Persuasion The ability to persuade others is a vital skill for managers and leaders. Persuasion involves getting people to do something because they want to, not because they must. With subordinates, you might believe you can just issue commands and people will obey. This seldom works well, however, as most people do not like to be ordered around. People may comply at one level, but may also undermine directives given in this manner. Another reason to become an effective persuader, not relying on command or coercion, is that nonprofit managers very often work with peers and people in the community, such as donors (or potential donors), elected officials, client group representatives, and other stakeholders who have their own viewpoints and positions. These people are not your subordinates and must be convinced to follow your lead of their own will. In addition, there are many opportunities within nonprofit organizations to be influential before you assume the organization’s top spot, and it is important to practice your persuasion skills long before you apply for such positions. You will find that being able to persuade others is essential to being a successful manager and leader. Research on persuasion usually treats it as a goal-oriented behavior (Wilson, 2002). Persuasion is in many ways more powerful than coercion or negotiation. If you command someone to do something, and you have the power needed to ensure compliance, you may very well lose the willingness of your subordinate to implement the order well, or in the spirit of making the organization operate optimally. With negotiation, you and the other party make a series of concessions. This implies that neither side gets what it really wants. In persuasion, however, you are able to get the other party to accept what you want. In persuasion, one party gets all or nearly all of what it wants, and the other side, by now agreeing to a new position, also receives what it wants. Research tells us a great deal about how to be persuasive. In every persuasion attempt, four variables are important: the context, the message, the sender, and the receiver. THE CONTEXT The context of the persuasion attempt determines most of the content used. How the situation is viewed by the actors establishes, to a large extent, their reaction to it. Framing is the process of getting a particular viewpoint accepted as the “right” way to see a situation. According to Rhoads (1997), “A frame is a psychological device that offers a perspective and manipulates salience in order to influence subsequent judgment.” A frame thus provides a certain standpoint on how the facts should be seen, emphasizing some facts and minimizing others, to get the target to act a certain way. Framing is a skill often used by direct practice social workers and occurs in many other situations as well. The ability to frame an issue advantageously is often enough to be very persuasive. Some frames hurt an idea’s chances of being adopted, while other frames make an idea more likely to be chosen. When you are persuading someone, you will want to connect a particular frame with the idea in question. Here are some typical frames used to guide the way a situation is viewed (Hoefer, 2012; Rosenthal, 1993). The first five are useful when you want to work against an idea. The last four can be used to persuade people in favor of a proposal. It isn’t fair. Proposals are often tagged “unfair” to one group or another. Almost any proposal an advocate comes up with, from helping one client more than others to economic policy that affects global trading, can be called unfair. Because people like to be “fair,” this frame can keep an idea from being adopted. It won’t work. An alternative frame to argue against a proposal is that whatever goal is set won’t be reached. If a proposal is seen as unworkable, it is easy to keep it from being tried. It can be done in other ways. This is similar to the previous frame, although it presents an alternative to what it attacks. The persuader substitutes a new idea in place of the one initially under discussion. It costs too much. An idea that is seen as too expensive is unlikely to be adopted. It will hurt clients. This frame can be used at any level, but is often used in intra-agency debates by arguing that a new idea will do harm to the organization’s clients. It is difficult for people in human service organizations to adopt ideas that they see will hurt clients. It will help consumers/clients. At the agency level, many advocates focus on the benefits of their suggestions for clients. If a plan is seen as being beneficial to clients, it is often difficult to derail it in a human service organization. The benefits outweigh the costs. While the idea is not perfect, on the whole, there are more pluses than minuses. If people think that there are more benefits, then it is easy to support the idea. Talking about the difference between short-term and long-term thinking and accounting often takes place in this frame. If it saves the life of one child, it will all be worth it. This frame unashamedly pulls at heartstrings. It says that costs might be high, but it challenges anyone to say that life, particularly an innocent child’s life, is less precious than gold. Obviously, this frame can be extended to other “worthy” populations as well. After what they’ve gone through, they deserve it. The argument here acknowledges that the outcomes of the idea might not be fair in some sense