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ABSTRACT ‘

Three environmental elements--messages, events, and
perceived consequences of choices--cause varying amounts of stress on
an individual and affect his capacity to deal with his environment.
There is a nonmonotonic relationship between environmental pressures
("event press'") and persuasibility in that the number and importance
of stressing events that a person experiences affects his cognitive
capacities to process and accept new ideas. People vho have
experienced low amounts Oof Yevent press" tend to nave cognitive
inertia and are less prepared to respond to persuasive communication
than those who have learned to function at higher cognitive
capacities. However, those who have experienced very high amounts of
"event press" are not able to process persuasive communication
because of exhaustion of their cognitive capacities. The development
of an “Environmental Stability Scale" to provide an estimate for the
amount of adjustment to "event press" required for balanced
information processing and @ pilot experiment to test the effects of
a persuasive message on subjects of high, moderate, or low "event
press" show promise in understanding these phenomena. (Research data
are included.) (RA)
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ABSTRACT

This study suggests a theory concerned with the impact of
environmental stimulation on an individual's responhse to
persuasive communication. This "Strain Toward Stability"
theory postulates a nommonotonic relationship between en-
vironmental press: and persuasibility. It is maintained
that the number and power of stressful life events (e.g..
divorce, death of a parent: traffic citations) which an
individual experiences affects his "finite cognitive
capacity" to process communication. Those who have ex-
perienced only small amounts of environmental stimulation
tend to suffer from ccgnitive inertia and are not oquipped
to use their "finite cognitive capacity'" to process and
accept new ideas communicated to them. However., once the
individual has learned to use his cognitive capacity he
tends to see what McGuire calls a "dynamic equilibrium"

of active involvement without punishing over - or under-
stimulation. It is expected that persons in this group
will be more likely to yield to persuasive communication
than others. Additionally., those individuals who experience
extreme amounts of environmental stimulation tend to suffer
from exhaustion of their cognitive capacities (what Toffler
terms "future shock") and are unable to process additional
communication let alone yield to it. Thus. differing re-
ception-distortion behaviors (dogmatism. ego-involvement.
etc.) are manifested by individuals as a consequence of
their differing tolerances to yield to the belief or behav-
ioral changes implied in the persuasive communication.

The research in this study is concerned with the development
of an "Environmental Stability Scale" appropriate to stvdent
populations and a preliminary pilot exploration based on one
set of the theoretic predictions. The pilot experimentation
provides research information requisite for later formal ;-
testing of predictions from the theory. The first hypothesis
of the preliminary pilot experiment addresses the relation-
ship between the degree of change in a subject's most accept-
able position produced by a high press message: and .the
amount of press experienced. The remaining hypotheses
address primarily the relationshin between the level of

event press experienced by individuals confronted with a

high press message, and the degree of reception-distortion
behaviors as manifested in assimilation-contrast effects.



PERSUASIDBILITY~--A RECEPTION-YIELDING PROCCESS:
A NONMONOTONIC THEORY
OF MAN'S RECEPTION '‘DISTORTION BEHAVIORS
AS A FUNCTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL FLUCTUATIONS

There must be a balance, not merely between rates
of change in different sectors [of society], but
between the pace of environmental change and the
limited pace of human responce. For future shock
grows out of the increasing lag between the two
(Toffler, 1970, p.5).

Toffler's notion that extreme fluctuations in an indi-
vidual's environment may have powerful mental, physical, aund
behavioral consequences is an intriquing thought. Though
Toffler developed his future shock “theory" from a fairly
speculative perspective, it stimulates serious thought for
useful new directions in communication research. One new
direction will be probed here. The focus of this paper is
conceptual. The purpose of this paper is to suggest a new
theory of responses to persuasive communication.

e note three environmental elements which press an
individual's cognitive capacity to deal with perceived re-
lationships between himself and the many persons, places,
things and ideas, which flesh out his map of the world.
Messages, events, and perceived consequences of choices--the
three crucial environmental elements--introduce varying
amounts of pressure on the individual which, in turn, results
in differential amounts of stress upon an individual's cog-
nitive capacity which, subsequently results in varying utili-
zations of cognitive coping mechanisms designed to manage
changing environments.

For convenience, we refer to the theory developed here
as "Strain Toward Stability Theory.” 1In essence, it postu-~
lates a broad nonmonotonic relationship between environmental
press and individual susceptibility to social influence.

This conceptualization seems particularly relevant to com-
munication researchers since it avoids the pitfalls of tra-
ditional assumptions about homeostasis. Instead of positing
the view that man seeks a pause or state of inactivity (Heider,
1946; Newcomb, 1953; Festinger, 1957), we hold that man seeks
a "dynamic equilibrium" (McGuire, 1968) or "steady state"”
(Bertalanffy, 1968) of stimulation. In other words, man
seeks an optimal level of environmental stimulation. 'Then
an individual is either deprived or glutted by events,
messages, and/or perceived consequences of choices, he will
not be as responsive to secial influence as he would be

if his environment were more stable. 'hen an individual
finds himself deprived or glutted by his environment, he

can be expected to utilize various "reception distorticn”




techniques as ocognitive coping mechanisms in an attenpt to
restore cognitive stability.

From a slightly different vievpoint, the dynamic equi-
lihrium principle underlying this theory might e understood
Lest from the perspective of an individual's interaction
v7ith, and orientations to persons, places, thinqgs, and ideas,
vhich flesh out his map of the world. ™an experiences a
constant state of environmental change. Throughout his life
rman finds news nersons, places, thinge, and ideas, vhich inter-
act vith and modify his existing notions of reality. Such
changes result from endless ocontacts t7ith messages, events,
and perdeived conscquences of choices. The interaction alters
loth private (or "internal orientations”) and external (or
"social orientations"). Constant rcorientations are a nec-
essary expectation since the dynamic ecquilibrium principle
predicts that man neither wants an environrment vhich is static
nor one vhich is highly transient. Pather, man thrives lLest
in an environment vhich is in a nrocess of roderate qrovti:
anc¢ change.

Clearly, one of the most pervasive suurces of information
regarding possille new relational orientations among rersons,
places, thinas, and ideas, wiich compose environrents is
persuasive cawmunication. Though cvents and perceived con~
sequences of choices are also of corcern, the potential stress
from lis daily exposure to messages which pour freely from
televisions, radios, friends, and strangers, is contral to
this theory.

Since “research in speech-corrunication focuses on the
ways in thich messages link participants during interactions
(Xihler & Barker, 19¢9, p. 33)" this theory ray he useful to
cammunication researchers Jecause it specifies conditions
under which messages are capalle of linking marticipants
together. The theory deals t7ith the interaction of “message
press,"” “event press,” and "conseruent press,” and predicts
individual reactions to lroad strategies of social influence.
As such, Strain Toward Stability theory may ocontribute to
the quest for theory in cormmunication.

In order to facilitate understanding of the Strain
Toward Stabhility theory, the theoretic bases will he stated
first, followed by a report on the developeent of an instru-
ment to measure "event press," and finally, the results of
preliminary pilot experimentation will he revieved.

TIFORETIC PASTS

Developrent of the Strain Toward Stability Theory en-
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. compasses: (1) discussion and definition of key constructs;
- (2) determination of same fundamental assimptions and limita- .
‘tions of the theory: (3) essential postulates of the
theory presented; and (4) suggestion of the theory's role
for stimilating future research and acplammg camunication
. behavs.or. .

Discussion and Definitions of Constructs

Three major conStrdct-s are e";sential to understanding
- the theory: (1) dynamic equilibrium; (2) environmental press;
and (3) cognitive coping mechanisms. :

1. DYNAMIC BEQUILIBRIUM

Dynamic equilibrium refers to a motivational state of

. striving in which the individual interacts with his environ- ~
ment in an attempt to avoid punishing over- or understimula-
tion. In conkrast with homeostatic theories which concep-
tualize man as seeking a rest or pause hetween upsetting stimuli, the
dynamic equilibrium construct holds that man
strives for a mid-range of stimulation: a mid-range quantity
of variations in the desired relationships held toward
persons, places, things, and ideas, in the environment. In
short, the organism “strains toward stability" but does not
seek inactivity (stasis) or total balance. Instead, the
organism thrives within a certain stable range of change
and flux. This distinction between honeostasis and dynamic
equilibrium is essential: homeostatic notions argue that
man strives for a state of congruence and rest; dynamic
equilibrium holds that man strives for involvement and attempts
to manage environmental stimulation. To view the distiction
another way, if man ever achieved total balance among all
relations held toward and among persons, places, things,
and ideas, hameostatic theories would predict that the
individual would remain in that balanced state until forced
out of it. Dynamic equilibrium, on the other hand, would
lead to the prediction that the "balanced" individual would
go out of his way to upset the halance, rather than remain
‘in it. Total balance, it seems from the dynamic eguilibrium
construct, is not a state of blissful harmony, hut a state of
boredom. _ »

Individuals who have not had the opportunity to experience
much change in their normal environments, tend to suffer from
"cognitive inertia" (Reinard & Crawford, 1973b, esp. pp. 28-31)
and do not respond favorably to even moderate amounts of envir-
omental stimalation. However, conce the individual has learned
to deal with new information and learned to appreciate novel
stimili, he tends to seek a dynamic equilibrium of act1v1+y
within a stable mid-range. Then the individual striving for
dynamic equilibrium experiences too much stimulation. he tends
to suffer form exhausticin of his cognitive capacity and is not
‘able to process additional stimuli (such persons suffer

EKC "future shock"). T’hen nverloading occurs, all energy must be
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expended to return the level of stimuletion to a stable, vet dynamic,
nid-range.

Though this nonmonotonic view of man's message reception behavior
is somevhat novel, there are several theoretic supports for such a model.
One such position is suggested hy [‘cGuire:

There is an optimal level of influenceahility for adecuate
adaptation to the human enviromment. Hence, it is implied
Ly an adaptivity approach that there will tend to he com-
Pensatory mechanisms, such that a characteristic which

tends in sore vays to make an individual extremely open

(or opaque) to influence will tend in other ways to have the
reverse effect, resulting in a dynamic emilibrium. ‘'the
pervasiveness of nommonotonic relationships betueen per-
sonality and influenceability is one of the results
('cCuire, 1968, pp. 1139-1140),

sicGuire finds that the research of Mppley & "‘celler (1963) provides
enpirical support for the pervasive nonmonotonic relationships between
personality and influenceability. In the Appley-ioeller study, the
distributions of 38 personality characteristics within a derived taxonomy
of high, moderate, and lov confonnity types were observed and a nomriono-
tonic relationship hetueen conformity and personality on all hut five
of the variables was found. »s concluded by MeCuire, "Aside from the
question of vhy it is so, there is widesnread empirical evidence that
personality variables do in fact tend to be nonmonotonically related to
influenceability (p.1147)."

Dynamic equilibrium patterns also seeam to have been noticed kv other
social and psychological theorists. 2pplebaum, et. al. (1973) for example
argue that man seeks a state in vhich "...our beliefs, thoughts, attitudes
behaviors, and social relationshins are harmonious. They are consistent
uith each other, fitting together without stress and resisting influence
from outside sources (p.159)." Hilgard and Atkinson concur that:

Despite the immortance of homeostasis and the stresses

that are implied vhen it is upset, the normal life cf the
organism is not one of quiescence, hut one of action. (llilgard
& Atkinson, 19267, p.54).

As suggested earlier, the inplications for such dynamic ecquilibriun -
views lead to a concern vith xan's overall cognitive space. Dynanic
equilibrium may account for a bro2d nonrnonotonic distrilmution of man's
capacity to engage in the attitude change process. This would hold,
in principle, if it could e demonstrated that man has a finite cognitive
capacity and that environmental fluxuations sap siqnificant portions
of that capacity. In other words, if individuals axperiencing :
either extremely little or extramely large amounts of press from their
environrents respond negatively to the persuader's call for a prcposed
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"relational change"* and resort to using various cognitive defense l.chaviors,
then it vould he reasonable to conclude that the general level of
cnvironmuntal stimulation is a crucial construct interacting with
message reception and yielding.

In perspective, dynamic equilibrim can ke seen as a predominant
condition of human activity and communication interaction Lehavior.
. useful surTary of the hehavioral significance of dynamic equilibrium
1&. provided by !cGuire who ohserves:

In the case of susceptibility to social influence (as
for many other hehavioral dimensions, if ve are to
accept Aristotle's llicliomachean I'thicg) thare seeams

to be a golden middle range. The person should be

open, hut not too open, to outside influence if he is to
thrive in the natural environment (1963, p. 1171).

