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How do verbal and nonverbal communication interact to influence persuasion

and increase the odds of behavioral compliance? In two field experiments, we

found that sales agents displaying eager nonverbal cues fostered consumer

buying behavior when using an approach-, rather than avoidance-oriented

influence strategy, whereas vigilant nonverbal cues showed the opposite and

increased the impact of avoidance-, rather than approach-oriented

strategies.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
We are all frequently approached and sometimes harassed by 

volunteers, fundraisers, and sales-representatives attempting to get 
us to say “yes” to their offer. These agents have at their disposal a 
wide variety of influence strategies aimed at increasing the odds of 
compliance. Studies have focused on what agents have to say to fos-
ter persuasion, but have largely ignored the interplay with nonverbal 
communication in this process (e.g., Burger 1999; McFarland, Chal-
lagalla, & Shervani 2006). Furthermore, the influence of fit (and mis-
fit) between nonverbal communication and influence strategies on the 
consumers’ compliance has not yet received empirical investigation. 
The present research aims to fill this void by examining the impact 
of influence strategies when embedded in nonverbal behavior that 
either fits or misfits the key orientation of the strategy. We propose 
that nonverbal communication can “boost” the persuasive impact of 
influence strategies to the extent that it fits the strategy’s orientation, 
and conversely, that a misfit between nonverbal behavior and type of 
strategy may render it ineffective in fostering compliance. 

Previous research on social influence has focused primarily on 
identifying and testing verbalized scripts that agents may use to in-
duce compliance and persuasion on the part of the recipient (Cialdini 
& Goldstein 2004). For instance, research on personal selling has 
identified a host of persuasive techniques that sales representatives 
use to convince prospective buyers, such as information exchange, 
the use of recommendations, requests, promises, or ingratiation (Mc-
Farland et al., 2006). In addition, studies have focused on several 
well-defined influence techniques employing heuristic decision mak-
ing to induce compliance. Well-known examples include the “Door-
In-The-Face” technique (DITF; Cialdini et al. 1975), in which the 
target request is presented as a concession to an unreasonably large 
initial request, and the “Disrupt-Then-Reframe” technique (DTR; 
Davis & Knowles 1999; Fennis, Das, & Pruyn 2004, 2006; Kardes, 
Fennis, Hirt, Tormala, & Bullington, 2007), where an otherwise con-
ventional sales script is interrupted by a subtle, odd element in (i.e., 
the “disruption”, for example stating the price of an offer in pennies 
before stating it in dollars) followed by a persuasive phrase that con-
cludes the script (i.e., the “reframe”, e.g., “it’s a bargain!”). 

Interestingly, Knowles and Linn (2004) have recently argued 
that the DITF and DTR might operate differently because they rely 
on different orientations. More specifically, these authors have pro-
posed that some influence strategies may work because they increase 
an approach orientation, while others are effective because they mo-
bilize an avoidance orientation. More specifically, what they term 
“alpha strategies” persuade people by activating approach forces, 
increasing people’s motivation toward a goal by making the offer or 
request more attractive. One of the ways to activate such an approach 
orientation is to engage a norm of reciprocity in which granting a 
small favor or concession prompts recipients to reciprocate and re-
turn the favor (Knowles & Linn, 2004). As demonstrated by Cialdini 
et al. (1975), the DITF hinges on the principle of reciprocity (e.g., 
Cialdini et al., 1975; Fennis, Janssen & Vohs, 2009; Gouldner, 1960): 
a large request by the agent is typically declined after which the agent 
presents the smaller request as a clear concession, thus provoking 
a counter-concession on the part of the recipient (i.e., compliance). 

“Omega strategies”, on the other hand, attempt to persuade peo-
ple by minimizing avoidance forces, reducing people’s motivation to 

move away from a goal. One way of minimizing avoidance forces is 
to reduce the extent of recipient counterargumentation in response to 
a persuasion attempt (Knowles & Linn, 2004). As shown by Fennis 
et al. (2004), this process also underlies the impact of the DTR tech-
nique where the disruption interferes with the consumer’s countera-
gumentation thus increasing the persuasive impact of the reframe. 

There is reason to assume that nonverbal communication may 
play a role of significance in these settings —by itself and in inter-
play with these verbal influence strategies. For instance, a study of 
McGinley, LeFevre, and McGinley (1975) showed that agents with 
open body positions were evaluated more positively and were more 
persuasive than agents with closed body positions. In addition, Ce-
sario and Higgins (2008) investigated the influence of fit between 
the recipient’s orientation and the influence agent’s nonverbal style. 
They distinguished between an eager and a vigilant nonverbal style. 
An eager nonverbal style is approach oriented and involves animat-
ed, broad opening movements, hand movements openly projected 
outward, forward-leaning body positions, fast body movements, and 
fast speech rate. A vigilant nonverbal style is avoidance oriented and 
involves gestures showing precision, motions that represent slow-
ing down, backward-leaning positions, slower body movements, 
and slower speech (Cesario & Higgins, 2008). They showed that 
when recipients in a promotion focus —who perceive goals as hopes 
and aspirations and prefer eager, advancement strategies (Higgins, 
1998)— viewed a message delivered in an eager nonverbal style, 
they developed more positive attitudes and also behaved more in 
accordance with the recommendation than when there was a mis-
fit between nonverbal style and regulatory orientation. Likewise, 
when recipients in a prevention focus —who perceive goals as du-
ties and obligations and prefer vigilant, cautious strategies (Higgins, 
1998)— viewed a message delivered in a vigilant nonverbal style, 
they too showed more persuasion and advocacy congruent behavior. 
The experience of regulatory fit underlies these effects, such that a 
fit between the recipient’s focus and the orientation indicated by the 
nonverbal style can augment persuasion and compliance, whereas a 
misfit can do the opposite and decrease persuasion and compliance 
(Cesario & Higgins, 2008). 

Importantly, the experience of fit can arise from the interplay 
between message characteristics and recipient’s orientation or it may 
reside in different features of the persuasive appeal itself (see for 
example Evans & Petty, 2003; Koenig, Cesario, Molden, Kosloff & 
Higgins, 2009). Hence, we extend previous research by examining 
the impact of fit and misfit within one and the same persuasive appeal 
and assess the effectiveness of (mis)fit of the type of verbal influence 
strategy and nonverbal style on consumers’ behavioral compliance 
with a sales request. 

More specifically, we argue that the impact of alpha (approach) 
and omega (avoidance) influence strategies will be moderated by the 
type of nonverbal style. We propose that the effectiveness of these 
influence strategies will be boosted in situations of fit and attenuated 
in situations of misfit with the type of nonverbal style. Hence, alpha 
influence strategies will receive a boost when they are delivered with 
an eager non-verbal style. Similarly, the impact of omega influence 
strategies will be increased when delivered with a vigilant nonverbal 
style. In contrast, the impact of alpha (omega) strategies will be re-
duced when delivered in a vigilant (eager) nonverbal style influence.
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