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ABSTRACT

In an attempt to test the door-in-the-face (DITF) technique in a computer-mediated context,
1,607 men and women taken at random in various e-mail lists were solicited to visit a web site
for the profit of a humanitarian organization. In DITF condition, subjects were first solicited
by an exaggerated request and, after refusing, were solicited for a small donation. In control
condition the donation solicitation was formulated directly. In all the cases, the request was
manipulated by the order of the successive HTML pages of the site. Results show that the
DITF procedure increase compliance to the last request. The theoretical implication of the
effect of this technique in a computer-communication context is discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

THE DOOR-IN-THE-FACE (DITF) is a compliance
(without pressure) technique, which consists in

asking a first substantially larger request to a per-
son, which had a high probability to be refused,
then submitting a second less expensive request.
By this way, the second critical request has more
probability to be accepted than if it was formulated
directly (without the first expensive request) to the
subject.1 Numerous replications of the DITF para-
digm have shown that this procedure is particu-
larly efficient to gain compliance: Dillard et al.2
show that compliance increased about 17% in aver-
age with this technique. Most of the studies con-
ducted on the DITF technique have used requests
for the profit of humanitarian organizations, health
or charity, but exceptions exist in the literature.
Goldman and Creason3 have shown that DITF is an
effective technique to encourage subject to respond
to a survey for a private local radio.

Different theoretical explanations of the DITF
phenomenon exist in the literature.4 For the initia-
tors of the paradigm,1 the higher rate of compliance
to the second critical request could be explained by

the effect of the reciprocity norm.5 Because the solic-
itor makes a concession by decreasing his/her re-
quirement after the subject refusal of the first
request, the subject would then feel a psychological
obligation to make a concession in return. Then this
psychological pressure would lead him/her to com-
ply to the final request. To date, many experimental
studies attest that the DITF leads to increase compli-
ance to a pro-social request relative to control sub-
jects who receive only the critical requests.4,6–8 Of
course, new theoretical explanations were formu-
lated to explain the effect of this technique. For 
O’Keefe and Figge,9 the culpability generated by the
refusal of the first request will lead to encourage the
subject to accept more favorably the critical request.
For Reeves et al.10 the DITF was explained in terms
of self-presentation: The subject would be led to ac-
cept the 2nd request in order to give a good image
of him/her to the solicitor and not an image of an
unhelpful person. For Miller et al.11 or for Shanab
and O’Neill,12 contrast theory could also explain the
positive effect of the DITF technique on compliance.
For these authors, the final request would be re-
garded as less expensive because of contrast with
the first request submitted by the solicitor a few
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seconds before. This contrast leads the subject to
under-evaluate the critical request and then to ac-
cept it more favorably.

We considered that communication with the use
of internet could help us in a theoretical and practi-
cal way concerning the DITF theory. Practically, re-
search on the DITF technique has indeed always
been done in a face-to-face meeting or by tele-
phone. Both techniques are equally effective which
means that the physical presence of the person ask-
ing for a favor is not indispensible for the DITF
technique to function.

However, we are talking about a synchronical
communication where the person asking for a
favor interacts with the subject in real time. Thus,
the characteristic of a communication by computer
is its asynchronicity making it possible to overcome
distance as well as time problems. We can even go
further in the case of an internet site insofar that the
person asking for a favor becomes even more im-
personal because the help request can be evoked on
one of the pages browsed by the subject. So, when
testing the DITF effect in such a context we could
not only evaluate the general effectiveness of this
technique in the case of communication by com-
puter but also in situations not supposing a deter-
mined interlocutor. On one hand, proceeding to
such an evaluation would permit us to test certain
theories invoked to explain the effect of the DITF
practice. Thus, if the theory of the reciprocity is
valid, insofar as a person asking for a favor can not
be identified, it should not be possible to prove the
effect of the DITF. On the other hand, if a contrast
effect exists produced by the succession of requests
or by the feeling of guilt after refusing the first one,
we should observe a DITF effect in the case of a re-
quest made by computer.

The objective of the study hereafter has been to
evaluate the DITF effect in the case of an interaction
between a subject and a site made for the occasion
where the different sequences of the requests which
are characteristic for this technique were manipu-
lated via the order of the Web pages.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Subjects

A total of 1,607 men and women randomly cho-
sen from a list of mail addresses taken from inter-
net. Because of the way these addresses were
obtained it is impossible to make a more complete
description of the samples in terms of gender and
age (family name or initials only, pseudonym).

These addresses were obtained by using various
softwares for browsing the internet and for procur-
ing personal e-mail addresses according to differ-
ent parameters. In our case, the only parameter was
a limitation to the addresses on a French server
(name@server.fr). Various directories have also
been used to constitute our file of addresses. After
the elimination of company addresses, a total of
4,307 addresses were available. Of these addresses,
638 were invalid at the moment of the experimen-
tation (no server, unknown destination on the
server). In the end, 3,669 persons have been so-
licited by electronic mail to connect themselves to
our site. A total of 1,606 persons (43.8%) actually
visited the site.