because some people will get more than others. Yet, there is an element of fairness involved because the people who are getting more (money, services, opportunities) have also earned it by what they have gone through. Programs for veterans or the elderly are often talked about in this way. The importance of framing in persuasion cannot be overstated. As an agency leader or manager, thinking carefully about the frame you want to use will make it much easier to persuade others to accept your ideas. On the other hand, you must not uncritically accept someone else’s view of a situation. Make sure to understand what frame is being used when listening to what is being stated and proposed. THE MESSAGE The message that is sent from the persuader to the target is the information that is designed to be persuasive. Here, we look at characteristics of the message, rather than the content of the message. Six general principles of persuasive messages are discussed in this section: intent, organization, sidedness, repetition and redundancy, rhetorical questions, and fear appeals. This discussion is based largely on Booth-Butterfield (1996), although the examples are original. Intent. In most cases, it is counterproductive to announce that you are going to try to influence someone. The moment the target hears your intent, defensive walls start going up. It is better to begin the persuasion effort without forewarning the person whose mind you want to change. There are two important exceptions to this general guideline, however. The first is when you only want to ask for small changes, knowing that the message receivers already agree with most of what you are about to say. Thus, by saying that you want to ask only for small changes, resistance is lowered. The target feels safer, knowing that you are not wanting to shake things up too much. The second exception is when your target already expects you to attempt persuasion. Thus, in many situations, it doesn’t hurt to say you are going to try to influence the target’s opinion because everyone knows that is why you are communicating. Organization. Well-organized messages are more persuasive than are poorly organized ones. There is always a temptation to neglect the preparation and organizing phase of developing your message. It is important to take the time to make your key points more salient and to ensure a logical consistency in the material. Sidedness. Research shows that two-sided messages (those that present the position advocated and also the opposing view) can be extremely persuasive if they do two things. They must both defend the desired position and attack the other position. If the other position is mentioned but not attacked, then there is no advantage for the two-sided presentation compared to a one-sided presentation (Cialdini, 2000). The reasons for these results are that a two-sided message appears more balanced. Since most people don’t think deeply about most issues, presenting the “other side” makes the presenter seem more credible. The attack on the other position and the defense of your own ideas can leave a lasting impression of having explored the issue completely. Repetition and redundancy. Repetition and redundancy are different, though closely related. Repetition refers to communicating the same thing over and over. Redundancy, on the other hand, refers to having multiple ways of communicating similar information. A redundant message repeats the major theme of other messages, but does it in a different way. Rhetorical questions. The use of rhetorical questions is very effective, isn’t it? Leaders who understand the science of persuasion achieve more results, don’t they? Rhetorical questions are disguised statements—they stake out a position without appearing to and can be backed away from if opposition emerges. Research shows that the use of rhetorical questions can change how people think (Cialdini, 2000). Fear appeals. A fear appeal is a message that focuses on the bad things that will happen if you do or don’t do something. The message indicates that you should do whatever it is that the persuader is suggesting to avoid some sort of catastrophe. When a situation is described in a way that increases fear, a natural reaction is to want to take action to protect oneself against that threat. To work, however, not only must a person feel a realistic and personal fear of negative consequences, but the appeal must also provide information about a feasible way to avoid those consequences. In other words, you can’t just scare people into action. You must also guide them to safety. INFORMATION When you think about persuading someone on a topic, you must decide what type of information you need to present. As a nonprofit leader, your information may be as simple as stories about how an agency policy is affecting clients or as complex as a community needs assessment. The information that you present, to be useful, can be of two types: substantive and contextual. Substantive information is the set of facts on which you base your arguments. Contextual information relates to how the situation appears to interested (or potentially interested) others—political information, if you will. Substantive Information Substantive information relates to what most people would call “the facts of the case.” Substantive information can range from singular anecdotes that are compelling and (hopefully) representative of the issue, to the results of rigorous empirical