2. IDMVIROM ENTAL PRESS

Environmental Press serves as a mediating factor hetieen the
individual's cognitive capacity and his reception-yielding behaviors.
Terms such as “cognitive mechanisms," "role play:ng,” or "mental
rehearsal," may Le kest understood following a d:.scussion of environ-
rental nress. Clinical ps IChOlOngtS in the TAT tradition (urray,
1943; Sanford, 1943) coined the term "envirommental press" to indicate
"an environmental force, a patterned meaningful wiiole, which affects or
might affect the subject in a certain ramner (Sanford, 1943, p. 127).°
I, more useful definition of environmental press includes:

(1) sitwations he has actually encountered, or (2) situations which
in reveries or dreams he has imagined encountering, out of

horne or fear, or (3) the romentary situation (rress) of the

exariner and the task as he perceives it, and/or (4) situations

he expects to encounter, would like to encounter, or dreads
encountering. Foughly the press may he interpreted as the subject's
view of his world, the impressions he is likely to project into

his interpretations of an existing situation and into his anticipa-
tions of future situations (lurray, 1943, n. 14).

To sharpen these four distinctions somevhat one might imagine
examples of each form. First, an individual who experiences the receipt
of a traffic tidhet might find himself readiusting his orientations
to various persons, places, things, and/or ideas.in his enviromrent.
lie may create new orientations or change existing ones. ‘e night antici-
pate a cuarrel with his wife, a postponed vacation, a growing disgust
with hig car, or a need to reconsider purchasing tickets to the
policemen's ball. [aking these cognitive readjustments to a suddenly
altered enviromment requires considerable energy and cocupies consideral:le
spage in an individual's total cognitive capacity. Second, the
press caused by day-dreaning is well-knovm among frustrated educators
as a factor affectmg information processing and retention. Although it

* e use the term "relational change" to encorpass a communicator's
attempt to alter the relationships hetveen an individual and the persons,
places, things, and ideas which interact to comprise his rap of the
world. A comunicator may attempt to elicit a relational change by
trying to change existing relationships (create dissonance) or Ly trying
to create new relationships {inform).
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is difficult to account for the cffects of such activity, te arant
that it has potential consecquences for yielding to 1versuasive cormuni-
cation. Thind, the imact of a larentary situation or ressage which
dovands the full attention of a suject is a rmajor area of interest to
behavioral scientists. fhe concern of researchers trith derand character-
istics, experirenter hias, and generalizability provides a great deal
ol infonmation regarding the impact of this form of press on exnerirmental
sujects. Fourth, the effects of an expected encounter sith a novel
situation clearly is a crucial clerment of the environrental press con-
struct from the perspective of cormunication researchers., I'ost ressaces
vhich create or change relationships between persons, places, things,
and/or ideas, in the individual‘s environment, can }e conceived as a
neans of campelling the receiver to mentally encounter a revarding or
punishing situations. For example, in experimentation on attitude chance
in which an attenpt is rade to alter sulrjects' existing relationships
to the University (e.g., suggesting to underclassmen that, "University
students ke restricted to upper division students only"), the rescarcher
opts to make the subjects nentally rehearse their rerception of the
revards and/or punishnents inherent in the pmposod altered

environrents.

As mentioned earlicr, environmental press, vhatever its source
(tessage, event, or perceived consequent) , is crucial to understanding
ran as conmmunicator hecause it is assumed that individuals bave finite
cognitive capacities. !lan cannot think or respond to all things at
all tires. TIrom a broad, generalized perspective, at Teast three major
‘empiricaland theoratical efforts seem to support the rroposition that man
has a finite cognitive capacity for processing message stimuli. Schroeder,
Driver and Steufert, (12G7) Nerlyne, (1965) and Lanzetta s (1967)
forrulations seenm to suggest the exn.stence of a “stimulus deprivation™
(lov environment:al press) phenomenon and "stimalus qlut”

(high environrental press) pherorenon vhich inhihits the human organism
fror: optirum performance in a variety of situations.The three notions nay
be illustrated hy Figure I Lelow:

(1) Information Processing liigh P
("chroeder, et al. 1867) /

(2) Searcl: for Mlternatives }

(Pexrlyne, 19G5) Tedium
(3) Conceptual Complexity I / \

(Lanzetta, 1967)
Low

Lo " edium Lgh

(1) Fnvironrental Complevity
(cchroeder, et al. 1967

(2) Conceptual Conplexity
(Rerlvne, 1965)

(3) stimalus Uncertainty
(Lanzetta, 1967)

FIGURE I
The relationship hetveen environmental complexity, conceptual
complexity, stinulus uncertainty and related dependent measures.
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% Schroeder, et al. studies, as an ~<uple, inply that if the
message preass of the environment is rolatively lorr then little infor-
mation will he processed lecause little is offered, and if the
nessage press is extremely high, little information will ke processed
ecausc the informational processing capacity of man is lirmited.
Mortensen summarizes:

The incredible range of human information processing
activity cannot be adequately explained apart from the
constant interplay lLetreen external stirmli and
corresponkiing internal activity of the inlividual.

The impact of extermal events depends largely on their
corplexity. Simple environments--those thich do not
present diverse, ever-changing units of sensory data--
stirmlate only the louvest levels of processing. Up
to a certain optirum level, increasing ocomplexity of
enviromment triggers ever-higher levels of mental
activity. Teyond the ontimum point, the receiver must
sharply reduce his intake of data (1972, p. 7G).

Thus, we may conclude that envirornmental fluctuations tend to
recuiire cognitive adjustments by an individual. They require him to
adjust his Lelief or iiehavioral relationships to the persons, places,
things, and ideas in these altered enviroments. »2dditionally, it may
he noted that such cognitive activity tends to utilize significant por-
tions of an individual's coonitive capacity. 2s a consecuence, the
cognitive capacities of individuals may vary in tolerances for nerforming
the mental processes associated with attitude change. fThis vould irply
varying tolerances for mentally receiving or rehearsing the components of
a persuasive massage and subsequently would imply varying tolerances
for vielding to these messaces.

It is reasonahle to conclude that man brims to the canmmumication
setting a varied cognitive tolerance for accepting social influence Ly
others. This varience may he a large part of what  iller termms,
“Information II (1968)." Further support for the fact that man's capacity
to adapt to environmental fluctuations is finite is suggested by Vans Selye
(1956) in, The Stress of Life in vhich he argues that chanage is a highly
stressful, physioclogically taxing phenorenon.  D.E. Cerlyne (1965)
suggests that the adaptive capacity of man's cognitive and physiological
resources is restricted. Iymn (1966) discusses the physiological
dimension cf change induced stress from the perspectives of an
"orientation response" and describes that as a measure of the physiolog-
ical effects of change induced hy novel stirulation.

George 7. iiller, (1967) in The Psychology of Cormunication
discusses the limits of man's informational processing abilities and the
possible inverse relationship of information overload to mental health.
I'e observed such as schizophrenia may le a defense reaction
of the human organisra to an overload of the human cognitive system.

And schizophrenia, it sec:s, may e a reception distortion phencmenon.

Studies by ililler, (1267) and Udansky and Chapman (19G0) s:iggest
that one of the overt manifestations of information glut, or overload, is
a schizophrenic-like response, an extrere tool for coping with over-
whelming ehvironmental press. They seem to imply that such cognitive
defense behaviors may fall vwithin a general notion e ternm "reception
distortion behavior."
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At the other end of the continuum is research on stimulus
deprivation. Lilly (1956) and Heron, et al. (1956) suggest that
since deprivation seems to be punishing to an individual, a
certain level of varied stimulation is essential for the develop-
ment of adequateadaptive capabilities. The literature in stim-
ulus deprivation is rife with the finding that an absence of
novel stimuli leads to punishing consequences for the individual
(see Gunderson & Nelson, 1963 & 1965; Meyers, 1964; McFann, 1964).

A particularly relevant paper by Welch (1964) postulates
an optimum level of human activity, or what he terms the "mean
level of environmental stimulation.” He predicts that fluctua-
tions outside this mean level result in powerful behavioral and
physiological responses.

Environmental press, as used here, becomes a factor affecting
the relative cognitive capacities of individuals. For the purposes
of an adequate conceptual treatment of environmental press it may
be wise to separate sources of such stimuli. Although no communi-
cation takes place without the interaction of all three sources of
environmental press, for conceptual ease we will discuss message
press, event press, and consequent press separately.

Message press refers to environmental press created by the
introduction of a message. Although 'message' may be very broadly
defined, we find McCroskey's term, *"rhetorical communication" to
be a particularly useful specification of what we refer to as
‘message:' "the process of a source stimulating a source-intended
weaning in the mind of the receiver by means of verbal and non-
verbal messages [1970, p. 22]." This definition excludes environ-
mental press created by such phenomena as accidental and expressive
cormunication but includes such variables as the medium of trans-
mission, and formality or informality of the setting.

Communication researchers have long been aware of the differ-
ing stress potential of various message stimuli. Some have talked
of 1involving and non-involving messages (Sereno, 1969), entropic
and non-entropic messages (Broadhurst & Darnell, 1965), and message
concerning central or peripheral beliefs (Rokeach, 19é8). Clearly,
some messages reguire a subject to receive and process more informa
tion than others. Some messages regquire more cognitive rehearsal
than others. Some messages are more stressful than others,

Schroeder, Driver, and Streufert (1967), in an exhaustive
treatment of information complexity, argue that information load,
diversity and rate (as well as the noxity, eucity, involvement or
interest, and the degree to which a situation disorients a person)
all function as mediators of message impact. Furthermore, as
Thompson {1967) noted, the list of potentially relevant message
elements is almost endless.

Despite the usefulness of the Schroeder, Driver, and Streu-
fert conceptualization, we find it helpful for.the study of communi-
cation behavicr to organize message press elements somewhat
differently.

We see the mmunicator as mounting an attack upon the
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existing relationships (cr lack of erisving relationships) bhetween
some target object and the jersons, places, things, and ideas, which
scrve to structure the individual's world. Such attacks may take

two forms: 1) attempts to create new relationships, or 2) attempts

to alter existing relationships. If the comnunicator perceives a
receiver as being either unaware, ignorant, or unconcerned, with

some person, place, thing, or idea of interest to the communicator,
the advocate must try to crxeate a dynamic new relationship between
the receiver and the phenomenon of concern. On the other hand, if
the comnunicator perceives the receiver to be maintaining a dangerous,
erroneous, or unworthy relationship, to some object of conern to the
advocate, the advocate must design a message to change that relation-
ship in the receiver. For any given receiver, the amount and/or
significance of message press varics with: (1) the number of relation-
ships attacked or created; (2) the iﬁbortance or relevance of the
relationships attacked or created; and (3) the efficacy of the
advocate's attack strategy.

a. “Then we refer to the number of relationships attacked or created
by a message, we refer to the number of relational orientations evokec
in a recé€iver by the advocate. Some messages-~those with low press
potential--attack (and subsequently evoke) a single minor relation-
ship held by a receiver while others--those with high press potential
~-contain attacks on many important relationships. For example, the
message, ‘Do not continue using toothpaste "DBrand X" because it is
highly abrasive," could hardly be argued to.alter many, if any, re-
lationships to valued persons, places, or ideas. It merely attacks

a minor relationshin to a relatively unimportant 'thing' and, as such,
the message contains minimal press and requires minimal cognitive
coping behavior by the average receiver.¥*

A high press message attacking numerous relationships (e.g.,
“Do not buy grapes because farm workers need support and the future
of unionization is at stake.") would affect many powerful and well
developed relationships between the receiver and various persons,
places, things, and ideas, which comprise his map of the world. For
example, it might be expected that the receiver of such a message
would find his relationship to persons (such as Mexicans, rioters,
farmers, union members, clergymen, or storekeepers), to places (such
as the local market, the San Joaguin Valley of California, or
Mexico), to things (such as grapes and wine), and to ideas (such as
unionization, stiking, civil disobedience, or moral obligations),
2ll coming under attack at once. Clearly, such a message would
contain considerable press potential and could alter significantly
the individual's use of cognitive coping mechanisms.

