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CREDIBILITY, PERSUASIBILITY, AND THE
PERCEPTION OF MACHIAVELLIANISM

Communication researchers have long been concerned with the relationship

between personality variables, source perception, and message encoding in the

process of persuasion (see, for example, Hurt & Weaver 1972; and Miller and
t

Lobe, 1967). Generally, these 'studies have focused their attention on either

authoritarianism (specifically, social prejudice) or dogmatism and cognitive

rigidity. While both of the personality "types" do have an effect on subjects'

encoding _behavior and -theliercepti on of sourceltredibil ity,_ both- of- these =

vartablet----are:=belieVe= o-represent=suthd=-'generalized-way-'of

behavi ng -that --any---spe_cific-effect rthe)c=account-rfor---in -persuasive - - situations_

diffitult to-define.=*-- Thisfis-due-rpartiallyitoithe--hypothesized-tmstrdets_

of authori tartan ism-_-_an d=idogniati ;----Rekeach-,- 1160

to the-nigh--amount_of-ierror_ vari abi

cons tructs-_ (for__ an -= excellent -summary--

ss-=-=

several years-of -research---att-empt-in

scales used to measure those

atter criticisms see Brown, 1965).

-published a text which represented

define, and test the effectsisola

of a personality construct called "Machiave ianism" on interpersonal inter-

actions. The measurement of Machiavellianism has significant implications for

Communication research relating to pefsuasion studies for two reasons:

the Machiavellian scales are relatively -"unbound" to other personality measures,

and have been constructed so= =as to reduce, to a= large extent, the "reactive

*Hurt & Weaver (1972) found, that although there _were= significant differences

between the encoding behavior of high and low prejudiced subjects, the difference
could-only be attributed to a few of the prejudiced subjects whO had such low
"encoding scores" that they = tended to severly decrease the total mean "encoding
score" of the prejudiced group. An examination of the variance accounted for by
the dogmatism variable-in the other studies cited above leads to the same
contlusion.



characteristics" present in administrations of other personality scales

(Christie and Geiss, 1970); (2) the construct of Machiavellianism is

specifically related to the process of persuasion; of manipulating others

in interpersonal encounters. This fact is not, however, clear from the

research published to date 'dealing with Machiavellianism. A summary of this

research compiled by Christie-and Geiss (1970) indicates that this is so, and

that no clear-cuc attitude change studies have been designed to test this

relationship.

Given the implied relationship between Machiavellianism and persuasion

and the lack of empirical evidence to support this implication, the present

study was designed to assess-the interactive effects between Machiavellianism

-persuasive-process on attitude chan

The first of two variables =i n the persuasive

iChristie and Gess -reported-the resu

t high-Machiavellians remained relatively unaffected,tentative conclusion

rOtess wa-s:sOurte: _

s of research which lea

terms of behavior = or = attitude=change contacts wi high_ status others.



indicated that such a-priori judgments are often, at best, inaccurate and

that the credibility of any source is due in large part to the perceptions

of the receivers. Given then, that the operational definitions of credibility

in the Machiavellian studies may have= lacked construct validity, the first

part of this study was devoted to asking the following question:

What differences, if any, are =there .between the
fact& structures of the responses of high and
low-Machiavellianism subjeCts to high and low
credible sources?

-A second, and intri_guing_pai-t=otithis-: first_ question:--emerge.- ,Sinte-

a source_who_ as defined as being credible interesting



source's responses to these items? If he sags the source would disagree

with the first, and agree with the second, he is saying that the source has

-high credibility -but little manipulative control vin communicative encounters,-

:which isnot consistent _with a high credible evaluation! On the other handi

if he perceived the credible source:as responding to-these items similar to

a Machiavellian response, then he is in effect contradicting _the general

sense of the term "credibility" which. has traditionally been anchored in social

mores such as "honesty" andrucharacter". Consequently, this contradietion was

*For low Machiavellian Ss, the predictions would follow a standard persuasion

model: a negative linear relationship between perceived Machiavellianism for

low credible sources, and a negative near relationship for_ high credible

sources.



following question was posed:

5

QI,: Does perceived Machiavellianism better predict
certain communicative behaviors* in encounters -

with others (sources) than high credibility for
high Machiavellian subjects?

The second portion of this study was Concerned with message variables,

and the interaction of these variables with source credibility. Christie

and Geiss (1970), in describing the Machiavellian, argued that Machiavellians

were not as easily-affected by the emotional, "irrational" elements of inter-

personal relationships, as are low Machiavellians. These "irrational elements"
-

included not only perceptions of status and credibility, but also message type.

Christie and Geiss maintained that Machiavellians were generally persuaded by

"factual" appeals only, whereas' low Machiavellians were more easily persuaded

by "emotionally" based appeals. Geiss (1972) reports, however, that neither of

these assumptions have been adequately verified emperially.

