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ABSTRACT. A bogus postcard technique was used to study the effects of touch and vocal
intensity on the compliance of 248 male and female subjects with a simple request. Sub-
jects in three American cities were approached by three female confederates and were
asked to mail a postcard. A touch to the forearm accompanied half of the requests, while
vocal intensity was varied as either soft, medium, or loud. Comparisons were made for
rates of total compliance, initial noncompliance, and subsequent noncompliance. Contrary
to expectations, vocal intensity, rather than touch, affected compliance. Results are inter-
preted in terms of arousal-reduction, involvement, and status-attribution views of the non-
verbal communication and compliance-gaining effect.

ONE OF THE MORE POPULAR IDEAS to emerge in recent years from the
empirical research on nonverbal communication and social influence is that touch
facilitates compliance and prosocial behavior from strangers. This effect tends to
be explained psychologically as a product of heightened involvement with or
more attraction toward the touch initiator, increased arousal in response to being
touched, perceptions of status associated with touch, or simply greater awareness
of the need to provide assistance. Whatever the explanation, there appears to be
considerable support for a touch and compliance-gaining effect in the United
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States (Patterson, Powell, & Lenihan, 1986). It should be noted, however, that the
meaning, usage, and effect of touch varies considerably among cultural groups
(Hall, 1966; Shuter, 1977; Watson & Graves, 1966).

Our purpose in this investigation was to extend this line of research in two
ways. First, by manipulating levels of vocal intensity, we sought to determine
whether the touch—compliance effect occurs under conditions that might attenuate
some of the psychological factors noted above (e.g., heightened involvement,
more attraction) that seem to produce increased amounts of compliance. A loud
tone of voice, when combined with the touch of a stranger, might nullify the posi-
tive effect of touch on compliance by either decreasing attraction toward the
toucher or making the brief encounter too unpleasant to continue. On the other
hand, the positive effect on compliance that may come from a sense of increased
involvement or awareness of the need to help, or attributions of status, might de-
pend on a reasonably assertive vocal delivery—something that would be absent
if the request were made in a softer-than-normal tone of voice. Second, previous
assessments of compliance need to be enlarged. Typically, such assessments have
been limited to dichotomous measures of immediate responses, obtained in the
presence of the person making the request (e.g., requests to sign a petition, return
a dime, do a survey). These procedures do not permit assessments of compliance
both during and after the encounter; thus it is impossible to study the effect of
touch apart from the influence of the toucher’s physical presence. These measures
have limited our ability to test fully some of the explanations associated with the
link between touch and compliance.

Kleinke’s (1977, 1980) early experiments showed that simple manipulations
of touch and gaze could significantly increase rates of compliance with requests
to return a dime left in a telephone booth. In a replication of the Kleinke experi-
ment (1977) that included gender as an independent variable, Brockner, Press-
man, Cabitt, and Moran (1982) also found increased rates of compliance in re-
sponse to eye contact and touch, with differential rates based on eye contact being
greater than those obtained for touch. In similar studies, Willis and Hamm (1980)
found that a light touch on the upper arm increased compliance to sign a petition;
Smith, Gier, and Willis (1982) noted that touch produced more compliance with
arequest to sample a new food product in a supermarket along with an increased
probability of purchasing the product; and two recent studies (Hornik, 1987; Hor-
nik & Ellis, 1988) observed more compliance to participate in a survey, among
adult shoppers at a mall, when subjects received eye contact and touch than when
they did not.

Various explanations for why nonverbal behavior influences compliance also
have been tested. Patterson, Powell, and Lenihan (1986) found that touch in-
creased compliance with a request to complete a bogus personality test, but that
the effect of touch was not caused by increased attraction toward the experimenter
who administered the touch. Rather, they concluded that the effect of touch is
more likely to be based on the desire to reduce arousal, a sense of heightened
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involvement, or attributions of status. In a related study, Buller (1987) found that
subjects are more likely to sign a petition when their personal space is violated
than when it is not. This was true even for subjects in Buller’s study who scored
low in a trait that would predispose them to dislike intrusive behavior.