Obviously, when an advocate presents a message attacking numer-
ous relationships between the receiver and the persons, places,
things, and ideas, of importance to that individual, he runs the
risk of evoking relationships inccnsistent with one another. The
discrepancy resulting from such a phenomenon would manifestly intensi-

*The same argument could be made for messages attampting to create
new relationships within a receiver, but such a lengthy explication
need not be undertaken in this paper.
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fy the message press. The artistry of the advocate (i.e., his
ability to design a message using the most 'efficacious' persuasive
strategy possible) interacts with the number of relationships chal-
lenged to determine the amount of press in the message. As might be
expected from literature in rhetorical theory (esp. Aristotle, 1932
ed.) as well as the pervasive notion of dynamic equilibrium, the
most successful strategy would probably challenge a moderate nunbex
of relationships held or not held by the receiver. Despite the
importance that the number of challenged relationships plays in the
press created by a message, it is true that challenges to a large
number of meaningless or irrelevant relationships produces less
stress in the individual than challenges to a smaller number of
relevant or centrally-held relationships. Thus, understanding the
dynamics of message press requires that consideration also be given
to relevance of a message's challenges.

b. When we refer to the relevance of the relationships attacked or
created by a given message we refer to the 'centrality' or 'periphexry’
of the relational orientations evoked within a receiver by the
message. Rokeach (1963) provides insight into the “centrality-periph-
ery" continuum: :

first, not all beliefs are equally important to the individual;
beliefs vary along a central-peripheral dimension; second, the
more central--or, in our terminology, the more primitive--a
belief, the more it will resist change; third, the more central
the belief change, the more widespread the repercussions in the
"rest of the belief system [In Hollander & Hunt, 1967, p. 375].

The relevance of the challenged relationships, as well as their numbex
directly affect the degree of message press.

‘It is important to recall that the hasic function of an individ-
ual's relational orientations is to accommodate him to the numerous
persons, places, things, and ideas, which combine to flesh out his
map of the world. In this sense, a complex or centra. relationship
(e.g., a person's theological orientations) orient an individual to
many important persons, places, things, and ideas, in his world. On
the other hand, -a simple or peripheral relationship (e.g., an
individual's inconsequential beliefs or taste preferences) orients
the individual to either very few or very unimportant persons, places.
things, and ‘ideas in his world. '

Notions from Social Judgment-Involvement Theory (Sherif & Hovlanc
1961) serve as a complement to the discussion of relevance since it
argues for the importance of considering involvement in research
efforts. In essence, "ego involvement refers to the relevance,
significance, or meaningfulness of the issue or topic to the individ-
ual [Sereno, 1969, p. 70]." The more relevant a set of relationships
is for the individual, the morxe resistent the individual is to
strategies designed to chznge those relationships. As Mortensen
(1972) suggests:

One fundamental assumption of Sherif's apprcach
is that indivicduals differ widely in the degree
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to rhich they tolerate oprosing vievmoints. Generally,
the more involved one is in his nosition, the lass
tolerant and, hence,,the less discrirninative lLis
evaluative judgments becone. Ohservations of t'ese
differences can he determined ly studying certain
lattitudes of rejection and noncarmitment. ZILattitude
suggests @ range or bhreadth of tolerance (p. 164.)

iessage relevance, therafore, functions as a variable of ressage
press for any given receiver. In other words, as the relational change
proposed by a carmunicator attacks the more central or involving orienta-
tions within an individuals relational world, the press upon the individ-

‘ual’s finite cognitive capacity increases.

Fram the perspective orf any given individual, the dynamic emil-
ibriun principle lwlds that the optiral messace would ke that message
wvhich attrcksrelationships vhich are neither extremely irrelevant or
extrenely relevant. In otier words, a message which attacls extrerely
irrelevant relationships right be perceived as nonsense or as a trivial
hore by a given receiver. :‘essages discrepant with extremely relevant
relationships might be perceived as insane. For the receiver to vield to
an attack on extremely relevant relationship--one to which he is centrally
comitted--the individual v:ould have to restructure a major portion of
his relational world. Clearly, the cognitive consecuences of such attac}
would exhaust the cognitive capacities of most persnons.

Intuition, }'tﬂlsterec‘-. hy a vealth of research on the reception of
novel informaticn (Frvadbent, 1658, Voronin and Sokolov, 19G0, and
Tlmxpson & Solomon, 1954) and the receptlon of highly discrepant ccmmuni-
cation (Cohen, 1959, lovland, Harvey, & Sherif, 1957, and Sherlf & Hovland,
1961) suggests that extrene press ressages are often ignored . R
rejected hy receivers. Furthermore, the owverall press of a ressage
(whatever the nunlr or relevance of relational orientations heinc attacked)
can ke intensified hy the third variable of message press--efficacy.

c. vhen we refer to the efficacy of the message '« refer to a hroad
list of message attributes uhich serve to increase the effectiveness of a
given cammnication. Such messane vaviahles as credilility, comon ground,
fear arousal, order erffects, evidence, specificity of reconmendations,
one~- versus two-sided messaqes, language amotiveness, humor, voice, and
dellvuy factors, have heen exhaustively reviewed elsevhere. (sce Peisecker
& Parson, 1972). The primary role played hv theose variahles is that of
an intensifier. Uhen a coomunicator sets out to change nr create rela-
ticnships between save receiver and the persons, places, things and ideas,
which define the receiver's world, the overall press created by his ressage
is a function of the nuder and relevance of relationships attacked, and
the efficacy of his communication. I'fficacy, in other vords, intensifies
the attention-perception phenomenon of receivers and sub:sequently enermizes
the reception of a source intended meaning. The more vividly a receiver is
al.le to perceive the various reward/punishment potentials of proposed
environrental oreintations to any aiven person, place, thing, or idea, the
more likely it is that he *7ill adopt an approrriate orientation to that
person, place, thing or idea.
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In sy, message press is hut one facor irpinginag upon an individual's
over all environmental prass. Twvents and perceived consequences also
can serve as press phenomenon, as the following pages vill sungest.
l'essages, ve have arque], vary across a broad nonronotonic ranae of press
jotentials (as a ‘function of the nuler and relevance of relational orien-
tations attaclhied tires the efficacy, vivdness or srill hw vhich the attacks
are corrunicated) .

As mentioned earlier, Strain Tovard Stabhility theory focuses
upon messages as a central source of environmental press. lovever, (e
also grant that events in our environment have trerendous irpact upon
the qgeneral level of environrental nress and the overall stahility of
individuals' environments. The following section vill develon this con-
struct rore thorocughly.

tvent press refers to the enviromrental press created hy the
experiencing of events. Ty events, ve are refering to sucdlh phenorena
as marriages, divorces, traffic tickets, accifents, “real:dormns of cars,
friendlships, jobs, or reliefs. There nessaqes atternt to rale receivers
rentally encounter changes in relationships to various persons, places,
things, of” ideas; events force encounters with various alterations in
relationships to persons, places, things, and ideas. The ressage, "You
had Letter fix your car or it will break dovn on you soeday,""is desirmed to
cause a reciever to nentally encounter a hreakdown situation. The event
of that breakdowm, however, forces the immediate readjustment to an
environrental exigence. 7t the hare minimum, the individual is compelled to
adjust to an environmrant deranding reorientations to tire, ronev, and
car relationships. TNeponding upon his destinatinn and financial state, the
event of the hreakdorm could e either roderately or ertramely stressful
upon his cognitive capacity.

Iest the "'weal:dom” axamle lead to the assurption that only
undesirable events result in ;ress upon an individual's enviromrent, ve
point out that desirahle events such as marriages, hirths of children, or
job promotions also result in much stresc. Iy stress, e refer to the
numher and relevance of relationships thich require readjustrent follovring
the eperiencing of an event, regardless of the desiral:ility or undesirahil-
ity of that event.

The fact that coqnitive overlpad may result from events within
indivicial environrents seeris to he deducible from research 'wv Molmes and
Rahe (1967). These researchers found a very high correlation between the
arount of "life change" exncrienced hy an indivicdual and his sutsequent
physical health. They found that the severity and frequency of illness is
often related to rajor life change events. Ty developing a research
instrument which provided numerical uéights for a list of fifty life
events, I'olres and Palie were a:le to estimate the =ffect of the event rnress
on the likelihood of illness to ke suffered by individuals. 2Although
overall relial:ility estirates vere not reported for the instrunent, the
researchers found high agreement arong subpopulations i the ranking of
certain events (e.q. ‘death of spouse was universally ranked as the highest
nress event, followed closely by divorce). In research with the Life
Change Units Scale applied to navy persomnel stationed on an aircraft
carrier for six ronths, 'olmes and Pahe found that illness could ke pre-
dicted from a lnurledge of the rate of press from life events. Ien in the
upper ten percent of life chance units (measured hefore stationing on the

O aircraft carrier)--those o had experience! the greatest arount of
change in events surrounding them during the last twelve ronths--suffered
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from 150% to 200% as much illness as the bottom ten percent. Sim-
ilar confirmation can be found in the work of Rahe. McKean: &
Arthur (1967). Masuda & Holmes (1967a/b.). Wyler. Masuda, & Holmes
(1968), Casey. Masuda, & Holmes (1967), Gunderson. Rahe: & Arthur
(1968), and Brown & Birely (1968). In a same vein, Young. Ben-
jamin, & Wallis (1963) found that the event of widowhood reduces
resistance to illness and increases the rate of aging. The re-

searchers argued that "the excess mortality in the first six months

is almost certainly real . . . death of a spouse appears to bring in
its .wake a sudden increment in mortality rates something like 40
percent in the first six months (p. 456)." In sum, it appears that
event press taxes substantial amounts of the organism's adaptive
capacities.

Despite the assistance that the Holmes and Rahe scale has been for
estimating event press, a careful review of the scale items reveal
it to be limited to adult populations. We beleive that the devel-~
opment of an Environmental Stabiiity Scale with items apgropriate
to the college student population (which is typically tapped by
communication researchers) would be a helpful first step toward
operationalizing event prese. '

Individuals who experience only small amounts of event press, we
believe: are not likely to be receptive to persuasive messages
(across levels of message press) since they have not learned how
to deal with additional stimuli. In short, they experience "cog-
nitive inertia" since they have been in a position to avoid events
which would press their adaptive mechanisms. Those who have ex-
perienced extremely high amounts of event press cannot adequately
deal with persuasive messages since their finite cognitive capac-
ities are already occupied with adjusting to events in their en-
vironment. Only those subjects who have experienced moderate
amounts of event press are in an optimal position to respond to
additional message stimuli. These subjects are more capable of
participating in those behaviors conducive to receptive-yielding
attitude change behaviors (e.g.., cognitive rehearsing, ventril-
oquism, or cognitive role playing). Across situations: persuasive
strategies which are most likely to be effective are those which
meld a moderate press message with a moderate event pressed
receiver. This prediction. however: is qualified by the importance
of another souce of environmental press. consequént press.

consequen* press refers to the environmental press created by
the perception of rewards or punishments FOR holding a given view-
point. Because this comnstruct is developed elsewhere (Bodaken &
Crawford, 1973), its relevance to this theory will only be summar-
. ized here.

Consequent press is defined in terms of a direct monotonic factor
which may intensify environmental press resulting from message and
event stimuli. As the immediacy of perceived rewards and punish-
ments for holding a set of relationshps increases: so does the
total environmental press (including that created by messages and
events). If a member of the John Birch Society receives a message
which favors the activities of the United Nations, he is unlikely
to automatically change his mind to the other side of the continuum.

—
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even if he is having dcubts about the mepl.itic nature of the U.N.
Instead he may weigh the perceived rewards and punishments which
would come about if he changed his mind. If a change in viewpoint
would be rewarding to him (he determines) because it would put him
in the majority opinion in this country. he still might not find it
worthwhile to change his mind unless he believed that social accep-
tance would be immediate instead of delayed. 1If, on the other hand:
the same doubting John Bircher finds himself at a symposium of
college professors who favor the U.N.'s activities, and who, addit-
ionally, tell him that they want to like him but his position on
the U.N. makes such immediate acceptance difficult, the John Bircher
might be inclined to change his opinion of the U,N. The press of
messages and events probably would have been within a moderate
range and the rewards to be gained high and immediate. Thus: the
construct of consequent press serves to energize the press created
from events and messages. The larger and more immediate the reward.
the more likely the individual is to be responsive to a persuasive
appeal.