research. In-between levels of quality can be found from official documents, statistical data (such as from the Census Bureau), testimony from individuals, newspapers and popular magazines, television and radio, and public meetings (Richan, 1996). We can rate the quality of these different sources of information in a conventional way, but for our purposes, the best information is the information that is most persuasive to the target. Thus, stories of individuals (particularly if they tell their own stories) are often the most persuasive sort of information because they carry a considerable emotional impact. Contextual Information Information about the context of a decision can be important to a target. A colleague of yours, for example, may not be persuaded of the validity of your assertions until it is pointed out that your information came from the agency’s chief financial officer. Even if that one bit of information is not enough to be convincing, it will give your statements credibility. Other contextual information in an agency setting may relate to the way other staff members view the situation, or how the issue is being discussed “around the water cooler.” PRESENTING THE INFORMATION Once the information is gathered, you must decide how to present it to the identified target. This decision has two key elements. The first relates to the manner of delivering the information, and the second to the format of the presentation. Manner The important elements when considering the manner of presentation are accuracy, time, message style, content, and clarity. Accuracy Your information must be carefully checked and fully reliable. Be sure to document the source(s) for each fact you present. Time The second important element is that brevity is usually beneficial. Five minutes of your target’s full attention may be all you are going to get, whether you are meeting in person, making a phone call, or having your written information read. Make the most of it. Message Style The choice of message style should be made after analyzing the receiver(s) you will be working with. Many different message styles may be appropriate in one setting to reach people where they are, particularly in a large group setting. Three are discussed here: positive vs. negative, private vs. public, and collaborative vs. confrontational. Positive vs. negative. You should decide if you are going to emphasize positive or negative appeals. In this context, a positive message means to stress the good things that will result from taking the action you are suggesting. A negative message means to call attention to the bad things that will ensue if the desired action is not done. Some research suggests that people are more likely to want to protect themselves from negative events than to push for more positive outcomes (Cialdini, 2000). Thus, negative appeals based on what bad things will happen are more persuasive than are positive appeals describing the good things that will happen. Private vs. public. Information can be delivered in private (individual conversations or via written material such as letters or briefing papers) or small-group meetings or communications, or it can be presented via larger group settings, such as staff meetings or in public venues. Research indicates that having a relationship with decision makers that is personal and private (an individually oriented strategy) is more effective than working in public settings (Hoefer, 2001). Still, each situation requires a separate decision to be made because the circumstances are different. Collaborative vs. confrontational. Persuasion is often part of a collaborative, rather than confrontational, process. If persuasion efforts do not achieve your goals, you may, in fact, turn to confrontational tactics, but doing so too often can burn bridges to decision makers whose support you need to achieve your goals. Remember that confrontation exists on a continuum, with gentle confrontation being a possibility as well as more forceful confrontation. Content A general template for any persuasive message has two elements: •    Describe the problem (including how serious the problem is) •    Tell what can be done to solve the problem The content of the message should, of course, be in line with the message style that was chosen. Try different frames to determine which evokes the best response. Be ready to switch to another message style and use different content if one effort begins to lose its punch. Try, however, to keep the same frame—reframing an issue is a long-term process that needs consistency over time to be effective. Clarity The sad truth is that communications are often unclear. For a message to be communicated clearly, the information must first be delivered using language the target can understand, and second, after receiving the message, the target must know what you want done because you have provided a clear call to action. Your audience may not agree with you or comply with your wishes, but communication has not occurred effectively if the decision maker doesn’t know what you said or what you want done. Format The decision relating to the format of how information is presented has three main options. It can be presented in person (such as at a one-on-one meeting with the target, a small group meeting with the target, or testifying at a public hearing), via a telephone call, or in a written form through a letter, fax, or e-mail. Each of these options has advantages and