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Introduction:

The general area of research being studied is that involving the persuasive effects of particular media devices on individuals.

This study is specifically focusing on that information which attempts to influence certain beliefs or attitudes of it’s receivers. Examples of such information include commercials, campaigns, TV shows, or any other type of advertisement. Viewing the spectrum of different types of persuasive messages, its clear that many different methods and techniques are used in trying to make that particular message the most retainable and persuasive to its receiver as possible. Most distinctly it seems that over time, persuasive messages delivered to the public via mainstream media sources (i.e. TV, radio, internet, etc.) have shown increased amounts of audio and visual stimuli for the purpose of increased persuasion in it’s receivers. With always evolving technology and constantly increased standards for what is required to impress and captivate individuals on their TVs, radios, movie theatre or computer screens, it seems like it takes “more” in order to have some sort of a lasting effect if trying to deliver some sort of information via one of these main sources. Specifically, it takes “more” of what tickles the senses, namely what we can see and hear.

Research Question:

The question under investigation in this particular study is investigating this very phenomenon: “Do increasingly heightened levels of audio and visual elements within a message heighten the message’s persuasiveness?”

Persuasion is the key element being measured in this experiment, and shall be defined as the following: “...persuasion is used to convince the offender to redefine his or her goal or alter the means to it” (Reardon 19). Basically, the goal and hopefully he result of persuasion (in general, and also in this experiment) is to either create a belief in an individual, or to take what belief is already there and alter it to our specifications.
Background:
In this study, the independent variable will be presented in terms of varied levels stimulus: A low audio-visual stimulus message, a medium audio-visual stimulus message, and a high audio-visual stimulus message. The low, medium, and high, are all referring to the amount of audio and visual content within the message. The message that is being presented is that a completely fictional restaurant named the “Blue Coast Grill” is a good restaurant and that it’s a place that you should want to dine. Basically, the message much like a commercial for the restaurant. The subjects are presented the information about the restaurant as if it were an actual establishment.

Stimulus is a term I have chosen for this particular experiment, and although I couldn’t reference a study that has used the term in the same way, I do believe that “stimulus” can be defined by definitions given to other phenomena that have a similar function. Stimulus, catalyst, cause, charge, incitement, inducement are all of a similar function in a context such as my experiment. For instance, in a study by Annie Lang studying memory for television, the different messages presented “…were chosen based on the varied dimensions of valence and arousal” (Lang 105). Therefore, stimulus is that which has valence and can incite arousal. Stimulus is that which provokes a response. By using persuasive stimuli, we are attempting to provoke particular responses.
The low stimulus message is an “ad” for the Blue Coast Grill presented to its receivers on a piece of paper. This message would resemble that of a flier. The subjects are to read the text, which identifies the name of the restaurant and it’s slogan, and then simply lists five highlights of what can be expected during a typical dining experience at the restaurant. These highlights could be better explained as claims that the restaurant is making about what a customer will experience during a visit to the Blue Coast Grill. The “highlights” or “claims” are bulleted black text, and the name of the restaurant and its slogan are slightly larger and presented as a graphic centered at the top.
The medium stimulus message is presented to is receivers on an average sized television (maybe 27”). The same message format is used, starting with the title of the restaurant and it’s slogan displayed on the screen in a simple graphical form, then the same highlights are presented in the same order as on the piece of paper in the first scenario, this time as audio. A narrator will be vocalizing the highlights over color still-frame visuals pertaining to each one of the five highlights. A narrator adds an audio element that was found in Phillips’ study, “The Impact of Verbal Anchoring on Consumer Response to Image Ads”, to “…anchor, or help explain, the meanings of complex image ads to consumers” (Phillips, Vol. 29 Pg. 15). This is inserted in this second scenario to expectedly enhance persuasion. The audio is presented to the receivers via the normal speaker on the television itself at a normal volume.

The high stimulus message is presented in a movie theatre setting. The message is presented again in the exact same format, only on a much larger movie theatre-sized screen (perhaps 20-30 feet diagonally), and with louder, higher quality surround-sound audio. This is a very unique environment in which the receivers are forced to engage their message in a much more direct way. I anticipate that the attention levels of my listeners will be much higher in this scenario than in the other environments used in the study. The increased level of attention given by the receivers and the anticipated higher levels of persuasion achieved by this is congruent with the findings in the Russell study referenced below. The increase in audio stimulus is consistent with Phillips’ findings that suggest that extra auditory messages in conjunction with visual messages enhance the degree of comprehension by it’s receivers, and thus, in this case, it’s retention. The presentation will begin the same way as the TV presentation, with the name of the restaurant and the slogan illustrated this time using elaborate full motion computer graphics. The highlights will once again be narrated, only this time over full motion video sequences (as opposed to still frames in the medium scenario) which pertain to the same highlights being presented in the same order as in the first two scenarios. The narrator’s voice is the same as in the medium stimulus setting, however, this time his voice is sounding over background music appropriate for the visuals. Also, certain key words pertaining to the highlights are accentuated by cascading text in motion across the screen. 
The five highlights or claims to be made in all 3 settings will be:

- You can expect savory menu selections prepared by professional chefs.