Research in the related area of prosocial behavior is less consistent. Unlike
compliance gaining, these studies involved assessments of voluntary (altruistic)
behavior by subjects rather than behavior in response to a request. Goldman and
Fordyce (1983) observed an interaction between eye contact and touch; subjects
were more willing to assist a confederate who used either touch or eye contact
than a confederate who used both touch and eye contact. A warm, expressive
voice also elicited more help than did a flat, nonexpressive voice. In a subsequent
study, touch was found to increase helping behavior, but only for female confeder-
ates (Paulsell & Goldman, 1984).

The research generally favors the increased likelihood of compliance in
compliance-gaining contexts in which touch, eye contact, or an expressive voice
immediately precedes a request. Thus, a main effect for touch on immediate com-
pliance with a simple request might be expected. However, when vocal intensity
is added factorially to the design of the study, the situation is less clear. According
to the arousal-reduction view, subjects will comply most when touch is combined
with increased vocal intensity if that combination produces a state of arousal in
them that they choose to reduce by complying with a simple request. On the other
hand, if the link to compliance is mediated by some other process (e.g., involve-
ment with the requester, attitude toward the requester), then vocal intensity might
counteract the positive effect of touch. In addition, explanations that touch may
lead to compliance, in part, because of the increased status associated with touch
initiation (Patterson et al., 1986) may depend on whether the touch is adminis-
tered in a manner that does not mitigate perceptions of status. This view implies
that a soft or weak vocal delivery might be sufficient to negate the effect of touch
on compliance. In short, the vocal intensity variable has not been examined in
previous studies. Therefore, in the present study, we raised the following question:
If touch affects compliance with a request, will the effect be mediated by the
vocal intensity used to make the request?

Of course, the absence of an interaction effect may produce a main effect for
vocal intensity, regardless of whether compliance is affected by touch. Therefore,
we asked a second related question: Will compliance with a request be affected
by the vocal intensity used to make the request?

We also decided to explore the possibility that any effects on compliance
obtained from touch or vocal intensity might be limited to responses that occur in
the presence of the person making the request. According to the arousal-reduction
view, in particular, much less reason for compliance would exist after the source
of arousal is removed. In other words, when subjects are no longer aroused, will
they still be motivated to comply with a request as a function of touch or vocal
intensity? A yes response would support the view that some other process (e.g.,
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attitude toward the requester, perceptions of status, awareness of need for assis-
tance) must be operating to influence any compliance that occurs after the inter-
personal encounter. Thus, we asked: Will touch or vocal intensity affect rates of
compliance with a request subsequent to the initial encounter?

Finally, much of the research on compliance and prosocial behavior consid-
ers the influence of gender. Some of the studies show greater compliance or help-
ing when subjects are approached by women than by men (Hornik, 1987; Hor-
nik & Ellis, 1988; Patterson et al., 1986; Paulsell & Goldman, 1984): other studies
show the opposite effect (Buller, 1987). One study found increased compliance
among opposite-sex pairs (Brockner et al., 1982); another study found no gender
effect (Smith et al., 1982). Given the lack of any consistent set of findings regard-
ing gender, a fourth question is relevant: Will compliance with a request be af-
fected by the gender composition of the interactants?

Method
Sample

The sample consisted of 248 adults (124 men and 124 women) approached by
three confederates at major air and rail terminals in Denver, New York City, and
Philadelphia. We selected air and rail terminals because of the availability of sub-
Jects who could reasonably respond to the postcard procedure described below.
Subjects were randomly selected according to gender by approaching the first
adult, immediately following a 10-s interval, who entered the confederate’s field
of vision.

Experimental Design

We used 2 X 3 X 2 factorial design to examine the effects of Touch (subject
touched or not touched), Vocal Intensity (either soft, medium, or loud tone of
voice), and Gender of Subject (male or female) on the compliance obtained from
subjects both during and sometime following a brief encounter in which the sub-
Ject was asked to mail a postcard. Subjects were approached by one of three fe-
male confederates; we did not use any men because we wanted to control for the
effect of gender. Our decision to use women rather than men was based, in part,
on research suggesting a greater effect for female than for male requesters
(Paulsell & Goldman, 1984).