Procedure

A site has been constructed for our experimenta-
tion. Considering the fact that most of the requests
in studies on the DITF effect have a prosocial char-
acter, we opted for a site in favor of humanitarian
cause, in this case children that were victim of
mines all over the world but mainly in war zones.
The site was called “Childhood Victim of Mines” and
showed already at the home page various photos of
children that were victims of these injuries as well
as a sensitizing text. Two variants of the same site
were constructed for the needs of the study. The
choice of which page would be activated was made
randomly per block of 100 subjects contained in the
final data base with the electronic addresses. A let-
ter was sent by using a software for sending elec-
tronic mail. This message contained the following
text: “Spend five minutes of your time on the children
that were victim of mines by clicking on.” This sen-
tence was followed by a hypertext link containing
the server and site address. In order to be con-
nected to this site the subject only had to click on
the link.

In the control situation the home page contained
a link inviting the subject to donate to the children
victim of mines. Subsequently, the subject was con-
nected to a second page showing a photograph of
two children and a message of acknowledgement.
This page contained another link which mentioned
the following phrase: “Help the children by asking for
a donation form.” Clicking on this link led the sub-
ject to another page that again showed a photo-
graph of a child and a text informing the subject
that this was a new site and that it was not possible
to receive donations. However, in large characters,
a message was shown that it was possible to send
gifts to humanitarian associations for children fol-
lowed by hypertext links of 3 well-known humani-
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tarian organizations to which such donations could
be sent. In the DITF situation the home page con-
tained the same information but the link with the
title “Help these children!” appeared on this page.
Activation of this link brought the subject to a
HTML page presenting a photograph of a child
thanking the subject for his help. Then the request
for help was made as follows: “We need to sensitize
people. For this, we need to reach the maximum number
of people. Therefore, we would like to ask you to help us
by regularly assuring the organization of a discussion
forum dedicated to this problem and by helping us to
find new people who can give their support to our orga-
nization. For this, you should be able to spend 2 to
3 hours per week during the next 6 months in order to
contribute to the in-depth evolution of our site. If you ac-
cept, it is very important to stick to your engagement in
order not to interfere with the rest of the work of the
other collaborators of this organization.” This text was
followed by two buttons. One of them showed
“Yes, if I accept I will engage myself to accomplish this
role during the required period,” whilst the other button
mentioned “No, I can’t engage myself for this time pe-
riod.” A message below the buttons indicated that
in case of acceptance the subject would be guided
to an electronic mail containing a form that will be
used to send his family name, first name, contact
address, and telephone number to the association.

If the subject accepted (two out of 771 subjects:
0.26%), he or she was guided to an electronic mail
window containing the engagement form described
above. If the subject clicked the button “No, I can’t,”
he was sent back to the same page as for the control
group presenting the request for a donation to the
children victim of mines. From then on, the experi-
mentation continued as in the control situation.

The activation of the different links was recorded
but the assessment of the behavior of the subject

was stopped after the activation of the selected link
to one of the three humanitarian organizations. It
was, therefore, impossible to know if the subjects
have actually performed donation on the official
site of the selected humanitarian organization.

RESULTS

Our two dependent variables were the choice to
consult or not the page where the donation could be
done and the choice to click or not on the link per-
mitting the access to the site of one of the proposed
official humanitarian organizations. The results are
presented in Table 1. The first two percentages were
calculated on all samples of subjects that have vis-
ited our site.

The comparison of the two groups has been
made by using a Khi-Square test for contingency
tables. A significant difference appeared between
the two experimental groups that activated the do-
nation page (X2(1, N = 1,607) = 34.74, p < 0.001): re-
fusing an earlier extremely expensive request made
people more willing to visit the Web page. A signif-
icant difference has been observed concerning the
percentage of clicks on one of the proposed sites
when the number of clicks is compared with the
total number of subjects that visited the home page
(X2(1, N = 1607) = 14.40, p < 0.001). The subjects in
the door-in-the-face situation visited the site of one
of the proposed humanitarian organizations for a
donation in larger numbers. However, it can be
seen that compared to the number of subjects that
have clicked on the donation page, we do not ob-
serve more subjects in the door-in-the-face situa-
tion amongst the subjects who visited one of the
sites of the three humanitarian organizations ac-
cepting on-line donations (X2(1, N = 114) = 0.29, ns).

