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A randomized design with a 2 x 2 x 2 factorial arrangement of treatments was
employed to investigate the role of susceptibility to persvasion. expectations for
personal_growth and divergent counseling treatments in the process of behavior
change. The results of the irwesti?ation indicated that: (1) the divergent counseling
treatment procedures were equally successful in effecting change of equivalent
magnitude. but in divergent directions: (2) there were no differences in client
satisfaction between the two counseling treatments in spite of the opposite
directions of change: (3) susceptibility to persvasion and heightened expectations did
not significantly influence the magnitude of change: and. (4) the high persvasibility
subjects perceived the counseling treatments as more valuable to themselves and
others and expressed greater inferest in continving treatment as well as attempting
new behaviors. (Author)

1




>

THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRODUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM THE
PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGINATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDUCATION

POSITION OR POLICY.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, EDUCATION & WELFARE
OFFICE OF EDUCATION

Goyses

EDO 32600

CLIENT SUSCEPTIBILITY TO PERSUASION

AND COUNSELING OUTCOME

by
Richard L. Bednar, Ph. D. Clyde A. Marker, Ph. D.
Arkansas Rehabilitation Research University of
~and Training Center, and Minnesota
" University of Arkansas '
Summary

. A randomized design with a 2 x 2 x 2 factorial arrange-

‘ment of treatments was employed to invéstigate the role of

susceptibility to persuasion, expectations for personal growth

and divergent counselipg-treafments in the process of behavior

change. The results of the investigation indicated that:

(1) the divergent counseling treatment procedures were equally

-successful in.effecting change of equivalent magnitude, but
- in divergent directions; (2) there were no.différences in

" client satisfaction between the two counseling treatments in

spite of the opposite directions of chéhge; (3) susceptibility

to persuasion and heightened eXpectations did‘not significantly

~influence the magnitude of change; and (4) the high persuasi-

biliﬁy subjects perceived the couhseling‘treatments as more

valuable to themselves and others and expressed greater interest E

in continuing treatment as well as attempting new behaviors,

Introduction
Recent theoretical developments (Frank, 1963) suggest

that any form of behavior intervention may be successful if
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the client has sufficient belief in the efficacy of the
treatment he is receiving; Consistent with this view is

the possibility that all the divergent systems of behavior
interventions are accurately reporting suceessful counseling
cases, but not as a result of the intrinsic validity of the
respective systems as each now suppese,,but because of the
actual irrelevancy of treatment parameters such as therapeutic

techniques, contept, and theoretical constructs. So long as

-each behavior system successfully imparts to the client the

expectation he should improve as a result of the expert treat-
ment he is receiving, and the client can be persuaded to

believe in this system, a nonspecific "placebo" reaction may

" result in actual client improvement.

. Several lines of empirical_research help substantiate

these theoretical assertions. It has been demonstrated that

 placebo adminiStrations are as.eﬁfeetive as short term psycho-

therepy in reducing neurotic symptoms and client personal

discomfort (Frank, Gliedman, imber,,Stone, and Naeh, 1959;

) Gliedman,.Nash,,Imber,,Stone,,Frank, 1958); There is also

eVidence‘indiCating that placebo reaetiVity is a good prog-

nostic iﬁdicator‘of a patient's ability to profit from psycho-

therapy and other methods of treatment offered in psychiatric
hospitais‘(Hankoff,_Freeman,'Engleﬁafd,_1958). Client improve-
ment has also been related to nohsPecific treatment factors

designed to impart a belief to a client that he was receiving

‘psycholpgical‘treatmeht when in fact he was being administered

a “psYcholegical placebo" (Goldstein, 1960). Counselor
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expectations for client improvement have also been related to
positive client outcemes (Goldstein, 1960, 1961).

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the
rele.of susceptibility to persuasion, expectations for per-
sonal growth and dive;gent treatment methods in the process
of behavior chahge. This will be accomplished by an experi-
mental evaluation of client responses to divergent counseling:

treatments under different levels of susceptibility to per-

suasion and expectations for improvement.