disadvantages. The choice should be made on the basis of which approach is most convincing to the target as well as what is practical for you. Still, within each format, more effective and less effective ways of presenting the information exist. In Person The in-person format is generally considered the most powerful. This is because there is an immediacy and power in personal communication where feedback can be seen and heard instantaneously, even if such feedback is nonverbal. An in-person persuasion effort also shows the most commitment, because it is the most trouble to do. In many cases, presentations might be accompanied by a computer-based set of slides, using a program such as PowerPoint or Prezi. These programs are ideal when used to help structure the information visually, when data or other information can be presented using charts, graphs, and animation, and as a way to appeal to people with visual learning styles. Telephone Call or Online Video Conference A telephone or online video conference call (such as Skype) may also carry considerable weight with people you are trying to persuade, particularly if it would be very difficult for you to make an in-person visit. Online video conferencing is much like being with someone in person, in terms of being able to see and send nonverbal information (intentionally or not). A normal telephone call can also convey much nonverbal information, including the intensity of your beliefs, the degree of confidence you have in yourself, and the depth of your knowledge, but does not convey as much information as a video-enhanced call. Written (Letters, Faxes, E-Mail, Websites, and Other Documents) The written document is also a powerful tool for persuaders. Information on paper, such as a letter or fax, often takes on more weight simply because it is connected with a material object. Use your leanest writing style, stating plainly what the situation is and what you would like to see happen in the first or second paragraph. Many busy people find themselves looking for the meat of the document immediately. Help them out by being as clear and concise as possible. Faxes have perhaps become less used now that e-mail has become almost universally available, but they still have their own advantages. Because a fax is essentially a letter transmitted over a phone line, anything that could be in a letter can be in a fax. The main difficulty with faxes is that you must be able to connect one phone line to another, and fax machine phone lines may frequently be in use. Despite the ease in sending e-mail, any e-mail that is sent should be as carefully composed as a letter or prepared presentation. E-mail is now frequently read on mobile communication devices such as tablets and smartphones so they can be read nearly anywhere cell phone service is available. Text messages, while short, may be effective in communicating key points. Websites Increasingly, web pages are used to provide information and persuasive arguments. Websites can provide these to both internal and external audiences. Staff members can be kept aware of change efforts and their benefits, while outsiders can view an organization’s reasons for changing (or not changing) positions and views. Reporters and others in the media may turn to such sites for background. In the end, the format chosen depends greatly on the way that the target is most easily persuaded. Each format, however, has advantages and disadvantages, and so, if not all are used, the format must be chosen only after careful thought. This section has covered ways to shape your message so that it is more persuasive. There are also principles that apply to the message’s senders themselves. THE SENDER No matter how you shape your message, a considerable amount of your ability to be persuasive is dependent on how you are perceived by your audience. This section emphasizes the role of credibility. To be persuasive, you must be believable. Without it, you are not going to persuade anyone. Credibility, however, is a multi-dimensional concept comprising three factors: expertise, trustworthiness, and likeability. Expertise. Expertise in an area is important to be persuasive but is not enough, by itself. In fact, if your target already has a strong position on an issue or is distracted from paying attention to what you are saying, all the expertise in the world will do no good. If you are an agency leader, you may not need to do much to establish your expertise within your own organization, but you may need to establish your expert status in meetings with external stakeholders. Trustworthiness. The difference between expertise and trustworthiness is important. Both are vital to being an effective advocate. Whereas expertise indicates that you know what you are talking about, trustworthiness indicates that you are honest and lack bias (Rhoads & Cialdini, 2002). Because of its central role in establishing credibility, leaders must be seen as trustworthy in the eyes of their targets. The best advice for establishing a reputation for trustworthiness is to be trustworthy: Do what you promise, don’t promise what you can’t or won’t do, and admit when you don’t know something. Likeability. The quality of likeability, while perhaps not as important as expertise and trustworthiness, nonetheless has an influence on how persuasive you are. According to Roger Ailes, who has advised U.S. presidents on how to present their messages most successfully, If you could master one