeschi, J. T. (1977). Perceived [reedom, aggression, and responsibility, and
the assignment of punishment. Journal of Soctal Psychology, 103, 257-263.

Kaplowitz, 5. A. (1978), Towards a systematic theory of power attribution. Sacial Psychology. 41, 131-148.

Kaplowitz, S. A., Fink, E. L., & Lin, Y. (1998). Speaking loudly and carrying a big stick: The effect of power
tactics and structural power on perceptions of the power user. In P. C. Washurn (Ed.), Research in political
soctology (Vol, 8, pp. 103-119). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press

Kelman, H. C. (1958). Compliance, identification, and internalization: Three processes of atitude change.
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 2, 51-60.

Kelman, H. C. (1961}, Processes of opinion change. Public Opinion Quarterly, 25, 57-76.

Kipnis, D. (1972). Does power corrupt? Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology, 24, 33-41.

Lemer, M. J. (1980), The belief in a just world: A _fundamental deluston. New York: Plenum.,

Lerner, M. ., & Miller, D. T. (1978). Just world research and the atribution process: Looking back and
ahead. Poychological Bulletin, 83, 1030-1051.

Levine, T. R., & Boster, F. J. (2001). The effects of power and message variables on compliance. Communication
Monographs, 68, 28-48.

Lewicki, R. J., Barry, B, Saunders, D. M., & Minton, J. W, (2003), Negotiation (4th ed.). New York:
MeGraw-Hill.

Marwell, G, & Schmiu, D. R, (1967a). Compliance-gaining behavior: A synthesis and model. Sociological
Quarterly, 8, 317-328.

Marwell, G., & Schmitt, D. R. (1967h). Dimensions ol compliance-gaining behavior: An empirical analysis.
Soctometry, 30, 350-364.

Meyer, J. R. (1990), Cognitive processes underlying the retrieval of compliance-gaining strategies: An implicit
rules model. In ], P, Dillard (Ed.), Seeking compliance: The production of interpersonal influence messages (pp. 57-73).
Scottsdale, AZ: Gorsuch Scansbrick,

Meyer, J. R. (1996), Retrieving knowledge in social situations: A test of the implicit rules model. Communication
Research, 23, 581-611.

Michener, H. A., Lawler, E. J., & Bacharach, 5. (1973, Perception of power in conflict situations. Joumal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 248, 155162,

Miller, G. R. (1987). Persuasion. In C. R. Berger & S. H. Chaflee (Eds.), Handbook of communication science
pp. H6-483). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Murdock, J. ., Bradac, J. ]., & Bowers, ]. W. (1984). Effects of power on the perception of explicit and implicit
threats, promises, and thromises: A rule-governed perspective. Westem Joumnal of Speech Communication, 48,
344-361.

Nagel, J. H. (1975). The deseriptive analysis of pawer. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

O'Keefe, B. J. (1990). The logic of regulative communication: Understanding the rationality of message
designs. In J. P. Dillard (Ed.), Seeking compliance: The fruduction of interpersonal mfluence messages (pp. 87 -104),
Scousdale, AZ: Gorsuch Scarishrick.




316 COMMUNICATION MONOGRAPHS

O'Keele, D. ]. (2002). Guilt as a mechanism of persuasion |1||], P. Dillard & M. Pfau (Eds.), The persuasion
handboak: Developments in theory and practice (pp. 329-344). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Osgood, C. E., Sua, G. ] . & Tannenbaum, P. H. (1957). The measurement of meamng. Urbana: University of
Ilinois Press.

Owverbeck, J. R., & Park, B. (2001). When power does not corrupt: Superior individuation processes among
powerful perceivers. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81, 549565,

Perlofl, R. M. (1993). The dynamics of persuasion. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Pruitt, D. G. (1981). Negotiation behavior. New York: Academic Press

Pruitt, D. G., & Carnevale, P. J. (1993). Negotation m social conflict. Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Putnam, L. L., & Poole, M. S, (1987). Conflict and negotiation. In F. M. Jablin, L. L. Putnam, K. H. Raberts,
& L. W. Porter (Eds.), Handbook of orgamizational commumcation pp- 549-599). N:'\\l)ul\ Park, CA: Sage.

Riccillo, S. €., & Trenholm, S. (1983). Predicting manager's choice of influence mode: The effects of
interpersonal trust and worker atributions on managenial tactics in a simulated organizational setting
Western Journal of Speech Communication, 47, 323-339.

Roloff; M. E., Paulson, G. D., & Vollbrecht, J. (1998). The interpretation of coercive communication: The
effects of mode of influence, powerful speech, and speaker authority. Intemational Jowmal of Conflict
Management, 9, 139-161.

Schlenker, B. R., & Schlenker, P. A. (1974). Prestige of an influencer and perceptions of power. Bulletin of the
Psychonomic Soaiety, 3(1A), 31-33.

Shapiro, D. L., & Bies, R ]. (1994). Threats, blufls, and disclaimers in negotiation. Orgemizational Behavior and
Human Decision Processes, 60, 14-35.

Smith-Lovin, L. (1987). Impressions from events. Journal of Mathematical Sociology, 13, 35-70.

Thomas, K. W. (1976). Conflict and conflict management. In M. D). Dunnette (Ed.), Handbook of mdustrial and
organizational psychology (pp. 889-935). Chicago: Rand McNally

Thorndike, E. L. (1920). A constant error in psychological ratings. Journal of Applied Psychology, 4, 2529,

Wheeless, L. R., Barraclough, R., & Stewart, R. (1983). Compliance-gaining and power in persuasion. In R
N. Bostrom (Ed.), Communication yearbook 7 (pp. 105-145). Bl'\l'll_\ Hills, CA: Sage.

Wilsan, S. R. (1997). Developing theories of persuasive message production: The next generation. In J. O.
Greene (Ed.), Message production: Advances in communication theory (pp. 15-43). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Woaelfel, ]., & Fink, E. L. (1980). The measurement of communication frocesses: Galileo theory and method. New York:
Academic Press.

Zelditeh, M., Jr. (2000). Interpersonal power. In E. F. Borgatta & R. J. V. Montgomery (Eds.), Encyelopedia of
soctology (2nd ed., Vol. 2, pp. 1456-1464). New York: Macmillan Reference USA.

Received: March 5, 2003
Revised: October 10, 2003
Accepted: October 31, 2003




Copyright of Communication Monographs is the property of National Communication
Association and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to
a listserv without the copyright holder's express written permission. However, users
may print, download, or email articles for individual use.



