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In our studies of.thq development -of persuasive skills in children, our

methodological approach has beea to plaée children*in hypotfietical but e~

’

alistic situations and ask them to indicate what they would say to accomplish
a particular persuasive goal. We then.code their appeals for the extent to

- which they are adapted to the message recipient.

b
-

Consistent evidence for the validity of this approach is two-fold.

»

. First, there appears to be a clear develqpmeﬁtal trend in the degree to which

children adapt to the views of others. As children grow older, the@§y mes-
sages focus less on their own needs for making the request and more on antic-
-~ .

ipating and)responding to reservations held by the other and on anticipating

and indica&ing dircct benefits to the message recipient -(Clark! & belia, 1976;

' Delia, Rline, & Burleson, 1979).° ~ - . = )
‘ Secondly, results obtained from coding_ these spontaneously generated Y .
~ . .

messages correlate with social cognitive abilities presumed requisite to the

dgvelopment of listener adaptation. It seems reasonable that individuals

L]
% «

wikh more differentiated and abstract construct systems for representing , »

other people might be better able té adapt to the views of these people.

-

) And, in fact, moderate to strong positive_correlations have been found be-

v

tween measures of cognitive differentiation and abstractness and the level
. >

_of listener adaptation of appeals in spontaneously generated messages

-~ “ -
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(Clark & Delia, 1976; Delia & Clagk, 1977; Delia, Kline & Burleson, 1979;
i .o . o . ’
O'Keefe and’'Delia, 1979). R - .
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1 Self-sé}ving in that these have the obvious dﬁvgntage of ease of administra-

<

.,

*to determine differences in the selecg)on of strategies under cogditions °

tiops were interpersonal or impersonal.
v «

!

The presenf~rep0rt extends this line of work in an’attempt to assess

H
the utility of two other met Hodological approaches: the selection of pre-
) . . .

formulated appeals and the elicitation of fationalgs for the appeals selected.

.o
-

Our interest in the use of strategy éhecklists or preformulated appeals is

A

tion and scoring. “ : ’ ; - ) s
- 1 - , -~
A number of researchers interested in the €ffects of situatiomal and

e

A
relational constraints on persuasive messages have had adults select from
among preformulated appeals or strategies. For example, Hazen and Kiesler

. % - * ) ' .
(1975) had subjects select from specific arguments those which they would

~

use under circumstances varying along the dimensions of degree of opposition

~

from the target, likelihood of feedback, and anticipated difficulty of gain~
ing agreement. Miller; Boster, Roloff, and SeiQfld\<i977) provided subjects
. . .

with seventeen gsneral strategies identified by Marwell and Schmitt (1967)°

- / M 4
where the outcome had short or long~term consequences and where the situa-

©

Work undertaken to compare the selec¢tion of preformulated: appeals and

spontaneously generated appeals found that thé two méthogs yielded different

L} .

data. For example, in repeated measures designs using different strategy

checkiists both Burke {1979) and Eglose (1980, 1981) found little agreement

betweer’ strategies used in spontaneous messages_and strategies checked on a

0y

strategy checklist. Additionally, Clark (1979)' compated strategy selections
-
to appeals gn spontaneously‘gene}ated messages'unde} conditions which varied

. i . \
in terms of the degree of self interest of the*persuader in ehe outcome and

[}
-




.

-

. the persuader's desirce to be 1iked by the message recipient. She {ound that )

L
spontaneOusiy gaéﬁated messages revealed differences in strategies used

among the varying conditions which were not revealed when subjects were al-

1

lowed to choose from preformulated appeals.’ ' When presented with an array

)

from which to choese, subjects tended to select appeals whichareflected //Q\

greater accomodation to the views of the persuadec than many subjects were

e, . - B
able to spontaneOusiyvgenerate, thereby obscuring differences among condi-

*

t ions. : . - . Y «

R 4
)

In general then, individuals may choose appeals c9ns§stently bettern

’

' . \
adapted to message recipilents than they are capable of constructing sponta-
d " -

) . .
neously. It %s possible however that this selection process might reveal

a developmental”® progression. That ist children may choose more adaptive

4 .

~strategies than they can generate themselves but the best adapted strategies

will be selected onlyzby the oldest children. Howie-Day (1979) found no

differences in messages selected by first-graders, seventh-graders and
& ~ t .

undergraduates. However, she allowed subjects only two options--ejther

a

asking without any justification or asking with a specific justification. -«

\\\Although three forms of justification were studied, they were never compared -«

v
with each other; each was always compared only with an unjustified request. .

.