Conseguenct press may be positively or negatively valanced. If an
individual perceives the consequences of a choice to be desirable,
the consequence press is "positively valenced." If an individual
perceives the consequences of a choice to be undesirable. the con-
sequent press is "negatively valenced." Since persuasive effect
is an individual's choice to accept an advocate's plea., consequer.:
press must be considered from the perspective of the suggested
choice. If an individual perceives that accepting the advocate's
position would result in severe social ostracism: the consequent
press would be described as "“valenced hlghly negative."” If, on
the other hand, acceptance of the position is perceived as bringing
with it desirable consequences, the consequent press would be
described as "val:nced highly positive.,"

In sum consequent press serves to allow the individual to respond
and internalize a change in his relationships to persons. places.,
things, and ideas, by melding the message and event press factors
together with regard to expected rewards or punishments.

The three factors c¢f message, event, and consequent press, provide

a means of estimating the stress potentlal existing in the inter-
action between messages and individuals in the communication setting.
The first two factors postulate that optimal reception to persua-
sive messages Will be those in which message press is within a
moderate range, and event press is within a moderate range. The
third factor. consequent press, implies that as reward and immediacy
of reward for holding the advocated position increases. the per-
suasive impact of a message will be optimized.

The precise manner in which the individual does or does not yield
to incoming information is the concern of the third major construct,
cognitive coping mechanisms.

3. QOGNITIVE COPING MECHANISMS

Cognitive Coping Mechanisms serve an adjustive function for the
individual by regulating the perception of environmental press.
Persons experiencing extremely low environmental press may generate
or even halucinate stimuli (e.g. Walter Mitty-type activities)
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and persons experiencing extremely high environmental press might
distort, selectively perceive: or engage in objectively inappro-
priate behaviors (e.g.. as in the case of victims of the 1963
BelAir brush fires who insisted on cleaning their houses before
they abandoned them to he burned)., in order to reduce or other-
wise accommodate to the relative stress levels.

From the perspective of the Strain Toward Stability theory. we are
concerned with cognitive processes which mediate an individuals
willingness or ability to change or create orientational relation-
ships between himself and the persons:, places: things and ideas

which make up his world. We assume that there are constant pressurec

upon an individual to change his relational orientations as a con-
sequent of his persistent exposure to events and messages within
his environment. However, we realize that some relational orien-
tations and attitudes resist intense pressures to change. Other
relationships change in response to seemingly minor pressures.
From the perspective of communication theory: it would be useful
to categorize the factors which may account for the
variance in yielding behaviors for individuals or specific'popu-
lations.

Whereas the environmental press construct concerns the important
characteristics of change inducing stimuli. the cognitive coping
mechanisms construct concerns the niental processes which occur
between environmental press and relaticnal changes or attitudinal
responses., ; '
Cognitive coping mechanisms, according to McGuire (1968) include
systems "of perceptual defense, and distortions of perception.
comprehension or memory. such that the person manages to understand
the message as being more in agreement with this own initial opin-
ion than it really was (pp. 1174-75):" or, on the other hand., to
perceive messages as being more discrepant from one's own initial
opinion than it really is. A more thorough and heuristic treat-
ment of these "assimilation—-contrast" propositions can be found’

in the literature on Social Judgment-Involvement theory (Sherif,
Sherif, & Nebergall. 1965) which suggests not only a rationale but
a useful approach for estimating such reception-distortion phen-
omena, '

As developed within the Social Judgment-Involvement approach: the
latitudes of acceptance: rejection: .and noncommitment allow one

to make inferences regarding the presence of either assimilation
effects (viz., the assessment by the individual that a stimulus
object is closer to his judgmental anchor than it actually is) or
contrast effects (viz.. the assessment by the individual that a
stimulus object is farther away from his judgmental anchor than .it
actually is) Sherif & Sherif, 1964). In the case of response to a
persuasive message:. it may be concluded that regardless of which
specific cognitive coping mechanisms are employed: movemznts of
latitudes should result from such behaviors. More specifically.
an individual attempting to resist a persuasive message should tend
to use cognitive coping mechanisms to contrast the communication.

- Contrasting would be reflected by increases in the latitude of

rejection (Sherif, Sherif, & Nebergall, 1965). An individual who
is susceptible to a persuasive message should tend to use cognitive
coping mechanisms appropriate to the assimilation of the message as
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reflected by a decrease in the latitude of rejectlon and an in-

crease in the latitude of acceptance.

Unlike traditional attitude measurement approaches. the concern with
assimilation and contrast is not isolated to observations of move-
ments in the most acceptable position. Conce;n with latitude data
is of special interest in this approach. This does not mean that
movement of the most acceptable position is ignored. However,

the Social Judgment-Involvement approach views change in the most
acceptable position as part of a more complex attitude construct
(Sereno & Bodaken, 1972). Within this larger attitude system, the
most acceptable position is predicted to be most likely to change
when the latitude of rejection is low and the latitude of acceptance
is high (Sherif & Hovland, 196l). Thus/ change in the most accept-
able position is one indicant of the assimilation effect while
little or no amounts of change in the most acceptable position may
signal the existance of a contrast effect.

Thus: estimates of most acceptable, positions, latitudes of accep-
tance, rejection, and noncommitment, would tend to be useful oper-
ationalizations of the use of cognitive coping mechanisms. The
analysis of such data, according to the above prcdictions., should
allow researchers to make useful inferences as to the presence of
assimilation-contrast behaviors.

In retrospect three constructs have been explicated in order to
provide a conceptual framework for the Strain Toward Stability

- theory. First, we have argued that man seeks a dynamic equilibrium

in the number and . relevance of relational changes which events and
messages in his environment press upon him. Second. we have argued
that individuals strive to maintain a stable relationship to the
persons: places: things and ideas which interact to make up ones
environment. . Third, we have suggested that when individuals cope
with their environments they reveal significant portions of their
coping process through the use of assimilation-contrast behaviors.
It now seems useful to specify the assumptions and limitations of
the theory and then to proceGe with a statement of the theoretic
postulates derived from the theory.

Assumptions and Limitations

The theoretic statements which follow this section assume four major
conditions of human behavior:

(1) individusals learn various cognitive defense behaviors which
may serve as reception mediators and consequently as yielding
defenses (e.g., assimilation-contrast ego-involvment behaviors) ;

(2) environmental press is a function of individual tolerances for
the relative strain effects of reception yielding upon the
beliet -behavior or relational equilibrium of an individual:

(3) 4individual tolerances for environmental press may vary as a
function of an individual's personality or intellectual
- capacities for belief and or behavioral change within social
influence situations as a function of environmental factors;
and

R\ﬂ: (4) mess&ges cannot be separated from the situations in which

they are transmitted.
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Granted these assumptio:s, three wixjor iiwmitations wmay ne added.

(1) dynamic eguilibrium, although a useful construct. cannot be
directly observed or measured within any given individual.
McGuire:. who advocates adoption of a dynamic eguilibrium per-
spective warns that the notion "is hardly testable by empirical
outcomes in view of its tenuous multistep logical relation to
any testable derrivations (p. 1172, 1968)."

(2) the predictions have applicability only in free choice settings.
Role playing: forced compliance, and counterattitudinal ad-
vocacy paradigms do not seem to be amenable to the predictions
of this theory.

(3) specific cognitive coping mechanisms cannot be directly tapped
except as clusters of assimilation or contrast behaviore. This
limitation may be transient:, depending upon the development
of research methods.

These limitations: together with the preceding assumptions, set the
framework for the theoretic postulates that follow.

Theoretic Postulates

Consequent Press Axioms. When consequent press upon an individual
is low, there are so many variables which may intervene to determine
an individual's behavior that until some research assessing the
issue is completed, we must conclude that this theory can offer no
predictions regarding behavioral responses under such conditions.
However, it 1s axiomatic that:

1. individuals experiencing large amounts of negatively valenced
congequent press will tend to employ "contrasting”" cognitive

coping mechanisms when confronted with persuasive communi-
cations,

2. Individuals experiencing large amounts of positively valenced

consequent press will exhikit behavior in accordance with the
postulates below.

Message Press Propositions. Across all levels of event press, the
organism:, in its quest for dynamic equilibrium, will strain for
stability according to the following three propositions:

1. 1Individuals experiencing large amounts of message prcss will
tend to employ "contrasting" cognitive coping mechanisms when
confronted with persuasive communications.

2. Individuals experiencing moderate amounts of message press will
tend to employ "assimilating" cognitive coping mechanisms when
confronted with persuasive communications.

3. Individuals experiencing small amounts of message press will
tend to employ "contrasting" cognitive coping mechanisms when
confronted with persuasive communications.

Event Press Prggositions.' Across all levels of message press. the

organism:, in its quest for dynamic equilibrium, will strain for
stability in the manner suggested by the following three propositions
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Individuals experiencing large amounts of event press will tend
to employ "contrasting" cognitive coping mechanisms when con-
fronted with a persuasive communication.

Individuals experiencing moderate amounts of event press will
tend to employ "assiwilating" cognitive coping mechanisms when
confronted with a psrsuasive communication.

Individuals experiencing small amounts of event press will tend
to employ '"contrasting" cognitive coping mechanisms when con-
fronted with a persuasive communication.

the propositions regarding message press and event press

suggest that individuals will be most persuaded when they exper-
ience environmental press which is within a moderate range. Of

course.

event and message press interact. This leads us to form-

ulate nine interaction propositions which explicate the conditions

represented in figure

" below:

. MESSAGE PRESS

Low MOD HT
HI . + 2 -
’ Xey:
7 8 9 -: contrasting
behavior
EVENT T +: assimilating
PRESS ' 10 11 12 behavior
Low + 2 - ?: random variation
' expected
13 14 15 (given present
FIGURE II knowledge)

Message press-event press interaction effect upon individuals
reception yielding behavior.

7.

10.

Individuals experiencing large amounts of event press and low
amounts of message press will tend to employ assimilating
cognitive coping mechanisms when confronted with persuasive
communications.

Individuals experiencing large amcunts of event press and
moderate amounts of message press will tend to employ either
assimilating oxr contrasting cognitive coping mechanisms when
confronted with a persuasive communication.

Individuals cexXperiencing large amounts of event press and high
amounts of message press will tead to employ contrasting
cognitive coping mechanisms when confronted with a persuasive
communication.

[

Individuals experiencing moderate amounts of event press and
low amounts of message press will tand to employ either
assimilating or contrasting cognitive coping mechanisms when
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‘confronted with a persuasive communicazion.

1l1. Individuals experiencing mcderate . amounts of event press and
moderate amounts of message press will tend to employ assimilat-
ing cognitive coping mechanisms when exposed to persuasive
comrmunication.

12. Individuals experiencing moderate amounts of event press and
high amounts of message press will tend to employ either
assimilating or contrasting cugnitive coping mechanisms when
exposed to persuasive communication.

13. 1Individuals experiencing low amounts of event press and low
amounts of message press will tend to employ assimilating cog-
nitive mechanisms when exposed to persrasive communication.

14, Individuals experiencing low amounts of event press and moder-
ate amounts of message press will tend to employ either assim-
ilating or contrasting cognitive coping mechanisms when exposed
to persuasive communication.

15. Individuals experiencing low amounts of event press and high
amounts of message press will tend to employ contrasting cog-
nitive coping mechanisms when exposed to persuasive communication

q
EXPLANATION AND RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Persons experiencing high press from events in their environment
bring to the communication setting such a restricted or preoccupied
cognitive capacity that the only message which can be assimilated
(the only relationship toward persons. places, things, or ideas.
they can change) is a low press message which challenges only minor
relations orientations. Such reorganization of relationships would
not be of great magnitude. Yet, some modification probably would
occur when a high event pressed subject is confronted with a low
message press communication. With such limited cognitive capacity
created by the high event press, moderate press messages may or may
not be yielded to by the receiver. Such determination of prediction
awaits research for verification. Obviously. however, the high-
press message would be rejected by the high event pressed individual
since acceptance (indeed reception, itself) requires more cognitive
space than the individual has availablz at the time. 2As a hypo-
thetical example. one may consider the case of a newly married.
drafted, injured. and bankrupted individual. He probably could be
induced to change his relational orientation to the tooth paste he
uses: he might or might not be susceptible to persuasive messages
regarding his relationship to having his teeth cleaned but almost
certainly. this is not the time to try and get him to have his
teeth capped and straightened.