Therefore, the second portion of this study-was specifically concerned

with testing the following hypotheses:
_

HI : Nigh Machiavellian subjects: No interaction between
a

credibility dimensions and message type in producing
attitude change; there will be a significant main
affect for -message type only

HI Low Machiavellian subjects: Significant interactions
b'

will be obtained between high credible sources and
emotional appeals in producing attitude change.

_*A discussion of techniques for_meaturing-___thete behaviors is withheld until
=

the section dealing with METHODS.

**Thetiresults--of-zthe-z-test--_o-f-this-±h-ypothes-es yield-further-
tn-formation-r_regarding_luestion-±1-=-4-:

c =



Subjects. Subjects were 250 students enrolled in Introductory

Communication and Political Science courses.

Experimental Material: All of the Ss received a questionnaire booklet

containing 3 copies of the MACH IV (Likert version) personality inventory

for measuring Machiavellianism, two-semantic-differential type instruments

iicCroskey 1971 measure other _kinds z of = communicative interactions with

ose sources. Sources were counterbalance

*Pre-testing has indicated that these sources are!generally considered to
be high =and low credible for people similar_ to=.the --Ss u"s-ec{= in this study.



median split was made using the distribution of obtained MACH scores. The

responses of 50 Ss were eliminated due to their failure to properly complete

the questionnaires. The, remaining Ss whose MACH scores_ were= equal to or

greater than the median value of 101.5 were considered-high Machiavellians

(HM, n = 100) and= those whose scores fell below= the median Were considered

low Machiavellians (LM, n = 100).

The credibility evaluations of both sources for the HN and LM Ss were

then separately submitted to principle axis and varimax rotations. The

program stopped the= rotation when fewer than two items had their highest

1 ..di ng- on- one fac

Present ' =the rotated= credibilit

relative sma i ze e-sample it was

on any factor, eac ecifici em would have to have a

h the rime factor a

r= structures _for

other factor.

da a yielded three-dimensions

namism and Composure. = These

three factors accounted for 65 percent of the variability in credibili

evaluations.* The loadings on the prifilary factors were quite high while the
.

loadings on the other dimensions _were relatively low; Although several scales

appeared to cluster together on what might feasibly be called a Trustworthiness

*The data presented in these two tables = represents a compression of the Ss'
responses to both sources. -If -the == same= 4= = items,_ for example, loaded on the
same factor for =both=sources, the lowest item loadings were reported._ The same
is true for factor variance and total variance. Where different items loaded
for the two sources,ithe differences were indicated in parentheses. Thus, in
Table I, the item nervous-poised = (HC) means that-that item loaded on the
Composure factor for the high credible-source only.



diMension -none of these scale loadings met the minimum requirethents for

consideration as = loading on a prime factor. In addition, the scale nervous-

poised had a high loading on the Dynamism factor for the low credible source

and a high loading on the Composure factor for the high credible source.

Table II presents the rotated credibility factor structures obtained from

the LM Ss. In this case, four credibility factors were defined: Competence,

Dynamism, Composure, and Trustworthiness. ese actors accounted for 73

percent of the variability in =LM = c'edibi =l ity evaluations. Once again,

the scales had relatively oadings e primary factors, aithoug

scales nervous-poised and cruel-kind-loaded on the Composure and Trustworthiness

factors = respectively for o w credible source.

Having obtained the res u 1 ts of=the factor analyses, mean evaluations were

computed =on each of-the-obtainedfactors for_HM and LM Ss to_ = insure_ =that= =the

high and low credible- sources -_had == been = appropriately perceived. The-results

summarized in Table III indicate that the hoped-for credibility evaluations

were in fact achieved.

*These items werebad-gst reliable-unreliable, and undependable-responsible.--- ,



Table-III About Here

Relationship Between Perceived Machiavellianism and Credibility:

In order to determine the extent and Cairection of any relationship

between perceived Machiavellianism and source credibility, correlation

coefficients were computed between each of the dimensions of credibility and

the perceived source MACH evaluations obtained from the HM and LM Ss. These

results are summarized in =Table IV.

......

The data from the e other han , revealed a negative relationship

between perceived MACH scores and source credibili r e same source.

other-words, perceptions of Machiavellianism in the source increased wi=th

increases in credibility evaluations t =decr-=eased under the same

three credibility dimensions responded to by H e correlation between

MACH evaluations and the Competence dimension did not aarieve significance.-_



A negative relationship was obtained between MACH source evaluations and

the dimensions of Competence and Trustworthiness when LM Ss evaluated the

source, George Wallace. There were positive correlations with the Dynamism

and Composure dimensions.