element of personal communications that is more powerful than anything we’ve discussed, it is the quality of being likeable. I call it the magic bullet, because if your audience likes you, they’ll forgive just about everything else you do wrong. If they don’t like you, you can hit every rule right on target and it doesn’t matter. (as cited in Mills, 2000, p. 269) In summary, the most important attribute you must have to be persuasive is credibility. Credibility is composed of several components: expertise, trustworthiness, and likeability. Each of these can be altered to at least some degree and is important to your ability to be persuasive. THE RECEIVER The receiver is the last of the four main variables in determining the approach and level of success of any persuasion effort. Successful persuasion requires different approaches to different types of audiences. The bottom line of persuasion is a bit counter-intuitive, however—you, the advocate, don’t change the target’s mind. The only way targets can be convinced to adopt a view or take an action is if they convince themselves. Your job as a leader is to understand your targets well enough that you assist in this process. The only true way of getting what you want from people is convincing them that it is in their best interest to agree. As Bedell (2000) states, “People will do what you ask only if they believe they’ll fulfill their own personal needs by doing so” (p. 22). SUMMARY This chapter has covered a great deal of ground. The basics of persuasion have been described, along with implications for their practical use by nonprofit leaders working at all levels. Armed with this knowledge, you can persuade others to work for important organizational goals. REFERENCES Bedell, G. (2000). Three steps to yes: The gentle art of getting your way. New York: Crown Business. Booth-Butterfield, S. (1996). Dual process persuasion. Retrieved on June 28, 2004, from West Virginia University website: http://www.as.wvu.edu/~sbb/comm221/chapters/dual.htm Cialdini, R. (2000). Influence: Science and practice (4th ed.). Boston: Pearson, Allyn & Bacon. Hoefer, R. (2001). Highly effective human services interest groups: Seven key practices. Journal of Community Practice, 9(2), 1–14. Hoefer, R. (2012). Advocacy for social justice (2nd ed.). Chicago: Lyceum. Mills, H. (2000). Artful persuasion: The new psychology of influence. New York: AMACOM. Rhoads, K. (1997). What’s in a frame? Working Psychology. Retrieved from www.workingpsychology.com/whatfram.html Rhoads, K., & Cialdini, R. (2002). The business of influence: Principles that lead to success in commercial settings. In J. Dillard & M. Pfau (Eds.), The persuasion handbook (pp. 513–542). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. Richan, W. (1996). Lobbying for social change (2nd ed.). New York: Haworth Press. Rosenthal, A. (1993). The third house: Lobbyists and lobbying in the states. Washington, DC: CQ Press. Wilson, S. (2002). Seeking and resisting compliance: Why people say what they do when trying to influence others. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. HELPFUL TERMS Call to action—an element of your persuasive measure that identifies the action you want your target to take. Contextual information—information provided to your target about the validity or source of the substantive information in your persuasive message. Providing contextual information can strengthen your target’s acceptance of your substantive information and your persuasive effort. (See also Substantive information.) Credibility—the amount that your target believes what you have to say. Credibility resides in the target, not in you—it is a judgment about you by the target. Fear appeal—a way to deliver your message that focuses on what negatives will occur should you not do as the persuader suggests. Framing—the process of getting a particular viewpoint accepted as the “right” way to see a situation. Intent—a declaration to your targets that you are attempting to persuade them. Usually, declaring your intent is counter-productive but can sometimes be acceptable. Manner of presentation—Persuaders can choose the way they deliver their information. Elements regarding manner are accuracy, time used, message style, content, and clarity. Message style—Persuaders should choose a particular message style depending on the way the target is most likely to be influenced. Three different approaches are positive vs. negative, private vs. public, and collaborative vs. confrontational. Redundancy—A redundant message is one that is similar to, but not exactly the same as, previous persuasive messages. It may have the same call to action, but the words and images used are different. Repetition—Messages may be repeated in the same way to ensure that the target is aware of the message being sent. Substantive information—information provided to your target that is directly related to the persuasive message—the facts of your argument. (See also Contextual information.) EXERCISES 1. In-Basket Exercise Directions Use the information in this chapter to respond to the following memo. Memo Date: August 8, 20XX To: Roberta Danzell, Chief Financial Officer From: Beverly Johnson, CEO Subject: Community/Business Partners Advisory Council Meeting As we have discussed, we have a meeting scheduled between ourselves and our community/business partners advisory council at the end of September, in about seven weeks. One of the major items that I want to