The major thesis of the persuasion-placebo effect hypothesis

is that counseling effectiveness is a result of the client's

 belief in the system being used to help him deal with h1s

problems. It follows then that different counsellng methods
should be equally effectlve in produc1ng changes in similar
clients. It also follows that high persuaslblllty and expec-

tations for 1mprovement should add to the effectiveness of

‘the,counsellng treatments.

Methodology
'The study employed a randomized desigﬁ with ; 2x 2x 2
factorial atrangeﬁent of treatments. The complete specification
of these factors requires ; description\of the psychometric
assessment of pefsuasibi;ity,iheightening client expectations
for‘personaligrowth, and a description of the behavior inter-

ventions.

' Assessment of Persuasibility

The persuasibility test developed by Janis and Field (1956)
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@ was administered to a group.of 250 students in an introductory
~ psychology course. The experimenter was introduced as a rep-
résentative from an independent research agency doing survey
3'researcﬁ. The subjects did not know they were being screened
for susceptibilify to persuasion for a future experiment.
| Considerable care was exercised in selecting subjects
répresenting high and low persuasibility subjects. Inclusion
in the study fequifed a subjéct to earn a score at least one
stigma above or below the mean. This was regarded as a stripgent'
criterion.considering the incréased sizehqf a standard deviation
in this bi-modal distribution.
This procedure resulted in an initial pool of 80 potential
subjects. These subjects were sent pre;iminafy letters explain-
'ing the reseafch and asking for fheir cooperation. Thé letter
was specificaily designed to arouse their interest.~ Also,

students were offered six extra credit points toward their

finalfgrade if they participated. A total of 55 students
responded. Thirty-two subjects were randoﬁly selected from

g this group resulting in the experimental subject pool of 16

“high persuasibility and 16 low persuasibility subjects.

Two éteps Were involyed in heightening expectations for
personal growth as a result of the counseling treatmenté; The
first was the'intrbduction of a high prestige figure to explain
and answer questions about the résearch project. The second was
the'deliﬁery of a prearrapged'cpgnitive’input designed to arouse
the subject's béliéf in the validity of the treatments they were

.going to receive. Thié was accomplished by'focuSing the pre-
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sentation on personal advantages, such as improved inter-
personal relationships, more adequate self-understandipg, or
improved pe?sonal adjustment, that could accompany exposure
to the counseling treatment program. The procedures were

replicated for the normal expectation subjects with the ex-

.ception that a research assistant dressed in casual clothing

explained the purpose of the research project and the pre-
arranged cpgnitivg input designed to heighten expectation was

deleted.

‘Counseling Treatments L

|

Two behavior interventions were used in this study rep-
resenting polar sysﬁems of thought regarding human emotions
and feelings. The first approach, popularly known as Rational
Emo;ive Psychotherapy, focuses on developing thinking patterns
designed to ré%ionally control emotions and feelings. 1In this
system, emotions are regarded as something to be understood
and controlled if they are to be'kept from inﬁerferipg with
daily living. There is a strong emphasis on demonstrating
the irrationality of many human feelings and how these féelings
can be ovefcoﬁe through clear rational thinking.

The other approach most closely:approximates the theo-
retical position of the Self-Theorists. This approach is
different from the first in that it works toward open accep-
tance and exbression of feelings, fn this systém,.feelings
are regarded as appropriate guides for good inferpersonal

behavior if a person becomes sufficiently sensitive to his

own feelings as well as the feelings of others, Thus, rather
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than striving for any form of rational control over feelings,
this system has as its goals an open and honest responsive-

ness to feelings.

Both of these counseling approaches have recently been ?5

developed into programmed counseling units (steiper and Ells,
1967; Human Development Institute, 1964). These programmed
couneelipg units were used as treatment variables in this

study.

Outcome Variables .