CMC AND COMPLIANCE PROCEDURE 191

TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE VISITED THE WEB PAGE WHERE

A DONATION COULD BE MADE AND WHO HAVE ACTIVATED THE LINK TO A

HUMANITARIAN ORGANIZATION PERMITTING A DONATION ON THE INTERNET

Experimental conditions

Door-in-the-face, Control,
N = 771 N = 836

Activation of the donation page 11.02% 3.47%
Activation of the link to a humanitarian

organization to actually donate
Compared to the total number of tested subjects 5.46% 1.91%
Compared to the subjects who have activated 49.41% 55.17%

the donation page



DISCUSSION

Once more time, it has been observed that the re-
fusal of a first expensive request predisposes, in re-
turn, a subject to accept a second later request. Our
experience shows that the DITF technique can be
used in a computer-mediated communication con-
text. Earlier studies have shown that the physical
presence of the solicitor was not necessary to in-
crease compliance to the request.3 It appears now
that this presence does not require a synchronous
communication between the solicitor and the target
of his or her request.

From a theoretical perspective, some theoretical
explanations of the DITF technique could not be
really compatible with the results observed above.
For Cialdini et al.1 the DITF technique would cre-
ated a psychological obligation to donate because
of the pressure to reciprocate produced by the
norm of reciprocity.5 The rejection of an initial re-
quest by the subject acts to define the solicitor’s
smaller, subsequent request as a concession. This
preparation of transaction should then foster a psy-
chological obligation in the subject to reciprocate
the solicitor’s retreat by granting the second re-
quest. This reciprocity theory seems to be invalid
because the norm of reciprocity involves an interac-
tion between a solicitor and a person solicited. If
the solicitor makes a concession by decreasing
his/her requirement then, in return, the person
solicited, after refusing the first request makes a
concession too and accepts the second request.
Numerous studies have shown that this norm of
reciprocity is more influent in face-to-face interac-
tion. So, when no solicitor was present or when
the solicitor is impersonal as in our experiment, the
pressure to reciprocate the concession is low and
leads to decrease compliance to the request. In the
same way, the self-presentation theory10 seems in-
compatible with our findings because the desire to
exhibit a good self-image to the solicitor is particu-
larly high in a social context where the interlocutor
is clearly identified. Our Web site was not a social
system constituted by clearly identified person.
Then this absence of social interaction implied that
pressure to exhibit a good image of herself/himself
was low.

So it seems that the FITD would be more easily
explained by an other theory like the contrast the-
ory.11,12 The unreasonable first request serves as an
anchor against which the second is compared.
Thus, this comparison leads one to evaluate the
second request as smaller than it  really is. So, this
false perception of the real cost of the last request
could increase subject’s compliance. This contrast

effect could explain our findings because this per-
ception bias in the evaluation of the real cost of the
request does not necessitate a social interaction. In
effect, this perception is induced by the perception
of the request cost and not by the perception or the
evaluation of the solicitor or of the solicitor’s be-
havior. Previous studies have shown that the ma-
nipulation of an anchoring point leads to increase
helping behavior in a mail solicitation of donation
for a charitable organization. Scharzwald et al.13

found that asking people to donate with a larger re-
quest leads to increase the generosity of the donor
comparatively to a situation where this anchoring
point is smaller or is absent in the letter sent to sub-
jects. A recent research conduct by Perrine and
Heather14 shows that the effect of this amount sug-
gestion which serves as an anchoring point is ob-
tained by the means of placards around the area
where the experiment took place. Because the posi-
tive effect of amount suggestion on compliance is
obtained in a situation where there is no personal
solicitor, we think that contrast effects may explain
our findings. After the evaluation of the unreason-
able first request the later request was evaluated as
more reasonable and smaller than it actually was in
the control condition. So this perceptual bias could
explained why people complied more with the re-
quest of donation in the DITF condition. Further
research had to test this contrast hypothesis by
varying the cost of the first request.

Another theory used to explain the DITF phe-
nomenon is the guilt hypothesis.9 The refusal of the
first request produced culpability which, in return,
increased compliance to the later request. Some
studies have shown that guilt enhances helping be-
havior.15–17 As for the contrast effect, activation of
culpability is generated by the refusal of a prosocial
request. So, in our experiment, the refusal of the
first request of help may have been activated with-
out any interaction with a solicitor. Of course, as for
the contrast theory, further experiments need to be
conducted to explain such a hypothesis. If guilt hy-
pothesis could explained the DITF, then no effect of
this technique could be obtained with a solicitation
for a private profit. If the effect of the DITF is ob-
tained in both prosocial/nonsocial solicitation such
results could be compatible with the principles of
contrast theory.

From a practical perspective, our results suggest
that computer-mediated communication is a good
setting to test the efficiency of compliance tech-
niques on human behavior. Experimental costs are
relatively low, very large samples can be tested, an
experiment can be conducted rapidly. From an ap-
plied perspective, the electronic DITF also ap-
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peared as a good technique to induce people to ex-
plore a web site. Professionals of marketing could
increase the rate of people who accept to respond to
a survey or to buy something on a business site by
the way of such technique. Guéguen (in press) had
found that an electronic FITD is a good compliance
technique to increase response rate to an electronic
survey. Further research will be then necessary to
test other compliance-gaining techniques such as
the “low-ball,”18 the “even a penny will help,”19 or
the “lure”20 in a computer-mediated communica-
tion setting.
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