Hence the present study repregents a more direct attempt to discern

’ + Ao - ”
whether there is a developmental progression in the type of persuasive

) N
13

. appeals selected by..children where the appeals are ordered in terms of the

" degnee to which they accomodate to the views of. others. The first research
3 . . f] N

question was directeq to this issue:, W .
Ql: Is there a positive relationship between the grade level
of the child and the level of adaptation in the pre-

formulated persuasive appeal chosen?
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As already. noted, vur work with spontaneously generated messages has
. ]

.revealed a consistent pattern of positive correlations with social cognitive

measures (e.g., differentiation and abstractness of the interpersonal con-
. ! N » . .
struct system) thought to be requisite to the development of listener adap-

tation in' persuasive mességgs. It seems reasonable to assess whether results

.

obtained through message selection proeedures would yield similar results.

The second research question focuses on this issue:
N N : * L
Q2: Is there a positive correlation between level of adapta-.
tion of the preformulated persuasive appeals chosen and
measures of cognitive differentiation and abstractness?

ot} .
* @ . . v .
The second methodological appraoch 1nvest1g§Fed in this study was that
‘.:; » > a

of eliciting a rationale for the message stfétegy chosen. Eliciting a

rationale appears to be important because the rationale provides more direct-

.

T Isight into tbe‘child's reliance on varying bases of message adaptation.
Coding appeals in spontaneo?sly generated messages will not overestimate fhe

level of development of the éhild, but at times might rgsulE in an under-

~

estimate of the extent of development. The child might use a seemingly low

level of adaptatioﬁ (e.g., focusing on persortal needs a&d wants) when in

rqalit& he or she had- very. good reasons éor doiﬁg so. For instance, if the
a child regiized ;hau a grandparent 2Bjoyed“indulging the chi&d: a ¥implé plea

, might'pe the most effective’ form of persuasion. We, as researchers, would
. ‘ s .
need the rationale to recognize the understanding of the other displayed in
' < s

this message choice. . ' .
.

-

-~

" 0'Keefe and Delia's (1979) study with adults sugge;ts the qtiliﬁy af.
elic;ting,the quionale and codipg it for the degree to¢’ which it reflects
unde?sﬁandigg of the views ofnthe message recipien}.' ﬁsing such an apprg?ch,
they found that the level of undérstanding in the rationale éorrelased pos—

itively with the number of arguments and appedls used in the message as well

-

wrn
.
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f .
as with measures of cognitive differentiation and comprehensiveness.

N

In the study of Howie-Day' (1979) cited earlier, in which no difference

.

’ i .
was found in the appeals sclected by children wf diféferent ages, she did

i
find that the rationale given for message choices showed increasing under-—

N\ —-
standing of the views of the message recipient among older ghildren.

The present study, then, represents an attempt to further investigate

» o -
i)

the utility of eliciting and coding rationales for messagewchoiceg as a means
. ‘ .

of assessing the level of devslophent of qhildreni Once again, the same

two criteria for utility.that were used in .assessing message eelection were

>

! . . .
applied to questions concerning ratidnales for message selection:
. ' b d

Q3: 1Is there a positive relationship;bétween the grade of
the child and the "level of understanding of tHe message
recipient revealed in the rationale offered for the
choice of'a persuasive appeal? ’

Is there a positive relationship between cognitive
differentdation and abstractness and the. level of

understanding.of the views of the message recipient
revealed in the rationale offered for the choice of
a persuasive appeal? . .

~

¢

Methods
Subjects "

Subjects were 211 kindergarten théough 12th grade student’s attendiﬁg a

parochial school in a midwestern c’ommunit:y.l All subjects were from wotking,

4
<

€ ' ¢
middle and.upper-middile cléss backgrounds.

Procedures

Each child was interviewed individﬁally by the second author. Interviews

were condpcted in a quiet room in the school and lasted approximately 20 min-

utes. All interviews were recorded on audiotape. Prior to the administration

.

of ghe experimental tasks, the interviewer ascertained that all children were
~




N t - ) . ' . -
- ::‘;k ) . ' .
familiar with tape retorders. After.supplying demographic informatio:‘ the

child, completed a number of tasks, three of which are relevant to our ques-

tions. 2 The nature of ,these tas¥ is described below in the order of pres- ..
4 * - ’ ' t ' ' '
entation.
© . ~ o ‘
Tasks* ) . . ’ ¢

’

2

¢ L 3 « .
Peer Descaéption Task. Subjects were asked to describe two peers, one

liked and one disliked. On those few occasions wheére the subjects could nog

name a disliked peer, they were asked to describe a peer %po was not a _''good

v

friend". The subjects Qere asked to tell the experimenter everything they
[ :

! \

knew ‘about each peer in turn so that the interviewer might know what kind 'of
[ ) ) .