Procedure

Before the experiment, three women graduate students were trained to function
as the confederates. They practiced administering a light, flat-handed touch to the
forearm of volunteers, using a standard request, and adjusting their vocal intensity
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according to the three conditions of soft, medium, and loud. The standard request
delivered to each subject was: “Excuse me (slight pause). I'm running late. Would
you please mail this for me?” The postcard, which was used to code experimental
conditions, was addressed to the same recipient (one of the confederates) and
contained the message “I’m OK” with an initialed signature. The message and
initials were written with one of 12 colored markers to visually code the specific
combination of variables represented in the encounter; thus, each of the 12 cells
in the design of the study was color-coded for subsequent data analysis.

One confederate was in her 20s, one in her 30s, and one in her 40s. Each
wore a business suit and attempted to give the impression of being in a hurry.
They attempted to standardize their performances, which included brief eye con-
tact with each subject as the request was made. Levels of vocal intensity were
pretested with a small group of volunteers (rated subjectively as soft, medium,
and loud) and eventually set at 60 dB for the soft voice, 70 dB for the medium
voice, and 80 dB for the loud voice. A sound meter was used to pretest and prac-
tice vocal-intensity levels at each decibel level until the confederates were com-
fortable and natural sounding in their performances.

We used a bogus postcard technique to measure initial and subsequent com-
pliance. Initial compliance was measured by the number of postcards accepted.
Subsequent compliance (compliance following the encounter) was measured by
the number of postcards mailed to the confederate.

Results

The first question asked whether vocal intensity would mediate any effect ob-
tained from touch on compliance. We used chi-square analysis to examine the
interaction between touch and vocal intensity for total compliance, initial non-
compliance, and subsequence noncompliance. The findings indicated no signifi-
cant interactions for total compliance, x*(2, N = 158) = .21, p = .89; initial
noncompliance, x3(2, N = 55) = 3.58, p = .168; or subsequent noncompliance,
x2(2, N = 35) = .11, p = .94. In addition, touch had no overall effect on rates of
compliance obtained from subjects, x*(2, N = 248) = .19, p = 91

With respect to our second question, the data indicated a main effect for
levels of vocal intensity on compliance, x%(4, N = 248) = 18.04, p = .001. Tests
for goodness of fit revealed that, although no effect was found for total compli-
ance, X2, N = 158) = 2.52, p = .285, vocal intensity affected rates of both
initial noncompliance, x*(2, N = 55) = 7.03, p = .03, and subsequent noncompli-
ance, (2, N = 35) = 8.95, p = .01. For rates of initial noncompliance, pairwise
comparisons showed less noncompliance in response to the medium vocal-
intensity condition that in response to the loud vocal-intensity condition, x*(2, N
= 36) = 7.11, p = .008. A comparison between the medium and soft conditions
suggested more noncompliance for the latter than for the former, although the
difference was not statistically significant at the .05 level, x*(2, N = 29) = 2.79,
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p = .095. There was no difference between the loud and soft conditions, X2, N
= 45) = 1.09, p = .297. Analysis of the subsequent noncompliance group indi-
cated that more subjects failed to comply with the request from the soft voice than
from either the medium-intensity voice, x*(2, N = 28) = 5.15, p = .02 or the
loud-intensity voice, x(2, N = 27) = 16.26, p = .01. Rates of subsequent non-
compliance did not differ between the medium and loud vocal-intensity condi-
tions, x%(2, N = 15) = .07, p = .796.

Regarding the gender of subjects, no effects were obtained for rates of com-
pliance, x*(2, N = 248) = 2.32, p = .314. In addition, gender did not interact
with vocal intensity to affect rates of total compliance, X’(2,N=158) = .11, p
= .946; initial noncompliance, x*(2, N = 55) = 87, p = .649; or subsequent
noncompliance, x*(2, N = 35) = .14, p = .933. There was no interaction between
gender and touch for total compliance.