- An elegant, quiet environment.

- A friendly, professional staff.

- Reasonably priced menu.
- Daily specials made fresh and irresistibly priced.

These three modes in which the subject is being given a message are once again the independent variables, whereas the dependent variable will be the measure of how likely the subjects in each setting will be to dine at the Blue Coast Grill, which they are lead to believe is an actual restaurant.

There have been studies done that utilize not all, but some of the elements that I am experimenting with. One, a study called “Teaching as Persuasion” takes place in a classroom. A persuasion model was tested to assess how effective it was in promoting retention among students. This relates to my study in that retention is one of the main goals of persuasion, and so in achieving retention you are very often achieving persuasion as well. The students in the classroom were split up into two groups and taught the ideas of Galileo in two different ways: One involved the implementation of the persuasive model. This model involved almost telling the students a story of Galileo’s life, and his struggle to teach his ideas (which were covered in the story) in the midst of such resistance from individuals in the church, and so on. The second method of teaching was simply a traditional method, involving lecture and the aid of a textbook. The hypothesis, that the persuasive model of teaching would cause more retention of the information among the students, was supported by results from post tests on the material that both groups were administered.

This relates to my study in that the same information was presented in different ways, which involved seemingly different levels of stimulus. The persuasive model in this classroom study had more what most might call entertainment value, being presented in the form of a story. My levels of increasing stimulus could also be represented, in a way, as increasing levels of entertainment value as well.

Another study which relates with my experiment, “Modality and Plot Connection”, looks at how product placement is involved with how persuasive advertising is. Mainstream media symbols were implemented into advertisements, then their persuasiveness was measured by means of post tests. These were compared to advertisements for the same products, but without the same mainstream media references, and their persuasive effects were then also measured. The hypothesis that advertisements depicting mainstream media symbols would promote more persuasion among it’s receivers was supported.

This relates to my study in that both are trying to determine what gathers another vital requirement of persuasion: attention. This study varied product placement, and determined that it had a considerable effect on how much attention, and therefore persuasion, it achieved. My varied levels of stimulus are designed to demand different levels of attention as well.

Annie Lang’s study, “Narrative Elaboration and Memory for Television” evaluates retention of narratives presented to subjects. These narratives varied in how many audio and visual elements were contained in the messages. Lang proves that with more resources being allocated to receiving messages with more elements resulted in higher retention. Lang’s study compared closely with a study done by Graber called “Seeing is remembering: How visuals contribute to learning from television news.”, which hypothesized that stories told using full motion video would be remembered much better than stories that did not use full motion video. This hypothesis was proven, demonstrating that messages with full motion, and in particular, action video increased retention in receivers. In both of these studies done by Lang and Graber, the possibility that higher amounts of audio/visual elements in a message will yield higher levels of retention ties closely with my hypothesis. Retention will be necessary for persuasion, as receivers will have to remember what is presented to them in order for it to have a lasting effect. In fact, retention is important enough to persuasion to suggest that without retention, persuasion cannot exist.
Hypothesis and Rationale:

The different levels of audio-visual stimulus (low, med, high) are expected to yield different levels of persuasion among the subjects in the study.

This leads me to my directional hypothesis: The higher the level of stimulus, the higher the level of persuasion. This suggests a positive correlation between amount of audio-visual elements within a message and how persuasive that message is. This is expected because of the “higher standards” that modern media has set for how people receive information. Society has been presented the same basic kinds of information (especially persuasive, such as commercials) over time, however, it seems to be steadily increasing in how much audio and visual content there is. This can only be because the persuasive effectiveness of such information has been shown to increase with higher levels of audio and visual stimuli. That is what my study is trying to confirm. Alexander’s “Teaching as Persuasion” is supportive of the expectations of my study in that my increased demand of my receivers to engage their message with it’s “entertainment value” will increase the level of persuasion, just as was the result with the subjects in Alexander’s study. Lang and Graber both published results that supported the theory that increased levels of audio and/or visual elements (or in my case, stimuli) will increase retention in their subjects (and in my case retention as it relates to persuasion). 
If my research hypothesis is not confirmed, then my null hypothesis will be true. There are a couple possibilities for my null hypothesis:
There may be no correlation at all between the different levels of stimuli. This would suggest that audio and visual elements being carefully varied in how much they should stimulate the receiver have no effect on how persuasive the message is itself.

There could be a correlation, but not one that is not like the one stated in my directional hypothesis: There could be a correlation opposite of the one I expect, such as there being a high persuasive effect in the low stimulus setting, an average effect in the medium stimulus, and a low persuasive effect in the high stimulus setting. This would suggest that the more audio and visual elements you present with a message, the more it actually reduces persuasion of that message.

There could be a correlation between levels of stimulus and persuasion achieved, but the correlation is neither positive nor negative. For example, the highest persuasion of subjects is achieved with the medium stimulus message, with lower persuasion achieved with the low and high stimulus messages. With this outcome, one could conclude that “the more the better” is not an effective approach when deciding how much stimuli to hit the audience with when persuasion is the goal. It takes a balanced amount of stimuli in order to achieve maximum persuasion.