< person each was. The spontaneous descriptions were followed by two probes.
. For each peer the subjects were asked if there was anything else they could

* add. Finadly, after the description of the liked peer the interviewer asked

‘the child if there was anything.he/she disliked abott. the otﬁeg; after the
. : ¢ : . o
disliked peer, the intervicwer asked if there was anything he/she liked

'y

about the other.

A .
. Appeal Selection. Subjects were presented with two situations. -In one <
. "
situation the subjects were told to imagine that they ‘'wanted theif father to
buy them a new bike. In the other situation the subjetcts were asked to

<imagine ‘that they wanted their parents to donate food to a poor family for . #

. " a Christmas dinner. For each situation the interviewer supplied four appeals
" <

ghd asked the subjects to select the message they would be most likely to
use. ;ach message ;as Fxplicitly constructed to represent differing levels
of listeper—adapiatiogf3 For example, one message focusing on the needs and
wants of the persuader”indicaged how much fun the child could have with a

new bike. One message focused on a potential objection that the persuadee
‘ ]

iy

might use as the basis for refusing the request. For example, in the

' 3 _ -

- ”




b ] . T ’

' 7

L ~ . vrﬂwv—\\\ . hx\ A
siMn in which' the child att
. .

N
empted to persuade their father to buy them

a new bike, the appeal focused on how careful the child would be. Two Tiifgges

v

focused on the needs and wants of the persuadee. So, for example, 'the appeal
o -

indicated tKat a new bike would enable’ the child to run errands for his/her

., ~

parents.

~

ElicitatISﬁ of Rationales. After the subjects ident%fied the message
the& would be most likely to use, they were gﬁked a series of questions de-

’

signed to eiicit their ratidnale for messége cheice. First they were asked -

why they selected the message they did.  Then they were asked how they knew

that the-message they had selected would work best. Finally, they were asked
{ f
why the message they had clfosen would make more difference to the persuadee
N -

than any of the alternatives. o .

Coding Systems

-

Peer Description Task. THe peer description task yielded two measures
¢ \ . .
\ oE social éognitive development: , (1) differentiation and (2) abstractness

of the interpersonal construct system. Differentiation is assessed by
p}

counting the number of attributes mentioned in each description énd summing
across the two descriptions. Abstractness is assessed b& div}ding attributes,
mentioned in the description into two categories: concrete (physical char-
acteristics, behavioral descriptions, and demographic charactergstics) apd

0 A
= abstract constructs (general attitudes, beliefs, values, psychological states,

- o

disposgitions, and motivations) and thet counting thgrnumber of abstract

t -
v

COIISCI'L‘CCS. B

Appeal Selection. Each child received a score for the appeal they

selected for each situatfon. Since the preformulated messagesfwere designed

¢

to reflect the three levels of listeﬁér adapted appeals wittxjhstificat&on

y : )
identified by Clark and Delia (1976), we used their scoring/system to assign

scores. The lowest level apﬁeal focused on the needs and/wants of the

i - /o

o BE
- .'  8 - - \

-




-

persuader. The next lével of appeal focused on potential couqtérarguments.
The highegt level focused on the needs and wants of thq persuaﬁee.a
ationales. Rationgles were scored using an eight level scoring system
develop;d for this study. The scoring system is designed to tap the level
of understanding of the listener displayed in the rationale:for message
selection. Following are Qescfiptisns of the levels with examples. All

¢
examples are drawn from the rationales for selecting the message indicating

. that the child gqould run errands for the parents when trying to persuade

] .
Level 1~—No\rationale. When the child was asked why he

{use lots of people like to have somquﬁ else

rands for them." or "Because you're
It's nice."

pposed

Level 6--Extert
. expli;itly display understanding of the internal
g or motlvatioqs of the persuadee as thgﬁfasis

ould be the best because he likes me to go
for him that are close and I'd be able to .

evidenc# to support the inferences about those
preferen es. .
"Becauselhe's a very practical man. Like when he
sees me $itting in front of the TV he'll say why




|

don?f you get up-and help yaur mom or way don't
you gp out and rake up the leaves or something.
a ) So I think he'd like me to run errands." ,

. Results ' ' ) s

- 2
\ Appeal Selection ., ) —) .