Moderate event press individuals bring *o the communication setting
a degree of involvement with their environment but they also possess
the cognitive capacity to deal with additional changes in that en-
vironment. . Unlike the high press individual who is only capable

of yielding to low press messages. the moderate press individual
finds such stimuli trivial, The moderate press individual is
optimally affected by a moderate press massage. Furthermore, un-
like either the high or low press individual, the moderate press
[JKU:‘_ person is the only subject who could be assumed to have the cog-




20
nitive capacity to cope with and yield to a high press message.
To continue with our example, consider the individual who exper-
ienced marriage, a promotion and a recent traffic ticket. When
this moderate event press individual is given a persuasive com-~
munication about toothpaste he might or might not yield to the
communication but he will probably tend to find the subject trivial,
especially in comparison to the more interesting and important
guestions of dental hygene which he could consider. For this
moderate event press individual, the "teeth cleaning" message would
most likely have an optimal influence because it addresses a moder-
ate number of moderatley relevant relationships. In other words.
the moderate message neither stresses a number of relevant relation-
al orientations which are so peripheral or so central as to make
assimilation impossible.

Furthermore, as the thBroposition states, the moderate press in-
dividual is the only subject who could be expected to assimilate a
high press message. Unlike the low press individual who would most
likely find the subject matter of such a message inconceivable and
subject -to &n incredulity response, the moderate press individual
recognizes its potential relevance and could. depending on many
unknown factors., attempt to assimilate it. The moderate press
individual could attempt to consider the financial, cosmetic, inter-
personal and personal consequences of having his teeth straightened
and capped. He may or may not actually go through with the proced-
ure, but whether or not he actually goes to a dentist., our argument
is that only the noderate change person is capable of seriously
considering the idea.

The low event press individual brings to the communication setting
& restricted cognitive capacity: restricted because it is unde-
veloped. He is hesitant to change or create relationships toward
relevant persons: places, things and ideas simply because he per-
ceives no good or sufficient reason for changing his present map

of the world. :

As an example of our low event press individual: we have difficulty
avoiding our stereotypical noticns of the Nebraskan hick or (as
depicted in a recent .commercial) - the young Texas cowboy wandering
bewildered through New York's JFK airport awaiting rescue by a

Pan Am ground hostess. However, in keeping with our other examples.
let us consider the case of the individual who is single, living at
home with a stable source of support. This low event press indi-
vidual is reasoned to find a 'tooth paste' message relatively in-
teresting and important, Ho likely will assimilate it. The moderate
press message advocating "teeth cleaning” may or may not be within
his range of cognitive reception. However, he may be expected to
find the idea of capping and straightening nis teeth intolerably
novel.

In sum, the main effect propositions of the theory suggest that
across all levels of message press:. those individuals most likely
to assimilate communications are those experiencing moderate amounts
of event press. Across amounts of event press., all individuals

are expected to assimilate low press messages. Since these messages
concern such minor or trivial subjects &nd relations: however, it
would probably not be of much interest to most advocates whether or
not such messages are successful. Clearly, when significant subject
areas of public policy are of concern to communicators, any messages



they design regardinyg those subfgbts are at least ' £ moderate press
potential. As noted: across levels of 2vent preszs: the most suc-
cessful strategy for achieving optimal influence upon optimally
relevant (and hence: significant) relational orientations: is to
construct messages of moderate press potential.

The interaction propositions imply that the moderate event press
individual is the only individual capable of assimilating all
messages. He is expected to assimilate moderate press messages to
a greater degree than he does either high or low press messages,
however. Both the high and low event press individual is optimally
affected by low press messages because of the restricted cognitive
capacities which they bring to the communication setting. There is
a qualified probability that they may assimilate moderate press
messages but it is h®‘ghly unlikely that they would assimilate high
press messages.,

It should be reiterated that the predictions made from this theocry
only have applicability to those circumstances in which consequent
press 1is valenced moderately to highly positive. When a moderate
event press individual is faced with a moderate message press per-
suasive communication, he may not change his point of view in favor
of the position advocated by the communication if - he perceives that
accepting such a position would result in punishment from others.

If a member of the Knights of Columbus found himself impressed by a
persuasive communication that advocated the use of birth control
methods by Catholics, he might not be inclined to change his position
if he perceived that other members of the Knights of Columbus would
have knowledge of his position. Such consequent press would be

high (or perceived to be) and negatively valenced (forboding social
punishments). If consequent press is very low, this theory offers
no predictions since too little information is extant to warrant
such theorizing. Suffice it to say, consequant press must be oper-
ating at moderate to high positive valenced levels in order to make
r esearch predictions possible.

Strain toward Stability Theory makes its major contribution in the
melding of research efforts in communication into a large framework
which allows an integration of efforts into a unified whole. Further
more, some specific research-stimulatine claims can be made for this
theory.

First. the theory allows some reinterpretation of the reason for the
persuasiveness or lack of persuasivenesses of specific message var-
iables. Researchers concerned with the impact of evidence, order
effects, style:. or any other message variables, could estimate the
impact of those variables in relation to the nonmonotonic predictions
which flow from this theory. Message variables which introduce dif-
fering amounts of environmental press could be tested to determine

ef fectiveness of a host of potential message alternatives,

Seconds this theory suggests soue of the specific attributes of what

. Miller (1969) terms "Information II." It is our belief--that com-

prehensive theory in communication should take into account not only
the strategic messages manipulated, but the nature of the receiver
interacting with the message. The notions of event press and con-
sequent press provide some useful direction for viewing clusters of
behavior which compose information. BAlthough one viewing this theory
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from a strictly psychological perspective could view these two
variables (especially event press) as merely a new personality
variable to be investigated, we take special note of the fact that
these congstructs ccncern themselves with elements which might lead
to the prediction of the manifestation of personality variables in
individuals. As a predictor of a host of behaviors (clustered as
cognitive coping mechanisms) this theory allows a preliminary
analysis of the elements of Information II which appear key to
understanding human communicative interaction.

Third, the theory lies on such a level of abstraction that it might
allow one to recast social judgment~involvement :heory under the
tenet of Strain Toward Stability Theory. Whereas Social Judgment-
Involvement Theory predicts that those who are highly ego-involved
will tend to employ contrast behaviors: thics theory may allow the
prediction of those individuals who will bhe ego-involved.

Fourth, Strain Toward Stability Theory suggests fruitful ways to
predict persuasibility form a knowledge of audiences. If an ad-
vocate has a knowledcz that his audience is already highly pressed,
he may be in a position to adjust the stress potential of his
messages accordingly. The approach may provide a way of breaking
down subpopulations based upon an understanding of the life events
experienced by the individuals composing the group. Thus, more
effective designing of strategic messages may be employed. An
advocate with a forceful and significant message to relate may
adjust it to the audience after gaining a knowledge of the amount
of environmental press already confronting them. Isolation of
high and low press groups could yield research leading to thoughtful
understanding of the manner in which differentially pressed indi-
viduals respond.

Fifth, the pre-eminence of the nonmonotonic predictions in Strain
Toward Stability Theory seems particularly useful for communication
researchers wno have found a large number of nonmonotonic relation-
ships among communication related variables (McGuire, 1968). The
key construct: environmental press, provides a valuable way of
estimating the stress potential which may exist in a communication
setting. Re-examination of the nonmonotonic relationships found
between intelligence, self-esteem, anxiety, aggressiveness:. dogma-
tism (Beisekcer & Parson, 1972, esp. p. 1l4), fear appeal (Janis &
Feshbach, 1953), amount of advocated change (Whitaker, in Beisecker
& Parson, 1972), and a host of other variables, with the variable
of attitude change:. suggests the wisdom of looking for a nonmono-
tonlc view of communication and persuasion interaction. This
approacna argues for examining the stress potential of events and
messages to determine their impact on the individual's reception-
yielding benaviors in nis quest to establish dynamic equilibrium.
Specific research efforts will be required before a determination
of the relationsuip between env1ronmental press and other communi-
cation variables can be specified.

Summary

This study attempts to develop and begin testing a theory
concerned with the impact of environmental stimulation on
an individual's response to persuasive communication. The
theory postulates a nonmonotonic relationship betweern:

Q. "environmental press" and persuasibility. It is maintained
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that the number and power of stressful life events

(e.g., divorce. death of a parent. traffic citations)

which an individual experiences affects the "finite
cognitive capacity" of the individual. Those who have
experienced only small amounts of environmental stimu-
lation tend to suffer from cognitive inertia and are not
equipped to use their "finite cognitive capacity" to
process and accept new ideas communicated to them. Once;
however, the individual has learned to use his cognitive
capacity he tends to seek what McGuire calls a "dynamic
equilibrium" of active involvement without punishing ‘
over- or understimulation. It is expected that persons

in this group will be more likely to yield to persuasive
communication than otiners. Additionally. those individuals
wio experience ~xtreme amounts of environmental stimulation
tend to suffer from exhaustion of their cognitive capacities
(what Toffler terms ''future s.aock") and are not able to
process additional communication, let alone yield to it.
Taus, differing reception-distortion behaviors (dogmatism.
ego-involvement: etc.) are manifested by individuals as

a consequence of their differing tolerances to yield to

the belief or behavioral changes implied in the persuasive
communication. ‘
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DEVELOPIEMT OF AM INSTRUMENT TO MPASURE FVENT PRRSS

As a major camponent of environmental press, it seemed necessary
to design a measurement instrurent to estimate the dedgree of event
press. Despite the fact that Holmes and Rahe (1967) and Masuda and Holmes (1967)
“developed A Social Readjustment Rating Questionnaire appropriate
to adult populations, no effort has been made to develop an instrument
appropriate to college poulations of the type typically sampled by communi-
cation researchers. The researchers attempted to develop an Fnvironmental
Stability Scale appropriate to college populations. Procedures similar to
those employed by Holmes and Rahe were used for the scale develorment.

The purpose of the Envirommental Stability Scale is to provide a
quantitative estimate for the amount of adjustment required as a conse-
quence of experiencing different life events. By use of a paper and pencil
test it was possible to attain estimates of how important and stressful
(in terms of the amount of readjustment required) various events were to
the individual.

lMethod
Construction of the Environmental Stability Scale consisted of
selection of items, procedures for data collection, and estimation.
of reliability and validity.

1. SELECTION OF ITEMS

Selection of items was the first concemn of the researchers. Three
steps were followed to select items. First, the researchers took items from
the Holmes and Rahe scale which seemed to he appropriate to the college
population. From past research with the Holmes and Dahe instrument
(Crawford, 1971) it was learned that some items (e.g. vacations, Christmas)
even though they applied to college students as well as adults, seem not
to elicit responses from subjects. Thus, such items were not <liosen for
presentation to students. 2fter sclacting fifty items (some from the
lolmes and Rahe scale and most created by the researchers) a pilot scale
was printed and given to forty subjects (chosen from Speech courses at
U.5.C.) in a pilot group. The second step involved the researchers
interviewing all students who took the pilot cuestionnaire to determine
if the instructions they received seemed clear and sensible to them,
and if the scale items seemed relevant to their careers as college students.
Their suggestions for scale items were noted and information gathered
from the interviews were recorded to facilitate recognition of any pat-
terns of advice and criticism. The overwhelming consensus of students
was that the task would be sensibly perfor ed if at least two conceptual
anchors were given as starting points ‘(instead of the single magnitude
estimate approach employed by Holmes and Rahe), one rated as highly
stressful and one rated as lowly stressful. Only minor changes in
instructions were suggested by students. In addition, subjects indicated
persons which they would find to be credible sources on various topics.

In sum, the interviews did not reflect any substantial confusion, anxiety,
or misunderstanding of the task to be performed. The third step involved -
reconstruction of the scale to account for the recommendations which

had been made. According to recommendations received from subjects, the
eets of instructions were also adapted where necessary. A total of fifty
items were included on the final scale.
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2. PROCEDURES FOR DATA COLLECTICN

Materials were printed in questionnaire form. The first page
of the questionnaire included certain demographic data about subjects,
collected for additional research on the Envirommental Stability Scale
corducted by the researchers (Reinard & Crawford, 1973a). For follow up
research on attitude change, subjects were asked to give their names.
Pilot interviews had rewvealed that very few subjects refused to give
their names; digits from their social security numbers served as the means
of identification. The latter technique had been suggested to the research-
ers during interviews by subjects opposed to revealing their nares.
Subjects were repeatedly assured of confidentiality.