Three classes of criterion variables were used. Each of

these. varlables was dlrectly related to either the attitudinal or
content acquisition objectives of the behavior interventions
employed. The first measured attitude and value changes.

g ; Specifically, changes in client orientatioﬁ towards the

desirability of expression or control of feelings was measured

with the Semantlc leferentlal Six different semantic dif-

ferentlals were used each with dlfferent concepts from the
bipolar constructs of the two treatment systems. The second
set of varlables measured the content acqulsltlon of the
counsellng treatmentsa The last set of outcome varlables
measured client satisfaction. These included client self
feports regarding: (a) new behaviors attempted, (b) degree
of satisfaction and growth, (c) additional time the subject
would like to be exposed to similar oounseling'treatments;‘
and (d) the value the client placed on the‘treetments for

other people.
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Results

Counseling Treatments

There were three hypotheses tested that were specifi-
cally related to the counseling treatments. Consistent with
the rationale of the persuasion placebo effect hypotheses,

these hypothesés assert that opposing counseling treatments

.éhcu}d be equally successful in changing behavior in directions

consistent with its major goals, impart different concepts
for understanding emotions, and produce equivalent satisfaction

in the subjects.

Hypothesis 1: ° Egual;X'Effective'Counéélinq Treatment Progfams

To determine—ifﬁbbth“offfﬁé“aaﬁnseiing treatment prpgraﬁs

- were equally effective in{producing behavior change of equivalent

magnitude,rbﬁt in opposite directions, the pre-post scores from
the six diffeéent semantic differential rating scales represént-
iﬁg the bipolar constructs of the two treatment programs were
used as criterion variables in analysis of variance procedures.
The statistical model was three between subject factors and one
within subject factor in which the within factor represented
the prerost scores on the ratin§ scales. | :
Table 1 suﬁmarized the analysis of variance for the six
semantic differential criterion variablés. Inspection of
Table 1 reveals that four of the six criterion variables were
sensitive to change in predicted directions at highly signifi-
cant levels. These data were regafded as giving substantial
support to the hypothesis that both counseling treatment

programs would be equally effective in producing change of
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equivalent magnitude but in opposite directions.
(Insert Tabie 1 About Here)

derstanding

Emotions

To determine if the two counseling treatment programs
did impart different concepts for uhderstanding.emotions

and feelings, scores from the objective examinations measur-

.ing the information learned from each of the treatment pro-

.grams was used as a criterion variable in a three-way classifi-

cation analysis'of variance, fixed model. Table 2 summarizes
the analysis of variance. Both of these criterion variables
yielded highly significant @ nlts in directions consistent

with the notion that the two treatment'prpgrams did impart

different cdncepts for understandiﬁg emotions and feelings.

(Insert Table 2 About Here)

Hypothesis 3: - Equivalent Client Satisfaction

To determine if there were differences in the way in
which subjecﬁs'pe;ceived and evaluated the experiences that
accompanied_exposure to the counseling treatment prpgrams,_
the subject's self-fatings on four client satisfaction measures
were used as criterion Variabies in'a three-way classification
analysis of variance;_fixed model.

‘Table.3 summarizés the results of this‘analysis. Inspec-

tion of Table 3 reveals no significant differences. Accordingly,

‘there is no basis for inferring either of the two treatments

are perceived by clients as more desirable or effective.

(Insert Table 3 About Here)

~
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Persuasibility and Expectations
There were six hasic hypothesesltested that were specifi-
cally related to the role of persuasibility and heightened ex-
pectations and their influence on the effectireness of the two
counseling treatment programs. Essentially, each of these
different hypotheses asserts that both of these varlables
would have a s1gn1f1cant positive influence on the varlous

criterion varlables being used to measure treatment potency.

Hypothesls 4: - Persuasibility, ggpectatlons and Change in

Attitude and Values

To determine the effect of persuaslblllty or expectatron
for personal growth on attitude and value change, the after
scores from the semantlc dlfferential ratings were used as
criterion varlables in analysis of covarlance procedures.
.Thls procedure was completed for the sub3ects in the Rational
Emot;ve and Self-Theory treatment_groups separately.