To examine more fully the apparent relationship between compliance and
vocal intensity, we treated the trichotomized compliance variable as a continuous
measure (reflecting degrees of total compliance) and submitted it to analysis of
variance procedures. This resulted in a main effect for levels of vocal intensity,
F(2, 245) = 5.07, p = .007. Subsequent Newman—Keuls multiple comparisons
showed more compliance in the medium vocal-intensity condition (M = 1.65, SD
=.69) than in either the soft condition (M = 1.34, SD = .81) or the loud condition
(M = 1.26,SD = .92).

Discussion

A widely held belief associated with nonverbal behavior and social influence is
that even a light touch on the arm can be sufficiently persuasive to induce a
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FIGURE 1. Overall compliance, initial noncompliance, and subsequent non-
compliance, as a function of vocal intensity.
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stranger to comply with a request or volunteer to offer needed assistance. In fact,
most of the available research appears to support this touch—compliance link (Bur-
goon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989). Expecting to determine only if vocal intensity
mediated the apparent influence of touch, we found instead a main effect for lev-
els of vocal intensity. What might account for this unexpected result?

A number of factors should be noted regarding the methods used in this
study. First, the hectic and noisy environment of an airport may have somehow
lessened the otherwise-salient nature of personal touch. The need to gain the at-
tention of subjects rushing from one place to another may have interfered with
the potent or unexpected nature that characterizes touch episodes between strang-
ers. These conditions could have reduced the levels of arousal required to produce
an effect, assuming of course the efficacy of the arousal-reduction view (Patterson
et al., 1986). A second potential factor involves the brevity of the interaction that
occurred between confederates and subjects. Perhaps the encounter was simply
not long enough for the use of touch to produce the heightened sense of involve-
ment needed to make a difference. On the other hand, this argument is weakened
somewhat by the effects obtained for the vocal-intensity conditions. One final
consideration is how the nonverbal performance of the confederates may have
combined with environmental factors to influence rates of compliance. Perhaps
manipulations of eye contact (e.g., Brockner et al., 1982) or types of touch
(Paulsell & Goldman, 1984) may be needed in certain contexts to isolate fully the
effects of touch on compliance. Despite the unique circumstances operating in
our bogus postcard technique, the conditions often cited as likely to increase com-
pliance and helping (e.g., making a legitimate and clear request) appeared to be
present (Burgoon et al., 1989), yet no effect was found.

Given the consequences of vocal intensity in this study, it is reasonably clear
that speech volume can function as an important determinant of compliance. The
present data show that when compliance is operationalized in a continuous rather
than a dichotomized manner, a curvilinear relationship appears to be present be-
tween vocal intensity and compliance. This relationship suggests the relative ef-
fectiveness of a moderate tone of voice (70 dB) over a soft tone (60 dB) or a loud
tone (80 dB), with no differences between the soft or loud voices. We emphasize,
however, that our inability to monitor the influence of vocal affect on vocal-
intensity conditions suggests a need to study the effect of vocal intensity in a more
controlled setting. We also recommend that compliance be measured in a way that
more accurately represents a continuous conceptualization (Patterson et al., 1986)
so that the conditions under which a curvilinear relationship between vocal inten-
sity and compliance exist can be studied.

Our analysis of initial and subsequent rates of noncompliance yielded results
with both theoretical and practical implications. With respect to initial noncom-
pliance (turning down a request while still in the presence of the requester), the
only effect obtained for vocal intensity was that the loud condition resulted in
more noncompliance than did the medium condition. If the loud tone of voice is
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construed as a form of acoustic invasion, which would lead to arousal, why did
the subjects not comply more as a way of reducing the arousal (Buller, 1987;
Patterson et al., 1986)? Unlike earlier studies of compliance, in which subjects
had limited opportunities to terminate an interaction, the subjects in this study
could have effectively reduced their arousal through noncompliance, that is, by
simply continuing to move toward their destination. Thus, in this study, arousal
reduction can be used to predict a decrease rather than an increase in compliance.