To assesg the relationship beEween grade and the level of listener

adaptation in the message selected in both situations a 13 (grade) by 2

- \ (buy‘bike vs donate food situa&ion) unweighted means analysis of variance
with repeated measu;es on the second factor was calculated. The bet;;;h
. group factor was grade wﬁile.the the w}ghin groﬁp factor was the situation.
—~ The dependent measures were the level of listener adaptatioﬁ‘in the message
selected for each situation. The main effect for grade was not significanF

.(F;1.07,df=12,180,p<.39). Although there was a significant effect for situ-

. gZion (F=3.79,d£f=1,180,p<.05), there was not a significant situation by grade

\ . interaction (F=1.41,df=12,180, p<.16). In shord, then, older childrén did

not déffer from younger ones in the persuasive appeals selected. The mean

-

level of listener adap;atibn in selected messages for each situation for

P‘(:\ each grade are presénted in Table 1l.- - ' !
: <

' / 4 ~
To assess the relationship between social cognitive development and
7 < .
the level of listener adaptation og selected messages, correlations were

computed (See Fable 3). Nonsignificant correlations were obtained between

)

the level of listener adaptation in.the quessage selected for the buy biké

si;uation and cognitive differentiation and abstractness of the, interpersonal
3

construct system. In other words, there was no relationship observed be-

tween social cognitive development and the level of listener adaptation in »

— . - . ,

7 phe particular ‘message seleéggd in the buy bike situation. Stgnificant but

small cofrelations in the wrong direction were found between the level of

°

-
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-

listener adaptation in the messg§es selected for the donate food situation

dnd cognitive differentiation (r= -.24) and abstractness (r= -.12). 1In

v

other words, the more listener adapted messages were selected by subjects .
lower in social cognitive development. —

Rationales

»

To assess the relatidnéhip between grade and the level of understanding

of the listener reflected in the rationale for message slection a 13 (grade)

by 2 (buy bike vs donate food situation) unweighted means anal&sis of

variance with repeated measures on the second factor was.calculated. The

>
L

between group factor was grade, while the within group factor was the situ-,

ation. The dependent measures were the level of understawdlng of the
listener displayed in the rationale provided For each situation. The. main
effect for gradeswas significant (F=9.96,df=12;178,p<.001)\while‘the effect
for situation (F=.23,df=1,178,p<.63)'and the grade by situdtion interaction
(F=.74,d£=12,178,p<.71) were not éignificant. In other wor s; there was a
signiflcant developmental trend such that older children we e(more likely

to display greater understanding of the listener in their rawgonales. The
mean levels of understarding of the listener displayed in the rationale for
each situation for each grade are presented in Table 2.

To assess the relationship between sociai cognitive deYelooment and the

.1evel‘of'understanding of the 1;stener displayed\in the rationLles cor- ™

relations were computed. (See Table 3.) Since no significht differences

>

~ * .

were observed between the two situations, the scores for each situation were
averaged. So, the correlations were computed on the averadge level of under-

5.

standing of the 1istener displayed in\xhe two rationales /nd cognigive dif-

0

feﬂﬁntiation and abstractness. The level of understanding of the.listener

A4

. 11

S
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displayed in the rationale (averaged across both situations) was significantly

correlated with both cognitive differentiation (r=.41) and abstractness (r=.44)

-

of the interpersonal copstruct system. . )

. : l
. . . Discussion

P

The purpose of this study was to determine the utility of two method—r

ological approaches for ass®ssing the level of devéiopment of dg{fuasive

)
‘

skills. In general, the selection of preformulated appeals appears to have

no utility, whereas thé coding of the rationale underlying the selection

~
4 @
.

seems very useful, . . .
. “ — -
The level of appeal reflected in choices from preformulated messages

showed no advancement with the age of the child and failed to correlate

' positively with social cognitive measures which relate to“the level of appeal
\ »

used in- spontanequsly generated messages. JFurther doubt is cast on the -

f

c ¢ utility of the sglgcuion of appeals by their-negative correlation (buy bike

situation: r= -.24; donate food sfituation: r="-,03) with the rationale for~

.
»,

making the choice. Thus we see nb\justification for using selection of

prefogmulated appeals in studying the level of development of persuasi{; ‘

-

',abilities. . .
In contrast, the degree to which the ;ationale displayed understandiﬁg

Offtﬁe views of the message recipient ipgreasgd with ‘age and was positively

correlatéa\with measures of cognitive differentiation and abstractness. C.
In fact, the coding of the_rationale correlated positively (r=.49)

with the level of listener adaptgtio&\of appeal in spontaneously generatéd

messages On differeﬁ; topics analyzed in a stgdy reported elsewhege (See

Delia, Kline, & ﬁurleson, 19729). This suggests that the level of ability

& .
reflspted in the rationale is a generalized one, not bound to factors

[y
.