Table 4 summarizes the analysis of covariance findings
for both treatment.groups.‘ Inspection of Table 4 reveals no
fsignificant differences between.the high~low persuasibility
.oreeXpectation subjects in either of the counseling treatment

programs, - Accordingly, there.is no evidence to;support the
fhypothesis that persuasibility or_heightened expectation for
.personal.growth alone increases the effectiveness of the

counseling treatments.

(Insert Table 4 About Here)
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Hypothesis 5: Persuasibility, Expectations and Content Acquisition

To determine the effect of persuasibility and heightened
ekpectation on content acquisition, the scores from the objective
examinations were used as criterion variables in a three-way
rlassification analysis oi variance, fixed models.

The analysis revealed no significant differences. Accordingly,
there is no evidence to support the hypothesis that persuasibility
or helghtened expectations for personal growth increased the con-
tent acquisition scores based on the treatment programs.

Hypothesis 6: Persuasibility, Expectations and Client Satisfaction

To determlne the effect of. persuaslblllty or expectations
for personal growth on client sat1sfactlon, the client's self-
ratings were analyzed by a three~way clas51f1catlon analysis of
variance, fixed model. The analysls of this data yielded no
ev1dence to support the hypothesis that helghtened client expec-
tatlon for personal growth slgnlflcantly influenced the degree of
satlsfactlon reported by the,subjects. |
| There were consistent findings, however, on all four
client satlsfactlon criterion varlables 1nd1cat1ng that the
high persuaslblllty subjects regarded the counsellng treatment
programs as more valuable to themselves and others as well as
being more W1111ng to oontlnue their participation in the treat-

ment programs and attempt new behavioral methods in deallng with

their emotions and feellngs. Table 5 summarizes these signifi-

cance tests.
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Discussion

The following are the minimum findings which would have
to be subst;ntiated for the results of the current study to
be rggarded as.lpgiéally consistent with the perguasion-
placebo effect hypothesis developed earlier:

1. The two coun;elipg treatment programs would both
have to be successful in changing client responses in direc-
tioné consistent with their respective goals.

2. The two counseling treatment programs would have to
impart different concepts for understanding emotions and
feelings. |

| 3. The high persuasibility and high expectation subjects
would both have to show.greater;gAins in directions consistent
with the_goals of their respective counseling treatment pro-
_grams than thé low persuasibility and normal expectation
subjects.,

| 4, There should be a differential response in client
| satisfaction reported. There should be no difference in
client satisfaction between the two éounselipg treatment
prpgrams,fbut within each of the counéelipg treatment programs
‘ the high persuasibility and expectation subjects should be re-
porting higher dggrges'of satisfaction;

~ "1i should be pointed out that construct validation requires
supporting evidence for each of these assertions if the findings
of this study are to be regarded as logically éonsistent with

'the theoretical basis that generated this study. If the findings

fall short of this goal, even though empirically significant
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and logically interesting, they should be viewed in terms of
necessary theoretical revisions rather than partial theoretical
support.

It will be recalled that there was substantial and consis-
tent evidence demonstrating that both of the counseling treat-
ment programs were sﬁécessful in changing client value responses
in directions consistent with their respective goals independent
of "client needs.“‘ Also, there was equally stroug and convincing
evidence indicatipg'there was a differential response in client
satisfaction in which there was no difference between the two
treatment programs, but differences withiﬂ each treatment in which
the high persuasibility subjeéts reported higher degrees of self-
satisfaction.

There was no evidence,'however; to support the assertion
that persuasiﬁility or expectations alone significantly in-

" fluenced the client's response to the counseling treatments.
This particular factor must be regarded as one of the core
predictions generated from the theoretical basis'of this study.
Neither was there any supporting evidence for the assertion
that client.expectations influenced the way in which the exper-
imental subjeéts perceived and evaluated the éxperiences that
accompanied exposure to the counseling treatment programs.