The mean MACH source evaluations by both groups of Ss- is shown in Table

V. The directions of the correlations discussed above are further demonstrated

by the pattern of these MACH evaluation's.

ut-Here

Relationships Ong the Communication Interaction Scales and Sources MACH and
Credibility Evaluations:

summarizes the obtained correlations between each =-of- =the

appear initially that differences credibility evaluations might not effect

subsequent interactions with sources for the HM Ss, the highest of the correl-



Table VI About Here

The relationships between source MACH evaluations and the .,n

scales are summarized in Table VII. For the high credible source, analysis

of the LM Ss responses revealed negative correlations between MACH.evaluations

and the four scales.- The same is true for the HM Ss, with the exception of

the information seeking scale, whose Correlation with the MACH evaluations

did not reach significance.

In the case of the low credible source,- the same patterns of relationships

are =- present axcept that in general the correlation tend to be of a lower

magnitude and two of them (LM, Opinion; and HM, Communicator) were not significant.

The- most s-ign_i-f_-i_cant finding = of =thi_s -s-tudy_ is -ths=, act-that--

individual differences- did_ result_in,differential_perdeptions of_ source_

-credibility._ Unlike= the-LM Ss,___TrustWorthinest-iwas_mot--a- significant

statement, however, is tempered by two factors:

1) Due to the fact that = data = was available on only 200 Ss-, it was

necessary to level Ss on the basis of a median split of the distribution of

Ss MACH scores. This tends to result in same "fuzziness" of responses of the
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Ss located near t'1.- lecHan. Nonetheless, the relatively conservative

restriction of a pritaary factor loading for any one item of a' .70 did

result in two sets of credibility factor structures accounting for large

percentages of the total variation of credibility evaluations for both sets

of Ss. It is quite possible, however, 1that had this restriction not been

imposed a Trustworthiness dimension might have been obtained for the HM Ss

as well Nevertheless, it is intuitively compelling to hypothesize the

obtained credibility factor structure for the HM Ss. For the Machiavellian,

people tend to be perceived as objects to be manipulated. Consequently, if

the HM thinks of a successful communicator, particularly in a persuasive

interaction as having a manipulative goal, then there is_no necessary reason

to expect the source to be honest. Perhaps scales which tap some sort of

vorlmatism dimensions might be more useful measures of credibility for

aVe--1_11 an receivers-. -_---_--

The-absence-- o_f- _a----Trustwer_thinetS :_diMention-shoul no_t--__-be taken to , =

imply that HM--Ssi-donot-truSt-pers-o-ns;-With_mbowthey--interact-.1-i=:-:The --absence

Of _perceived trustworthiness, and feelings of distrust are two separate concepts:.

More research Is needed to assess_-what_effact,--: i_t_-any-,-_the----latter_ concept has

on HM SS- in persuasive- situatiens--,_-:

--The- relationships-=between-perceived-source-Madhia-vellianism_ and credi-

bility ratings- are-equally_rof interest .- --geriera-1;-for-the HM-_Ssi-the higher-_

C

the credibility evaluations the higher. the perceived source MACH score, This

same relationship holds for the low credible source. The LM Ss on the other

hand, perceived a negative relationship between credibility and source MACH

evaluations. Again, this is not particularly deviant from any expectancies

derived from the theory of the Machiavellian personality.



More specific inquiry into the effects of credibility and source

Machiaveilianism on subsequent communication interactions also support the

generalizations made above. For the HM Ss, either source Machiavellianism

or credibility ought to predict roughly similar interaction evaluations, and

the correlational data presented above would indicate that this -is so. Given

the size of the correlations presented in Table IV, however, we had expected

higher correlations than those presented in Tables VI and VII. Part of the

reason that these correlations did not reach their expected magnitudes is

the fact that in both Tablet VI and VII the results were based on correlating

either credibility or source MACH evaluations with a series of 4, one-item

was Dynamism, followed closely by Composure. This latter dimension also resulted

in a.negative correlation with the Communicator item, although the magnitude of

the correlation did not reach significance.. These results would tend to

indicate that for the LM Ss, if a low credible source has relatively high

ratings on certain stylistic or behavioral components of credibility, then he

is likely to be perceived as being more Machiavellian and thus even less reliable.



PROCEDURES
Experiment II

Subjects

Ss were 120 students enrolled in Introductory Communication Courses

the Spring semester,.1972.