Subjects received instructions for completion of the Envirommental
Stability Scale (see Appendix I). As suggested in interviews, two items
were chosen for conceptual anchors, a high-ranking event, and a low-ranking
event. Each of these was assigned numerical value. lith "graduated
from high school" (50 points) and "death of a parent" (200 roints)
serving as anchors, subjects were asked to complete the rest of the scale.
Three columns were provided the students. In the first column they
were asked to assess the amount of adjustment created by each event
proportionately larger, smaller, or the same, as the two anchors provided
them. If the event happened to them, they were asked to place a check~
mark in the second colum which was marked "to me.” If the event happened

' to subjects in the last twelve months, subjects were asked to place a
.check-mark in the third column which was marked, "last twelve months."
Vhether or not the events happened to them, subjects were asked to make an
assessment of the amount of adjustment requirement by each event. At a later
time camparisons would be made between subjects' ratings if they merely
assigned a valuu, if the event had happened to them, or if the event had
happened to them in the last twelve months. The order of items was
systematlcally vaned to control for suh]ect fat:.que.,

S SV I . S -~

' . ‘Stn“e“tts J.h the Bas:x.c Specch Course at the Un:rvorcw ty of Southern
Callforma served as subjects for construction of the scale. This sample
follows random selection (A Million Random Digits. . .,1955) of 88% of
the original 272 subject sample 6f convenience. Since randam assignment
to different conditions was impossible (all subjects completed the same
test items) random selection of a working sample from a larger original
sample seemed required in order to claim the advantages of randomization.

Test booklets were mmbered and placed in random order (A !iillion
Random Digits . . .1955) for distrihution to subiscts in their classrooms.
Following distributuion of the hooklets, suby.cts were asked to read the
instructions for completion of the first page eliciting demographic infor-
mation, complete the first page, read the instructions for completion of
the Enviromnmental Stability Scale (IiSS), and complete the booklets.
Afterwards, the booklets were collected and subjects were thanked for their .
assistance. Once again the subjects vere assured that their responses
would be treated confidentially and the results used for statistical

purposes only.

3. RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY

Reliability and validity estimations were next to be established.
Since t's was a rating scale, not an &ttitude measure, some of the more
straightforward technicues were not possible, i.e., factor analysis,
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correlation of item to tatal. The chief question posed hy a test of reli~-
ability was, given a numeric value for life events, how consistent were
subjects in their rating of events? Several steps were followed to assess$
reliability.

First, the mean score for each item selected as the best estimate
of the numeric value assigned for each event. These were placed in order
of their “stress power" and standard errors vere camputed for each. The
second step determined whether subjects who merely assicned values, sub~ .
jects to whom the event had occurred, and subjects to wham the event
occurred in the last twelve months, differed in their estimation of the
stress power of the life change events. TFifty separate one way analyses
of variance were performed, one for each scale item. Since unequal
M's were used it was necessary to he careful that the probability of type
I and type II errors was not a bias element. In order to adapt the results
gained by using a nominal significance lewvel of .05, the actual proba-
bility of a type I error was estimated from Scheffe's (1959, see also
Glass & Stanley, 1970, p. 271) tables and tested for significance with
another critical F ratio (see for decision modification quideline information
the work of Boneau 1960; Cochran, 1947; Godard & Lindauist, 1940; Horsnell,
1953; Welch, 1937). The overall effect of such a move was to adjust the
cdata so ‘that it would not be falsely biased to indicate consistency when
none existed on items. FEven with these procedures, differences were
found on only two items out of the fifty (i.e., going to jail and exper-
iencing a natural disaster). Thus, when subjects have experienced these
events within the last twelve months, their score on such events does not
seem to be numerically different from the mean score of those who have
rmerely experienced the same event sometime during their lives. Thus, in
assigning a score for later summation in the rating scale, one rust know
whether the event has been a recent one or not. The weighting of these .
items together with the standard errors of the test items may be found
in Appendix II.

The third step required the assessment of intermal consistency.
Among the most respected methods of detexmining reliability for
continuous data is Cronbach's coefficient alpha (Cronbach, 1970, esp.
pp. 160-161). "If the coefficient alpha specifies a relationship of .30 . =
or higher, the investigator has constnicted a reliable scale (Manes &
Knutson, 1972, after Munnally, 1967)." The score indicates, "How %811
scores obtained by testing under just one condition . . . represent
universe scores (Cronbach, 1970, p. 160)." The computed coefficient
alpha produced a relationship of .87, enough to justify the claim
of consistency among subjects. Despite the fact that the scale was deemed
reliable enough to warrant preliminary research, further estimates of
reliability are being campleted by the researchers employing stepwise
miltiple regression correlation and following further research, multiple
discriminant analysis. For purposes of preliminaxy study, the scale re-
ported here was deemed reliable enough.

The fourth step required the assessment of validity of the
instrument. Aside from clear face validity {(i.e. subjects were rating the
stress power of events which had or could hefall them.), a measure of ,
concurrent validity was made. In correlating a new measure of ESS with
an older method of Social Readjustment Rating an estimate of this valid-
ity would be possible (Horst, 1966; Munally, 1967). In this case, 122
subjects’ scores on the Holmes & Rahe (1967) Social Readjustment Rating
(uestionnaire were correlated with scores on the Envirommental Stability
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Scale. The resultant validity coefficient was .8575, significant at the
.001 level. Tims, concurrent validity was concluded for the instrument.

Discucsion

By assessment of a reliable set of values which represent the
amount of readjustment required from an experiencing of varicus life
events, an estimate of the extent of event press may he made. By use
of the instrument designed here, 2 preliminary estimate of ¢vent press--
applied to the college population--may be undertaken-

As applied to a research setting the FSS may be given to subjects
with the instructions that they check those events which have occurred to
them in the last twelve months. For each event the individual checks
a numeric value may be assigned. These values may he sumed and an estimate
of the total amount of event press estimated. The higher an individual's
score, the greater he is pressed by events in his environment and the more
he must adapt to them.

The preliminary work on the reliability and validity of the ¥SS
instrument indicates surprising amounts of consistency among suhjects
on the importance of various events, and further research suggests the
validity of the measure as a tool to estimate event press among
college populations. Although further research on the validity of the in-
strument is underway to determine the limits of the instruments reliability
and validity, the present tool seems to be reliable enough to justify
some initial research using it.'

With the theory in mind and the preliminary ESS instrument in
hand, the researchers made an effort to begin preliminary pilot work in
testing some implications of the theory. The experiment reported below
is a synopsis of that experimental atterpt.

It nust be emphasized that this research does not prove any
portion of the theory. It is only pilot exploration with a primary
attempt to determine tactical considerations for formal experimentation
to follow. It is reported here only as a point of information tc those
who may be interested in the experimental research which has been stimulated
by the theory. Part of the reason why this preliminary cxploration does
not address itself to many of the basic considerations of the theory lies
in the fact that such research was bequn kefore the tenets of the theory
were articulated in any depth. As a result, the research effort was
doamed to impotence before it was completed. The researchers take this
fact as an object lesson in the rule that (except in the rarest of
cases) research which is begun without an articulated theory to guide
it will yield fragmented and unsatisfying results.

A PRELTMINARY PILOT EXPIORATICM OF ONE PREDICTION OF
STRAIN TOWARD STABILITY THFEORY

Initially, the research had been planned to test the three
theoretic propositions dealing with ths effects of event press, however,
when pretest results demonstrated the inappropriateness of a message on
"tax incentives for small famility size,"” and a low press message had
not been designed, only the effects of a high press message were tested.
Specifically, propositions nine, twelve, and thirteen, were addressed
in research briefly reported here. Since no direct manipulation of
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somseyguent press was made, it is difficult to tell whether consequent press
was valenced highly, negatively, or positively. Thus, this preliminary
pilot research serves nore as a dry run with an experimental message,

than it does as proof of any part of the theory. These limitations

are najor and the researchers do not wish to mislead any reader into the
belief that the preliminary pilot research reported here garners support
for any portion of the theory. It is reported only as a note of

interest. Research now underwvay by the researchers will attempt to over-
come these defects and provide more substantive confirmation or rejection
of hyrotheses derived from this theory.

“ith these caweats in mind, the preliminary pilot research
hypotheses to which the research was directed may he stated. These
are based on the assumption that consequent press was positively valanced;

II;: TWhen presented with a high press, persuasive commnication
subjects experiencing moderate amounts of event press
will demonstrate significantly greater change of
their most acceptable position in the direction of the
commanication, than subjects experiencing low or high
amounts of event press.

H,: When presented with a high press persuasive commnication,
subjects experiencing moderate amounts of event press.
will demonstrate a significantly greater decrease in
their latitudes of rejection than subjects experiencing
low or thh amounts of event press.

H,: %hen presented with a high press persuasive commnication
subjects experiencing moderate amounts of event press
will demonstrate a significantly greater increase in
their latitudes of acceptance than su'iects experiencing
low or high amounts of event press.

Hy: When presented with a high press persuasive commnication,
subjects experiencing moderate amounts of event press
will demonstrate a significantly greater increase in
their 1~titudes: of noncommitment than subjects experiencing
low or high amounts of event press.

Obvicusly, these hypctheses prédict that moderate event pressed
subjects will assimilate the persuasive camunication while high and low
event pressed subjects will contrast the message. Although the latitude
predictions serve as indicants of assimilation-contrast lehaviors,
significant movements ¢f the most acceptable position also  signal
assimilation or contrast behaviors.

Finally, although it may seem obvious from the preceding hypo-
theses, it is expected that high and low event pressed subjects will not
differ in their reaction to the high press message. To that extent
we hypothesize:
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Hg: Uthen presented with a high press persuasive commnication,
subjects experlencmg high- amcuntsof event press, and
subjects experiencing low amounts of event press, will
not differ significantly in changes:

a. in their most acceptable positions.
b. in their latitudes of rejection.

c. in their Tntitudes of acceptance.
d. in their TEtitudes of noncammitment.

Method

Subjects were sixty students enrolled in the bhasic speech-course
at the University of Southern California. This selection follows randdm
selection from a larger original sample (A IMillicn Random Digits. . .,
1955), of 122 (before pretest-posttest attrition). T .

The initial phase of the research consisted of the construction
of pretest booklets to he completed by subjects. Introducing the ques-
tionnaire as part of a "survey to find out how students at USC feel ahout
serveral important topics and concepts," subjects were asked to give their
attitudes toward several "filler" topics and the target topic, "excluding
freshmen and sophomores from USC." Using the Diab (1967) modification of the
semantic differential, subjects evaluated the topic on four, evaluatively
loaded semantic differential—-type scales (good/bad; positiwve/negative; -
wise/foolish; fair/uniair) which had been factor analyzed (Nie, et.al.,
1270) for the same population in previous research (Reinard & Bridges,
1972) .” Subjects were asked to designate those positions which they found’
to be most acceptakle, acceptable, unacceptable, and those which were neither
~cceptable or mmacceptable. The most favorahlée position was scored
as seven while the most unfavorable pcsition was scored as one; the
maximum possible positive score was 28; the maximum negative score was
four. Latitudes of acceptance, rejection, and noncomitment were
measured by a tally of frequencies:the potential range on any one lattitude
was from zero to 24.

&t this point subjects also completed the environmental stability
scale, previously descrihed. For purposes of later analysis, data from
the environmental stability ‘scale was recorded twice. First, each '
individual was assigned a total score by summing the values of the items
he had checked as having occurred to them sometime in their lives. Second,
scores were tallied only for thoss items which the individual chicked as
having occurred to him during the last twelve months. The former was
nominally labeled “ESS scores," while the latter was termed, “previous
year's ESS score.”

Following the pretest, subjects were divided into four groups. The
first group, randomly selected (A Million Random Digits. . ., 1955) fram
the total sample, formed the control group of fifteen subjects.3 The
remaining subjects were divided into thirds hased upon the ESS scores: _
high event press, (Ss who scored higher than 1000 on the total F'SS); moderate
event press (Ss who scored from 720 to 999 points on the total ESS) ;
low event press {Ss who scored less than 720 points on the LSS ) 4 The
extreme fifteen from the high and low groups, together with the middle
fifteen from the moderate group served as subjects for the experimental
groups. Similar procedures were followed for construction of experi-~
mental groups using "last year's ESS scores:" following the distribution
of scores, groups were divided into a hich (last year's LSS above £00),
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moderate (last year's ESS score from 300 to 799), and low (last year's
IISS helow 300), and the extreme fifteen subjects from the high and low
conditions and middle fifteen from the moderate conditions were selected
for samplind.