The most important factor that needs to be accounted
for is why the persuasibility and expectation factors failed
to show any consistent effect on client behavior changes.

This finding not only fails to support a major hypothesis in

this study, but also contradicts many earlier studies in which

!
+
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expectancy states or placebo re-activity was consistently as-
sociated with desirable therapeutic outcomes.

Two explanations seem plaﬁsible to account for the in-
complete findings. First, the hypotheses of interest have
Seen‘given an adequate test and on the basis of the current
data must be rejected. The alternate explanation is that
the construct of persuasibility investigated is the source
of error,

The investigators favor revision and further experimen=-
tation with the concept of persuasibility. It appears that
persuasibility as defined in this study does include a strong
evaluative.component, but does not influence the magnitude of
attitude change. This raises an interesting question. Perhaps
the high persuasibility subject's overevaluation of the benefits
of the counseling treatments is the initial stage of a non-
spe01f1c placebo effect which gives the client additional courage
to deal with his problems. 1In brief, he believes he is being
helped. Whether this belief is sufficient to produce continued
positive changes over a period of time is an empirical question
for future study.

The fact‘thaf both counseling treatment programs were
équally successful in changing behavior in Ppposite directions
is an interesting fact. It seems subject to explanation in
two ways. First;:the subjects had poorly defined. attitudes
and feelings regarding their beliefs about emotions and feelings.

The poorly defined nature of these attitudes may have made the

subjects highly amenable to change with exposure to systematic
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prpgrams designed specifically to give direction to responses.
The alternative explanation rests on the technical basis
on which the programmed counseling treatment programs were

designed. Both required a commitment from the subjects, both

used reinforcement principles, and both gave the subjects an

opportunity to learn more about emotions and feelings. The
correspbnding attitude changes may be the result of changes

that are typically associated with the systematic use of

reinforcement learning.
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Table 1
MEAN CHANGES AND SIGNIFICANCE TESTS FOR

PRE-POST SEMANTIC DIFFERENTIAL RATINGS

----------------------

Rational Emotive ~Self-Theorist
Criterion Variables ° Change = " F ' Change | F
Control - | .
VvS. . : +1.10 1'9043** - 064 6.89**
Expression | | -
Thinking . |
VS. . + .77 13.47%%* -1.03 25.14%*%
Feelings S

'Needing Approval _ ‘ ‘
' VS, .+ .11 1.02 - .08 .64
Offering Approval ' ' '

Expression : .
vs. = W91 13,.49%% + .78 9.60%%*
Control

Feelings ' : ,
Vs, ' - .98 1 12,46%% + .77 6.87%%
- Thinking ‘

Offeripg.Approval - .
vs. - .09 1.42 + .15 1.83
Needing Approval : :

..................................................................

Note - The semantic differential ratlngs were based on the follow-
ing concepts:

‘(1) RATIONAL UNDERSTANDING OF FEELINGS is more important
than open emotional expression:

(2) OPEN EXPRESSION OF FEELINGS is more 1mportant than
rational understandlng of feelings;

(3) sSensitivity to CLEAR THINKING is more important than
sensitivity to personal feelings;

(4) Sensitivity to PERSONAL FEELINGS is more important
than sensitiyity to clear thinking;

(5) NEEDING approval and acceptance of others; and,

(6) OFFERING approval and acceptance to others.

P R, RN e RSB e b K
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. Table 2
MEAN CONTENT ACQUISTION SCORES OF THE CONCEPTS
BASED ONxTHE RATIONAL, EMOTIVE, AND

SELF-THEORY TREATMENT PROGRAM

..........................................................

Source of Concepts

| © Self~ Rational
Criterion Variables ' D Theory = ' ' Emotive = - " F
Content Acquisition Scores:
Rational Emotive Subjects 1.18 7.06 254,88%*
Content Acquisition Scores:
Self-Theory Subjects 6.62 - 3.68 86.06%*

...................................................................
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