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The commitment/consistency principle for compliance implies that people act in ways
consistent with their previous behavior. Cialdini and Sagarin (2005) have stated that,
according to this principle, asking individuals questions to which they would be expected to
say “yes” could be associated with achieving greater compliance with a subsequent request.
However, this procedure, referred to as the four walls technique, has never been tested
experimentally. In this study, we conducted an experiment in which participants were first
asked to answer several questions that required “yes” or “no” responses. Then, the participants
were asked to comply with an additional request. It was found that saying “yes” several times
beforehand is associated with greater compliance with a subsequent request than is saying
“no” beforehand or when no first request was made.

Keywords: compliance, four walls technique, behavioral consistency, foot-in-the-door
technique.

In 1966, Freedman and Fraser convinced 43% of a group of housewives to
allow a team of five or six investigators to come to their homes for two hours to
do an inventory of all the products they used for cleaning and cooking. Three days
before this visit, the women were asked to fill out a short questionnaire containing
eight questions concerning their household product consumption. Without this
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preliminary request, only 22% of the women agreed to the investigators’ visit.
The act of preparing the individual with a small request before making the sought
after request has been called the foot-in-the-door (FITD; Freedman & Fraser,
1966) technique. Various meta-analyses of numerous studies on this technique
have shown its effects on compliance (Beaman, Cole, Preston, Klentz, & Steblay,
1983; Burger, 1999; Dillard, Hunter, & Burgoon, 1984; Fern, Monroe, & Avila,
1986; Pascual & Guéguen, 2005). One aspect that has not previously been tested
using the FITD technique is the verbal behavior of individuals during the first
request, and particularly the fact that when they respond to this request, they are
required to answer “yes” or “no”. When individuals are asked to comply with a
second request, they may be influenced by their previous responses.

The assumption that the verbal behavior of a participant when fulfilling a first
request may influence the rate of compliance with a second request was made by
Cialdini and Sagarin (2005). In their study, they illustrated the frequent practice
of door-to-door salesmen, who use such a method to gain permission to enter a
customer’s house. This approach, called the four walls (FW) technique, consists
of asking the customer several initial questions to obtain “yes” to each request
(e.g., “Do you feel that a good education is important for your children?”).
After obtaining several “yes” answers, the seller then explains what product or
service he/she has to offer and asks the customer for permission to enter. To our
knowledge, and according to Cialdini and Sagarin, this technique has never been
investigated experimentally. Therefore, this was our objective.

Method

Participants

The participants comprised 90 men (aged between 30 and 50 years),
unaccompanied and chosen at random from the streets of a medium-sized town
located on the south coast of Brittany, France. The participants were then selected
to integrate 1 of 3 experimental conditions (two experimental conditions and one
control condition), according to random distribution.

Procedure

A 20-year-old woman acted as a confederate. When the confederate saw a
potential participant, she approached him. In both experimental conditions,
the confederate asked the participant if he would agree to respond to a short
8-question survey on odd jobs in the home by responding either “yes” or “no”.
If the man agreed, the survey questions were read out. In the “yes” response
condition, the questions were designed to obtain a “yes” answer to each question
(e.g., “Have you ever assembled a storage unit?”’), while in the “no” response
condition, the questions were designed to obtain a “no” answer to each question
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(e.g., “Have you ever installed a solar water-heater?”). In both experimental
conditions, the questions were tested for their ability to obtain “yes” or “no”
responses to each question with a very large majority. (The pretest was conducted
with a sample of 22 undergraduate students comprising 12 men and 10 women
with a mean age of 20 years, SD = 1.2) After completion of the survey, the
confederate thanked the participant and then said, “I have something else to ask
you. We are conducting a very important survey on people’s food habits. Would
you be willing to participate in this survey? The procedure is to take this stamped,
addressed envelope (the confederate showed a 12.2” x 8.8” stamped, addressed
envelope) in which you will find 45 questions on people’s food habits. You may
fill out this survey at home and then send back the questionnaire in the envelope
provided. Would you care to do this?” In the control condition, the participant
was approached in the same manner, but this latter request only was made. In
all three conditions, the confederate waited for the participant’s response before
proceeding with a full debriefing.

Results

In the “yes” response condition, we found that 83.3% (25/30) of participants
agreed with the request, whereas only 60% (18/30) in “no” response condition
and 30% (9/30) in the control condition agreed. Taking the number of participants
agreeing to a request, independent chi square and phi coefficient test analyses of
the 3 (experimental condition) x 2 (compliance) design revealed a significant
effect (x*(2, N = 90) = 17.58, p < .001, ¢ = .40). Additional analyses showed
that the “yes” response condition was statistically different from both the “no”
response condition (y*(1, N = 60) = 4.02, p < .05, ¢ = .25) and the control
condition (y*(1, N = 60) = 17.37, p < .001, r = .47). Comparison between the
“no” response condition and the control condition was significant (x*(1, N = 60)
=5.45,p<.02, 0 =.29).

Discussion

In this experiment, we found that asking participants several questions to
which they responded “yes” was associated with greater compliance with a
later request. We, thus, note that this FW technique is more efficient in terms of
gaining compliance than if they were asked questions to which they responded
“no”. However, in the case of people being induced to respond “no” several
times, it was found that the participants’ rate of compliance was statistically
greater than when no initial request was used. Thus, it seems that when people
respond “no” to the initial question of a first request, the classic FITD effect
occurs, while for the FW condition, an independent effect is added to the FITD.
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This enhances the efficiency of the well-known FW technique, which had never
before been investigated experimentally. Our results confirmed the assumption
made by Cialdini and Sagarin (2005) that the FW technique is efficient for
gaining compliance, and could thus be considered as a new compliance-gaining
procedure (Pratkanis, 2007).
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