The results for subsequent noncompliance (failing to comply following the
encounter) showed an especially strong effect for the soft vocal-intensity condi-
tion. Unlike the initial noncompliance group, these subjects apparently were not
affected by the loud tone of voice. One plausible explanation for this difference
supports the view that arousal mediates effects only on initial noncompliance and
that some other process influences subsequent rates of noncompliance—when
subjects are no longer in the physical presence of the person making the request.
The views of Patterson et al. (1986) concerning the role of status attribution seem
particularly germane. Put simply, the softer voice is less potent—more forget-
table—in this context when compared with the more assertive, confident voices
associated with both the medium and loud vocal-intensity conditions. The possi-
bility also cannot be discounted that some subjects may not have complied simply
because they did not hear or understand the soft-spoken confederate. The results
suggest the need, when examining nonverbal communication and compliance, to
consider the differential impact of such cues on initial and subsequent compliance
and to identify the underlying processes that might explain each.

Finally, it should be emphasized that the effect of vocal intensity obtained in
this study may not be generalizable to other societies. As with touch and proxe-
mics, the “loudness” of speech is a subjective phenomenon that varies from one
cultural group to another. Speakers from Arab cultures, for instance, have been
observed to use greater vocal volume than that used by speakers from many West-
ern societies (Hall & Whyte, 1966; Watson & Graves, 1966).

REFERENCES

Brockner, J., Pressman, B., Cabitt, J., & Moran, P. (1982). Nonverbal intimacy, sex, and
compliance: A field study. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 6, 253-258.

Buller, D. B. (1987). Communication apprehension and reactions to proxemic violations.
Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 11, 13-25.

Burgoon, J.K., Buller, D.B., & Woodall, W.G. (1989). Nonverbal communication: The un-
spoken dialogue. New York: Harper & Row.

Goldman, M., & Fordyce, J. (1983). Prosocial behavior as affected by eye contact, touch,
and voice expression. The Journal of Social Psychology, 121, 125-129.

Hall, E. T. (1966). The hidden dimension (2nd ed.). Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books/Dou-
bleday.

e B 1

Copyright © 2001. All Rights Reserved.



Remland & Jones 97

Hall, E.T., & Whyte, W. F. (1966). Intercultural communication: A guide to men of action.
In A. G. Smith (Ed.), Communication and culture (pp. 567-575). New York: Holt, Rine-
hart & Winston.

Hornik, J. (1987). The effect of touch and gaze upon compliance and interest of interview-
ees. The Journal of Social Psychology, 127, 681-683.

Hornik, J., & Ellis, S. (1988). Strategies to secure compliance for a mall intercept inter-
view. Public Opinion Quarterly, 52, 539-551.

Kleinke, C. L. (1977). Compliance to requests made by gazing and touching experimenters
in field settings. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 13, 218-223.

Kleinke, C. L. (1980). Interaction between gaze and legitimacy of request on compliance
in a field setting. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 5, 3-12.

Patterson, M. L., Powell, J. L., & Lenihan, M. G. (1986). Touch, compliance, and interper-
sonal affect. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 10, 41-50.

Paulsell, S., & Goldman, M. (1984). The effect of touching different body areas on proso-
cial behavior. The Journal of Social Psychology, 122, 269-273.

Shuter, R. (1977). A field study of nonverbal communication in Germany, Italy, and the
United States. Communication Monographs, 44, 298-305.

Smith, D. E., Gier, J. A., & Willis, E N. (1982). Interpersonal touch and compliance with
a marketing request. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 3, 35-38.

Watson, O. M., & Graves, T. D. (1966). Quantitative research in proxemic behavior. Ameri-
can Anthropologist, 68, 971-985.

Willis, F. N., & Hamm, H. K. (1980). The use of interpersonal touch in securing compli-
ance. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 6, 49-55.

Received April 16, 1993

Copyright © 2001. All Rights Reserved.