place on the agenda for the meeting is to try to bring the advisory council (AC) members to accept an increased expectation that every council member should be willing to donate financially to our organization, conduct fundraising on our behalf, and advocate on our behalf with political leaders to increase government funding to support our clients, if not us directly. Research indicates that this type of support is extremely advantageous to nonprofits like us and the clients we serve. I have also investigated whether this type and level of commitment is unusual among our set of comparable agencies. My findings are that almost all other organizations have these expectations for their boards of directors, but not advisory councils. Still, given the challenging situation we face financially, I would like to instigate this change, although we first will need board approval. My impression is that the board will not welcome such a change in our rules unless the AC approves it first. What I would like from you, given your authoritative position as chief financial officer (CFO) is a three- to five-page document outlining a persuasion campaign that we can use to convince the advisory council to enthusiastically adopt this idea at the next AC meeting. Please include, at a minimum, the following: a.   Frame b.   Message content: Should I present all the results of my research or just the part that supports my idea? Should I appeal to their hopes and dreams for the agency and clients, or should I stress what may happen if we don’t raise additional funds? c.   I’d like to hear some ideas on how adopting this new policy is in the AC’s best interests d.   Three salient points that are the most powerful talking points I have e.   Anything else you think is important regarding how I can be very persuasive I don’t have to tell you just how important it is for us to bring in additional funding in the next three months. Government grants are drying up, foundations are hurting, and we risk running out of money to pay staff early next year if the situation doesn’t turn around quickly. 2. Name That Frame! Read the following sentences. Which persuasion frame (listed in this chapter or not) is being used in each one? a.   Oh, come on—it’ll be fun! b.   We went to the movie you wanted to see last time, so I think it is my turn to choose. c.   If you can’t pay me more, I’ll have no choice but to find another job. d.   I’ve done research on this, and the proper course of action is to do as I suggest. e.   You’ve done a great job on this report! And I agree with all your recommendations except the third one. It’s just a small thing I’m asking for, but could we delete that one? f.    Don’t you see—if we don’t act on this quickly, the best candidates will already be hired by someone else! g.   Haven’t you noticed that other nonprofit leaders in town are all attending the Social Venture Partnership Council’s meetings? Wouldn’t it be a good idea for you to go, too? Variation: Develop your own statements using one or more elements of persuasion and negotiation to use in class or in a small group. Turn it into a competition, with the person or group having the most correct answers winning a small prize. 3. Persuasion Practice Working on your own or in a small group, write a short essay to try to persuade your instructor to change some element of the course (be sure it is something that your instructor could actually change) or your supervisor to change something at your job (again, be realistic). Then, imagine it as a one-on-one conversation. How might you change the wording or other elements of the effort between written submission and conversational delivery? (If you are in a classroom, be prepared to present this as a formal address to the class. Have several such presentations, and have everyone in the class vote on the idea that was best presented.) 4. Influencing Your World: What Works and What Doesn’t? Use the ideas presented in this book and in class for a week or two in your internship, job, and personal life. Keep a log, detailing what decisions you tried to influence, the principles you incorporated in your efforts, and what the results were. Reflect in writing or discuss in class what worked, what didn’t work as well, what the circumstances were for either outcome, and what you’ve learned as a result. ASSIGNMENTS 1.   Look at television or radio ads through the prism of what you’ve read. Choose two advertisements to describe and critique using the concepts in this chapter. What elements of persuasion are being used? What’s the frame? What information is presented to persuade you? What emotions are being targeted? 2.   Choose a position on an issue of controversy within the field of nonprofit administration (your instructor may assist you in this). Write an essay on what the controversy is and what the two (or more) sides of the controversy are, and end with an explanation of why you believe one position is correct. Do your best to persuade your reader that you have chosen the better position using information from this book and other sources. 3.   Choose a position on a controversial issue taking place in society at large. Create a short presentation to support that position. Make a video of yourself delivering this presentation. Post the video where your instructor can watch it (and possibly other students or the general public). Analyze your delivery and presentation, either in a separate video or in a written format.