The pretest results had demonstrated the topic to be a high press
nessage topic. The mean of all pretest scores revealed most acceptable
positons to be 6.783, and lattitudes of rejection (presumed by many to
be the most reliable single indicant of involverent, Sereno, et. al.,
1972; scott, 1973) of 15.683, which may be rounded to sixteen, the
recognized criterion of extreme ggo involvement (Sereno & lMortensen,
1969; Mortensen & Sereno, 1970).” Since the topic appeared to be onc on
which subjects were camited and involved, any challenge to this position
would, of necessity, be a high press message, challenging a large number
of salient relationships. 2 message was designed advocating exclusion of
freshmen and scphamores from USC. The message was a report fram a
(fFictitious) chairman of the (fictitious) Undergraduate Instruction Panel
of the Blue Ribbon Task Force on the USC "New Directions for the Urhan
University of the '70's committee. This fictitious source was rated as
highly credible by students in a previously mentioned pilot session.

The message reported a reccmmendation that only upper division students
be admitted to the University, "except for students receiving scholar-
ships for outstanding academic or athletic excellence," and followed
with a rationale for the move. To make the recommendation seem all the
more realistic, the report was addressed to Department chairman and
deans, was printed on official looking USC lMemo stationary, and included
brief instructions for oktaining the complete report from which the mero
was abstract(.1. (See Appendix III) -

Two weeks after the pretest administration, subjects in the
experimental condition were induced to read the experimental message
and a page of instructions for using the scales also a complete
attitude scales (identical to the previous scales.) Subjects were told
that their opinions were required to complete the second phase of the survey
of student opinions. Following completion of the attitude scales, on the
target filler torics, subjects were asked to use a space provided in the
questionnaire to give the reasons why they felt the way they did about the
target topic. . This served as a check on the believability of the message
stimulus. Of those sampled (to the surprise of the researchers) not one
person suggested that the message or the committee was fictitious.
Many made insulting remarks ahout the University while others expressed
resignation to a woeful fate, hut none indicated that they suspected
that the message was for expermental purposes only.

Subjects in the control groups completed the posttest attitude
scales without first reading the experimental message or writing
out their reactions to it. Pretest scores were subtracted from posttest
scores and the changed scores were analyzed statistically.

Analysis of Data

In order to test the research hypotheses mentioned, one way an-
alyses of varience was computed for each of the attitude dimensions within
the experimental p, ardd the control group. Following a significant
F, eta squared (n¢) was computed (Glass & Stanley, 1970, pp. 150-151)
to determine the proposition of variance accounted for by a knowledge of
the variation of the independent variable.

Fe A
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Following a significant F between groups, Tukey's HSD (Kirk,
1968, pp. 88-90) was employed to determine the locus of differences.
Comparison of experimental groups with the control group was accom-
plished by use of Dunnett's test (Kirk, 1968, pp. 94-95). Alpha
was set at .05 for all statistical tests.

Results

Table I reports the pre- and posttest means and ANOVA for the
most acceptable position changes by experimental groups. The data
tended to support the first hypothesis that moderate event pressed
subjects will change their most acceptable position more than the
high and low pressed groups, and that these groups were not signifi-
cantly different from one another. This finding must be tempered by
the fact that Dunnett's comparison with the control group changc
scores (see Table II) revealed that only the high press condition
differed significantly from the control group condition. All means,
however, were in the predicted direction.

Results testing differences on the latitude of rejection are
report=d on Table III. Despite movement in the hypothesized direc-
tion, no significant differences were observed. Thus, hypothesis
two was not confirmed. Comparison of experimental groups with the
control group revealed that only low event press subjects differed
significantly from control group subjects (see Table IV).

Findings regarding differences in the lat.tude of acceptance
are summarized on Table V. Again, despite moverent in the predicted
direction, no significant differences were found among experimental
groups. Comparison of experimental groups with the control dgroup
revealed that only low event press subjects differed significantly
from control group subjects (see Table VI). Hypothesis three could
not be confirmed.

Results related to differences in the latitude of noncommitment
are found on Table VII. Once more, the research hypothesis could
not be confirmed since no significant differences were found. Com-
parison with the control group (see Table VIII) revealed that only
the high event press subjects differed significantly from the control
group due to an otherwise insignificant reduction in their lattitudes
of noncommitment. '

From all the research reported there was support for hypothesis
five, since no significant differences between high and low event
pressed subjects on the most acceptable position dimension and
ANOVAs produced insignificant F's on the latitudes.

Analysis of results dealing with "last year's ESS score" pro-
duced no significant ANOVAs. With such unusual results, it is
difficult to rxeport such findings as confirmatory even of hypothesis
five (see Tables IX-XVI). With the lack of any significant differ-
ences on any dimension, the researchers are investigating the
liklihood that the entire design was contaminated with other
factors. With additional pilot study, improvments in methods
employed, and subsequent subject interviews, it is expected that
alternate causes of this unusual behavior will become manifested
more clearly, and a better understanding of the impact of environ-
mental press ultimately will be gained.
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Although it may well ke granted that changes in the most
acceptable position sexve as the best indicator of assimilation
behavior, the uncontrolled variance of consequent press, and the
cquixotic behavior observed when comparisons were drawn hetween control
and experimental groups, can hardly provide unequivocal support for
any of the hypotheses. It seems, however, that the use of the message
on exclusion éf freshmen and sophomores from the university may be a
useful operationalization of a high press message. The problem
involved in putting together comparable moderate and low press messages
is a difficult task which the researchers are now investigating.

Scme support for the first hypothesis could be gleaned from
this research, but only to support the conclusion that the hypothesis
should ke retained for the formal study to follow. Additional support
for the last hypothesis may be found here, hut such support only serves
to support the intuitive prediction that subjects vho are at either
extreme of event press will probably not respond favoraily to a high
press message; a hypothesis which awaibts support from - investigation

beyond this preliminary pilot inquiry.

In short,this research, although samewhat supportive of expecta-
tions derived from the theory, neither proves nor disproves any portion
of the theory. It merely serves as a gquide to the researchers in problems
to be overcame hefore the formal research on the theory may be kegun.

The next stage in our program of research on this theory involves pilot
testing other topics and methods to manipulate consequent and message
press. Following that, substantive research on this theory will he
initiated.

SUMMARY

This paper has attempted to sketch the constructs, foci, predic-
tions, and explanatory shell of Strain Toward Stability Theory. Following
on the footsteps of the statement of the theory, the developrent of an
instrument to estimate the extent of event press was briefly noted.
Finally, as a matter of interest, not proof, the researchers reported
on a preliminary pilot experiment which made use of the envirormental
stability scale.
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lAn experimental message on "tax incentivea for small family size" proved
to be an unacceptable message when control group results revealed that subjects
in the sample were extremely favorably disposed toward that topic from the
outset of the research., Since seven-point semantic differential-type scales
were used, there was little room left for subjects to change to even more favorable
att1tudes toward the topic.

ZVARIMhL orthogonal rotation produced one evaluative factor with item loadings
all zbove .80, 3Higenvalue was set at one,

3When conditions were broken down according to high, moderate, and low
"total ESS score," and high, moderate, and low “"last year's ESS score," no
significant (alpha: ,05) F ratios were found, despite the fact that the analyses
deliberately increased the probability of a Type I error, since those groups
with larger n's also tended to possess smaller variances than groups with larger
n's, The single exception to this pattern was lattitude of noncommitment data
for groups broken-down by "last year's ESS score.” This pattern of relationship
(the largest sample group also possessing the largest variance) reduces the
probability of commiting a Type I error below alpha, In this circumstance,
however, even setting alpha as high as .25, the ¥ ratio did not approach signifi-
cance, The rules for such écisions regarding interpretation of ANOVAs with
unequal n's and variances, were made according to the rules provided by Glass
and Stanley (1970, p. 372). The overall effect of the procedures followed was
to maximize the potential of finding significant differences smong the levels
comprising the control groups, The fact that even such extensive measures could
not produce significant differences provided support for combining the subgroups
into single control groups of fifteen sub jects.

uIn computer data decks, total ESS scores were rounded to two places,
This resulted in the equivalent of dividing each ESS item mean by ten.

3Pretest mean scores across all subjects for the lat.itude of acceptance

was 6,7, Prettest means across all subjscte for the lat .tude of noncommitment
was 4,665,

6Using McCroskey's scales (1966) any chairman of a special task force was
considered highly credible, Character: 29,346 (within the absolute limits of
scale interval five on a seven-point scale); Authoritativeness: 33,706
(within the absolute limits of scale interval six on a seven-point scalse),
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TABLI I

Analysis of Dxperimental Groups' MA Changes
with "Total TS8" As a Base

Ts3 POST~ PRE- CHANGE t TWO-
GROUP? T3 TE3T TAILTD ANQVA
F
S cH : Tt D '
O 7.6  6.07 1.53 1.08 .30 SOUR d.£. M3 T F
MOD 12.8 6.5% 6.27 3.04 .01 Between 2 107.62 3,94 ,05
HTGH 7.8 3.47 -.87 A5 .66 Vithin 42 50.2
TUNY TToT
] i 1 § i e -
Relation of Means difference P STA SRUARTD= 158
MOD > LoV 4.74 .05
MOV > TG T.14 .05
TOW > HIGH 2.4 n.s.
Oritical Value: 3.63
TABL IT
Analysis of Control Group MA ' Changes
with "Total DNS3Y% as a Base
PO3T~- IME-~ , - YO
il 737 CHANGT t TATTT] ANOVA WITII BYXPRRIIMMNTAL GROUDS
T
¢ .87 6.07 3.8 1.19 .25 SOURCT a.f, M3 F P
Between 3 123.69 1.23 n.s.
Mithin 56 100.37
DUNNSTT TR3T
Relation of lleansg Differcnce .

Control » TLow 2.27 . n.s,

Mod M Control 2,47 n.s.

Control» Illigh 4.67 .05

CRIZICAL VALUD: 3.39




TABL™ IIT

Analysis of Tixperimental Grouns" Tatt

itude

Critical Valuco:

5.9

of nejection Changes with
"Total 193" as a 3ase
-85 POST~ D= e o 0~
GROUT Cansm mnr CANER R pigrep ANOVA
T
Lo 12.27 14.6 -2.33 1.12 .28 | Source da.f. IIS T T
17075 10.27 146 ~5.73 2,02 .06 Between 2 i76.82 2.4 n,
JIGT 16.4 16.27 1.13 .75 A7 ithin 42 T3.71
TUISIY T73m
_iclation of ileans Difference P
TITA .
1 . lloa 3.4 n.s. LTA SQUARTD 103
Iagh > Tiod 6.586 .05
Tigh > Tow J.46
Critical Value: 4.4
A0 IV
Analysis of Tontrol Group Latditude
of Rejection Changes with
"Motal 133" As a Base
POIMN- DPRO- y TUO -
. ITATIG e
moan ST TIANG b TATITTD AMIOVA UITT VRORIMUNTAL GROUPS
15.8 16,87 -.107 .31 .76 SCURCE a.t. M » P
Srircen 3 123.7 1.23 n.s.
‘ithin 56 100.37
DUNNTTR TROR
Relation of lleans Difference r
ControlsTowu 1.26 n.s,
ITad > Control 4,66 .05
hizhh o s Control 2.2 n.s.




TABISY V

Analysis of

Diporimental Groups' Iat®itude

of Accentance Changes
with “"Totcol TI88" As a Basce

105 O0N- P - - M- :

TATIED . .
GRous MW ™o CIATIGD & TATISD ANTGVA

i
Tiow 7.6 o.73 -1.13 .0 .40 Source a.f. M3 I
Mod 7.4 6.0 .6 .41 .69 Detween 2 14,47 .58 n.s.
wign 5.3 4.8 53,49 64 Vithin A2 23,90
TUITYY TET
Twelation of Mecans Nifforence oy
llod » Lou 1.75 n.s.
Mod » Iiigh .07 n.s, DTA SOUARDD: .03
Tigh »Tovu 1.66 ¥ on.s.,
Jritical Value: 2.506

TADTY VI
Analysis of Contvol Groups' Tat®itude
of Acceoontance Changes
witlhh "Total 133" As o Bese

POET=  PREB=  ien 7210
gt msr = TAITSD]  ANOVA UITH DEPTRIMDNTAL GROUTS
2
7.23 6.47 .06 .01 .55 a.f. Mg F P
12,46 .47 n.s.

DUMHSTR TDST

TNeintion of licans Diflference T

Control » Tou 2 .OF
Control » Mod . 27 n.s.
Contxrol » IIigh .34 n.s.