%
v ‘, -

mc - 12
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- A | |
involved in the specific situation. D .
There is, then, considerable evidence tﬁdt the degree of understanding
e > .

“
.

of the views of others reflected in the rationale does measure an undexlying :
j . v M

5

level of ability to construct persuasive messages.- Thgs when the researcher

wishes to rely primarily on an analysis of/;pgntaneously generated messages,

i
. { .

analysis of ghe rationale for* selection of t/he approach taken is a useful

)

« -

. ] . . .
supplement. The researcher cdn use the ratjonale to dISCIffylsh between

cases where low level appeals are used because the persuader has little

4

undef;tandigg of the views of the méssage_recipient~and instances where the
views of the other are understood well ahd suggest the appropriateness of
. . ’ S .

a seemingly low level strategy. )

The re§%archer might even use the method of having subjects choose from

\) & N ,“ » ) >

preformulated appeals and then supply a rationaleh%or the choice.  The index
of deyelopment, then, would not be the opfion\selected, but rather the level
, ) ¢
of understanding of the views of the other reflected in the rationale.

I 4
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» Table 1. Means by Grade for the : <
: ‘Level of Adaptation in Appeals Selected
L - ~
Grade Buy Bike Situation Donate Food Situation
] ' 325 . : 3.50 ‘
N ,
. 1 + 3.18 Lo 3.35
. . . } v
- , 2 " 3.25 3:44
N3 3.6k . ~ 3.36 %
4 3.25 3.25
. D L 3.44 3.19
: 6 - 3.20 ‘ 3.00
/ - ®
N o7 . 3.35 ‘ 3.00
8 3.08 3.33
9 : + 8.50 . 3.29 ;
’ N ? ‘ ) -
. 10 3.19 .. 2,75
11 " 3.64 \ 2.1
k3
12 3.15 2.92 :
. . Lo oy .
‘ .
4 N t
s " . . &
Y
/
& ~ IS
’
. _ . )
» [ .
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Grade

11

12

Table 2.
of Understanding of the Listener Displayed in the Rationale

Buy Biﬁ%
Situation

3.

1

.93

o~

00

65

.50 7

.63

.14

.69

.71

.17

Mecans by Grade for the Level

Donate Foét
Sitfuation

3.19
2.711
4.80
4.57

4,69 )

5.58
4.93°

6.00

15

Average of
Both Situations

3.09
2.68
4.87

4.04

- 4.66

5.13
4.84
5.36
5.79
5.54
5.84
5.75

6.25 Y

R4
-

-
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Table 3. Intercorrelations

grade
cdgnitive differentiatidn
co%?itive abstractness

listener adaptedness of
message selected in buy
bike situation
. i
listener adaptedness of
message selected in -
donate food situation

X 1evel of understanding
of the other in the
rationale

J

) \

Lh%% =403

1

-, 24%% &
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Footnotes

lThe numper of subJects varies from analysis to analysis because of
1ncomp1ete data on some subjects. We have data on all 211 for the peer

'deSCriptlon task. We have data’on only 195 subJects for.selecting appeals

in the bicycle situation and 193 subjects for selecting appeals in the
food donation situation. We have ratlonales é§r both situations from only
191 subjects. . Fi ‘ -

! v \ "" . R .

2AnalySes on other tasks in this data set are reperted in Delia, Kline,

and Burleson (197%) and Delia, Burleson, & Kline_(in préss).

3An appeal at the lowest’ level of llstener adaptatlon——a simple request
with no justification was not represented in the message ‘choices. Although
many children produce this Ievel of appeal spontaneously, when they are
allowed to select messages, Howie-Day (1979) found/that first graders,
seventhegradeks, 7@hd undergraduates all preferred messages with justifica-
tion to messages with no-justification.

Multiple instantiations.of all levels of appeal were hot provided.
When faced with the unfortunate need to balance the obvious advantage of
having multlple instantiations with constraints igposed on us by the age
of our sublects, we felt that multiple instantidtions of appeals within
situations would not be feasible because of the ifficulties this would
present the child in terms of ‘the increased number of comparisons. A godd
deal of research indicates that children have dlfflculty with a task as thei
number of comparisons increases (A§her, 1976; Asher &.0den, 1976; Ashh
Parke, 1975; Rosenberg & Colen, 1966; Whltehurst 1976; Whitehurst &
Sonmensehlen, 1978). . g

For a more elaborate explanatlon of thls‘codlng system wlthwexamples

4

see Clark & Delia. (1976) ) ~ .
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