A11 of the Ss received test booklets containing one MACH IV scale,

semantic differential-type instruments for measuring source credibility

(using the appropriate factors obtained in Experiment I) and attitudes toward

certain issues. The scales =used= to measure -attitudes toward each of these

ad = never experimentedi-wi thi-ma-riJuana -=-

= =Once the --experimental issue,'--and__thersnurces_-__hid--been_-sel-e_cted for-___u_se -1-

the-lin-al-- phase- of --the study,- twmessages -_-were__cons_tructe4-_-varying only in
_-_z -________- _____-__

Vie_ kind of evidence used to support: their counterattitudinal Aposi tions . The



FACTUAL message type was defined in terms of appeals to outside objective

information, such as statistics, research reports, and the like. The

EMOTIONAL message type was defined in terms of the degree of opinionated

language used by the source, making references to his own feelings and

attitudes about the issue, and appeals to social norms and mores. Following

the postencoding of the messages Ss were asked to evaluate them on a Factual-
,

Emotional scale. The mean evaluation of the Factual message was 6.27, and the

mean evaluation of the Emotional message was 2.13, both means indicating that

the messages had in fact been perceived as having the desired styliStic

s were levelled on Machiavellianism use of the median split procedure

design of this study was a 2 X 2 X 2 factorial design, with Machiavellianism

constituting the first factor, Message type the_ second!, -and Credibility the

third. Fifteen Ss were assigned to each experimental group (N = 120) with



Four weeks following administration of the pretest questionnaire Ss in

each of the 4 experimental groups heard a live speaker* deliver either the

Factual or Emotional message after having= received the proper credibility

induction proceeding his entry into the session. The same speaker was used

in all cases. Ss were told that they were participating in an experiment

designed to test the effects of channel differences ancLvarious kinds of

speakers on interest in the message. Their group; they Were told, was

patticipating in the live speaker condition. Ss were further instructed

experimental issue.

*A-- live Speaker-_-was-- used -to:icontral---for- the di-f-ferential =effects -of=- channel =-
variations:--on,-:message_-_:-ento-ding--by-_-EHMI-and:_--IM-_:Ss--.--;--;-See-H1-.-J.-:rHurt-;._-"Thein-__
Effects-i-of- MachiavellianisWand---14estge-TChannelS-iion-_-_-Attitude--:thalige _and:
5-ati s-facti on- Ratings- :Fol--1 oW-frici:Exriosure=to:',Co_unterat-titudi-n-a-l_-MesS-ages-."___ _

Unpublished -Research-_ Monograph:,-_--Depa-rtmenf -of --SpeechCoilituni dati on,_ _University
_- of Delaware, _Ne wark, Delaw are (-1 972-1.--_ :- ------ -- _



Results of the analysis of variance of the attitude change data are

summarized below. The .05 level of significance was required for all

statistical tests.

The analysis of variance yielded a significant main effect for

Machiavellianism (F = 12.43, df = 1/112), and three 2-way interactions

between Machiavellianism and Credibility (F = 62.02, df = 1/112), Mach-

iavellianism and Message Type (F = 56.92, -df = 1/112), and Credibility

and Message Type (F = 20.19, df = 1/112): In addition, a significant 3-way

interaction was obtained among each of the three independent variables

e reverse was true for
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DISCUSSION

Even a cursory examination reveals no support for Hypothesis Ia. It
is quite surprising thit the greatest amount of attitude change for the HM

Ss occurred in the low credible-objective message condition. The explanation

for this apparently lied -in the- data obtained in Experiment I. Since HM Ss

equated credibility with source Machiavellianism to some extent, ,it is possible

that the HM Ss in this experiment expected the high credible source to be

-_-_ trying to manipulate-them, regardless -of -the type of message used. This is =

not surprising, -since data _indicates_-thathat HMiSS _tend_ to _be_-_ notoriously

(Christie __ and Geissii- On -the-- other-hand, the --16w credible

SeurCe-WaS them:- ass:14:111i_ to;-.

This fact, coupled with
-_-_---

the objective i_evidence i which- was apparently-external

the source and-not -bound=_up-An-=-what-,HIC-Ss--would-zdefine==as-Arrelevant-=affect

(emotional -message :conditioni)--combined-to = give the HM Ss- any---_-_-

--decision -they--made_ was b_ased-_orf-thei_r--own-t-c0g-nitive- assessment=of---thei evidence-

--and not Affected _--by the _S-Ource_=_himself.----__ThThis would___prOduce the -_significant

triple interaction

The LM Ss did not behave differently thanhad-been-predictedbyFlypothesis

I b' or what would have been predicted by our prior knowledge of Machiavellianism.

Indeed, in both credibility conditions, the emotional message type was much more

successful in inducing attitude change although significantly more so for the

- l-high-Credible source than



It would seem then, that standard persuasion theories are most useful

in predicting the behavior of low MACHzSs,-particularly regarding the effects

of source- credibili-ty.= Apparently much more information and perhaps a

redefinition*Of-the effects of credibility on HM Ss is needed. Unfortunately,

there is no empirical data available which would indicate the percentage of

UM and LM listeners likely to be present in any given audience.

The time is right for a new evaluation-of the effects Of indiVidual

differences on the validity of many -of_our theories -of_ attitude -change.
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