Re)

Critical. Valuc: i




DABTS VIXT

Malysis of IDxperimentel Groups' Latgitude
of Noncommitment Changes
with "Rotal DBI" As a lasc

THS . POST- DRD- o U0
GROU?  miige moET CHANG kd PATITD LNOVA
T.ou 7.27 3.6 3.867 2.04 .06 Source a.°F. 118 i E
Toc .53 °~ 4. 3.93 .59° . .
glﬂ?;h ; 2,; 6 23 __1) gé :: ;é :]I‘—é Datueen 2 149.69 2.84 n.s.
e ' : : "I "7 1 Lithin 42 52.56
TUIZZY TLST
Rdelation of lleans Diftfecrencoe Ry
1Tad > Low 1.4 n.s. - SOUARY
- . LA oW UL D : . 2
liod » High 1.66 .05 TA BCUAR 1
Tow » igh 3.94 .05
Oritical Value: 3.72

TARTY VITI

rnalysis of Clortnl Crouns' Latiditudlce
of Mor-.waritment Chango
with "Yolal THIS" As & Basco

2050 PR3- - R Ta kR ™10~
SN Toom ClIANG i TATILOD YV AITOVA ITITII DUIPBRIMONTAL GROUPS
Y
5.0 3.53 2,27 1.3 .22 . Source a.f. 1S i P
Between 3 100.11 1.87 n.s
17ithin 6 50.9 :
: DUNN.ITT TROT
Relation of lMeans Difference r
Low » Comtrol 1.4 n.s,
lo¢& p» Control 1.66 n.s.
Contirol. » iigh 3,94 .05
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TABLE IX

Analysis of Experimental Groups' MA Changes
with "Last Yecar 7©S3" As a Base

BSS  POST- PRE- - TWO~
GROUP TEST Te3ST CHANGE TATILTD ANOVA

r
Low 6.5 5.53 1. .86 .40 | SOURCE__ d.f. MS by P
Mod 11.4 5.2 6.2 3.44 . 004 Jciween 2 102.5 2.12 n.s.
High 8.2 5.07 3.

13 1.39 .19 “ithin |, 42 43.29

«

TUKEY TEST

Relation of Means Diffcrence P

Mod » T.ow 5.2 .05

Mod » High 3.07 n.s. " ; A

Tigh» Low 2.13 n.s, JTA SQUARTD: .09

TR Critical Value: 3,56 .

TARTE X

Analysis of Con* ol Group MA Changes

with "Last = ... 707" As a Base
POST- PRE= .o TV~
THST ST e ! - TAIITD ANOVA YWITH TIPORIMANTAL GROUPS
P
.87 6.4 3.47 1,07 D SOURCHE d.f. MS iy P
DBetween 3 68.33 .9 n,s.
Within 56 75.64

DUNNGTT TBEST

Relation of Means Difference P
Control 3 Low 2.47 n.s.
Mod u» Control 2.73 n.s,
Control » High .54 n.s.

Critical Value: 3.39




TABLL XT

Analysis of Ixperimental Groups' Latditude
of Rejection Changes
with "Tast Year "33" As a DBaseo

nas POST~ TRV . . TVQ-
GROUYI Tn8T TMST CUANGT! E’ TAIITD ANOVA
P
Tow 13.4 14,2 -8 .35 .73 SOURCD d.T. M3 T
Mod 14.33 14.47 -~-.14 .06 .96 Between 2 3.47 .06 n.
High 18.2 19.27 -1.07 .85 .41 Within 42 62.93
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Relation of Means Difference P

Mod » Low .66

Mod » High .93 LTA SQUARED: .003
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TABTD I

Analysis of Cont: '~1 CGroup Lattitude
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with "Las-. ‘oau 553" As a Base
D03T= PRI~ CHANGE + V0= t
Ta5T TEST - - TATILLD! ANOVA WITH DXPERIMIENTAL GROUP
p_ |
1
15.13 16.07 .94 .27 .79 j SOURCE d.f. MS P by
! Between 3 2,68 .03 n.s.
i Within 56 02.29
DUNNITT TEST
Relation of Means Difference P
Low > Control .13 n.s.
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Analysis of Tuzperimental Grouns'
of Accentance Chianges

TA3TT HITI

Tat®it

with "Tiast Year 133" As a Basc

ude

80 POST-- PRL- i T0-
GrOUP TneT  past CMANGE  t parnp ANOVA
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r
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al. Groups' latditude
nt Changes
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GROUP  T43 TIST CHAIIGT % TAILD ANOVA
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T.ow 6.13 4.4 1.73 .74 .47 SOURCT ad.rt. MS i o
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APPENDIX I
LIFE CHANGE SCALE INSTRUCTIONS

PURPOSE: We need your help in constructing a measure to indicate
how different "life events,'" such as getting married and graduating
from high school, differ in their ability to change people's
lives, regardless of the desirability of the events. On the
following pages you will find a 1ist of typical life eXperiences.
Opposite each you will {ind space for you to assign a number
indicating the significance of the event in regard to the intensity
and amount of adjustment required in one's life in order to
adapt to such an experience. We want you to base your judgments
on how you feel about your own life experiences and your
judgmznts about what such events mean to others in your age
group.

CONCEPTUAL FOCUS: We want you to provide a number indicating
the relative ''change power'" or amount of adjustment required
as a result of each and every event on the following pages,
whether or not you have had personal experience with the event.
DO NOT OMIT ANY EVENT.

METHOD: On the following pages you will see events presented as
follows:

last

twelve

value to me months
Graduated from high school 50
Death of a parent 200

In reporting your judgments keep the following guidelines in
mind:

(1) Assume that graduating from high school causes you to
make an average of 50 units of adjustment in your daily
activities, beliefs, and social relationships.

(2) Assume that the death of a parent causes you to make
adjustments to your environment equal to an average
value of 200 units.

(3) With these events as a starting point, assess all remain-
ing events proportionately larger, smaller, or the same,
depending on how intense and protracted the readjustments
would be.

(4) In the column marked "values" write in the numerical
value you have assigned te each event.

(5) If the event happened to vou, place a check- mark in the
column marked '"to me.

(6) If the event happened to you in the last twelve months,
place a check mark in the column marked "last twelve
months.

ALL RESPONSES WILL BE HELD STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL AND USED FOR
STATISTICAL PURPOSES ONLY.



APPENDIX II

EWVIRON128TAL STABILITY SCALE

Mean Last Twelve
Item Value 8§.H. Months Mean
Death of a parent 200 - 200
Marriage 174 4,03 174
Divorce 165 4,29 165
Marital separation from mate 164 4,39 164 -
Divorce of parents 156 3,65 156
Death of a close friend 150 3,69 150
Pregnancy ‘ 49 4,23 149
Girlfriend suspected she was pregnant (male only) 140 5.26 140
Death of close family member other than parent 139 3.77 139
Abortion 139 H. 3 139
Suspected you were pregnant (female only) 138 6.89 138
Drafted 134 4,25 134
Major personal injury or illness 128  3.85 128
Major change in financial status (much better or worse)l23 3.97 123
. Contracting a social disease (syphilis,gonorrhea,crabs)ll4 3,96 114
Use of a powerful hallucinogenic drug 110 4.65 110
Major changes in the health or behavior of a family
member 107 3.64 107
Pre-marital sexuwal experience 107 3.88 107
Failed a course 105 3.56 105
Sexual difficulties 105 3,74 105
Fired from work 99 3.79 99
Major change in religious belief(changing theologic
beliefs and practices) 99 4.39 29
Beginning college 98 3.21 98
Changing to a different line of work 95 3.4 95
Outstanding personal achievement 95  3.37 95
Traveled abroad 9%  3.83 ol
Volunteered for military service _ 93 3.76 93
Major change in social activities{+ .:..iu.,. dating) 87 3.33 87
Been hospitalized 8+ 3.09 84
Taking out & major loan{education, auto,personal) 84 3,42 8l
Major argument with parents _ 84 3.55 84
Major argument with girlfriend or boyfriend 4 83 3.55 83
Been robbed 81 3.42 81
Detention in jail or other institution . 81 4,16 60
Worked in an unsuccessful political campaign 80 2.86 80
Changing major 77  3.84 77
Purchased a new or different car o 3.3 7h
Ma jor change in usual type or amount of recreation 73 3.07 73
Loss of a pet 73 3.56 73
Experienced a major natural disaster(earthquake,flood) 70 3,94 83
Major change in working hours or conditions 69 3.06 69
Smoking marijuana for the first time 68 3.71 68
Revision of personal habits(dress,manners,associations) 66 3,17 66
Hitchhiked a large distance 64 3.16 64
Ma jor changes in the number of family get-togethers 63 3.09 63
Major changes in eating habits(different hours or amounts) 61 2,94 - 61
Participated in a social protest 60 2,69 60
O Worked in a successful political campaign 58 2,84 58
[ERJ!:Graduated from high school 50 - 50

ez (inor violations of the law(traffic tickets, jay-
valking, disturbing thé peace, etc,) 8y by 2,6 Ll
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APPENDIX III
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

Campus Memo
To: Department Chairmen and Deans Dave: For immediate reolease

Frost py, A.J. Trent, Chairman, SUBJECT: “'agk Force Recommendations
Blue-Ribbon Task Force

Twelve of the fifteesn members on the Undergraduate Instruction Panel of the
Blue-Ribbon Task Force on the USC New Directions for the Urban University in the
!70s committce endorsed the general conclusion reported below. Our purpose here
15 to inform vou of the primary recommendation and the rationale behind it. Actual
implementation of such a policy, of course, is a task for the full Academic Senatc
and University Trustees. The complete report is available in Dr. Trent's office.

Recommendation
ADMISSION TOQ USC SHOULD BLE RESTRICTED TO PERSONS HOLDING AN ASSOCIATE OF ARTS
DEGREE OR I''S EQUIVALENT FROM AN ACCREDITED COMMUNITY COLLEGE OR UNDERGRADUATE
INSTITUTION. EXCEPTIONS SHOULD NOT BE MADE EXCEPT FOR STUDENTS RECEIVING SCHOLARSHIPS
FOR QUTSTANDING ACADEMIC OR ATHLETIC EXCELLENCE.

Rationale

Experience at other institutions such as Governor's State University in Illinois,
demonstrates that urban universities -focused upon upper division and graduate-level
instruction accrue several concrete advantages:

J. Administrative costs tend to decrease as a result of a more stable student
population's reduced demand for add-drop, change of major,.grade review
procedures, and disciplinary staff.

2. Since other undergraduate institutions would provide the filtering process
of determining which students are suited to academic life, there would be
a marked decrease in the rate of attrition (which now stands at forty-five
percent at USC).

3. A smaller and academically more mature undergraduate population would
promote a closer student-teacher relationship in proseminar-type classes

and, therefore, enhance the intellectual growth of both students and instructors.

Prestige comes to a university as a result of the research and publishing efforts of

its faculty. The freshman-sophomore population not only strains the time and intellectual

~resources of the faculty, but also demands survey courses which are not amenable to

productive student-instructor interactions. This results in a two-way drain on the
University's teaching capabilities.

1. At present, graduate students are supported with teaching a551stantsh1p
positions (awarded on the basis of need and research potential, not necessarily
teaching ability) which are funded directly by the University. Removing the
necessity for teaching assistantships by adopting the recommendation would
allow needy graduate students to serve as research assistants. This would
result in the bulk of their stipends being paid by business and government
research grant revenues, instead of University resources.

2. Freeing the senior faculty from the demands of lower division instruction
would result in an increased capability for faculty and graduate student _
personnel to generate and seek new governmental and business research grants
for major projects.

The adoption of this recommendation would serve the interests of the student:

1. Adoption would save the average 'student approximately $3,000 annually in tuition

and housing expenses.
2. It would improve the quality of instruction for most students. At present, the
quality and consistency of instruction provided by teaching assistants is often

uncertain. Many teaching assistants are inexperienced teachers and occasionally

teach outside their major areas of concentration. With the need for teaching

assistants removed, students would be assured of education provided by instructors

competent and trained to teach in their areas of expertise.

2. In the past decade the role of the university and community college has changed in
function, each becoming more specialized. Two-year institutions are particularly

well qualified to provide optimal educational programs for freshmen and
sophomores. Such institutions have counselling and instructional staff devoted
to maximizing the intellectual capabilities of lower division college students.
On the other hand, the university has the primary role of providing advanced

) . s . ; .
EE i(j : educational opportunities which cannot be obtained elsewhere. The Task Force
! R\, feels that USC should not attempt 7o step outside its specialty and compete

with community college education of lower division students.