Statistical demonstrations of my hypotheses are as follows: 
LS = Low Stimulus, MS = Medium Stimulus, HS = High Stimulus

per = Persuasion (Amount of in superscripted counterpart)
My directional hypothesis:

LS per  <  MS per  <  HS per
My null hypothesis:


LS per  >  MS per  >  HS per
Operational Definitions:
All subjects will be obtained and assigned randomly to each one of the three groups. Subjects will represent a large range of age groups (18 and over), ethnicities, and social standings. The study will entail a total of 300 subjects, 100 for each stimulus group, and 4 trials consisting of 25 individuals for each group. The purpose of this is to avoid over crowded rooms and to keep exposure to the message as similar as possible for all subjects.
The success of this particular experiment will be dependent upon a lack of explanation given to subjects in the experiment. The concentration will hopefully be away from the actual purpose of the experiment, and more so toward the experiment itself. In all three scenarios, the subjects will be quickly filed into the classroom or theatre and sat down in very similar configurations. There will be a representative of the experiment at the front of the room that will begin the experiment as quickly as possible. The representative will say:

“I have a short ad for a restaurant that will soon be opening in this area. All I ask is for your attention in viewing the ad. This will only take about a minute. Thank you.”

Any questions that the subjects might have for the representative at this time will be answered with another simple request to view the short 1 minute ad. Immediately following the initial brief instruction, the representative will pass out the fliers / press play on the VCR / dim the lights and begin the film. The representative will then sit down with the participants and view the ad with them.

The text and graphic-only ad in the low stimulus setting will take the subjects no more than 1 minute to read. The medium and high stimulus messages will be exactly one minute in length. This is to keep time of exposure to the message as similar as possible for all three stimulus groups.
Data Collection Procedures:
Once again, the subjects will be told that the restaurant is an actual establishment, and very shortly after viewing the “ads”, the representative will again appear at the front of the room. The subjects will then promptly receive single sheets consisting of semantic differential scales for them to fill out. These scales will determine how persuaded they are that the Blue Coast Grill is a good restaurant and that it is worthy of their business. The instructions from the representative will be very simple: 
“I have a very short questionnaire for you that should only take a minute. Please fill it out honestly and thoughtfully. After you’re done and you have given me your questionnaire, you may leave. Thank you.”
Most, if any questions from subjects at this time will again be answered with a simple additional request to fill out the questionnaire. The scales will attempt to evaluate each of the five “highlights” or “claims” stated in each one of the stimulus settings. The final scale will ask, “How likely are you to try dining at the Blue Coast Grill?” The differential will range from “Not very likely” to “Very likely”.

So, a total of six semantic scales will be filled out: Five evaluating how persuaded the subject is that each one of the “highlights” presented actually represents reality, and one at the end evaluating how likely the subject actually is to give the Blue Coast Grill a try. 

The post semantic differential scale tests will be effective because they are directly measuring actual content of the messages, but at the same time, the efficiency of the test itself doesn’t burden the subject with a lengthy post-analysis.

The semantic scales will consist of 7 slots in between the differentials. This gives the subject the option of choosing a neutral position in the middle of the two, in case they have a response that doesn’t lean toward one way more than the other.

The differential scales will be varied as far as whether the negative or positive response will be on the left or right. In other words, a “positive” or “persuaded” response will be on the right in scale #2, but in scale #3 the positive response might be on the left. This way, the respondents are more likely to consider each scale independently, as opposed to viewing all 6 scales as one larger measurement of overall performance.

Data Analysis Procedures:
The results will be scored from +1 to +7 based on the position of the response between the most negative (least persuaded) and most positive (most persuaded) extremes. +1 will represent a mark in the most negative position, whereas +7 will represent a response in the most positive position. For example, if a response was marked in the 2nd position from the most negative response on the scale, that mark would be represented by a score of +2. 

The scores will be added up for all four trials in each group. A higher score will indicate more persuasion among subjects in that group. Both the individual scores as well as the sum for all scores in a group will be significant. Statistical tests that will be applied are as follows: The mean will be determined for each stimulus group, as well as the median, mode, range, variance, and standard deviation. Also, a single factor analysis of variance will be used (ANOVA), with results significant at the 5% level.
The mean will be useful for narrowing the three groups to three numbers so that they can be compared. If the mean is representative of the group, these numbers will be helpful. The median and mode are also useful to gather more information about each group and how the representative the mean is of the actual group as a whole. The range is indicative of how strong a group consensus was on the persuasion of the messages. If the results ranged more, the information may not present strong evidence of anything. This said, the variance will be very important in determining how meaningful the groups of scores are. This is true because it will tell us exactly how representative the mean is of the entire group, perhaps confirming that comparing means of the groups would be an accurate method of comparing the overall persuasion of each group. The standard deviation gives an idea of how far values are from the mean, giving us much the same information as the variance. By implementing ANOVA, we can evaluate the main effects of independent variables on dependents separately, and the interaction effects, which is the overall effect of all of the independents on the dependents.
Possible Assumptions/Limitations
A possible limitation in this study could involve a problem with the change that occurs from the first two stimulus settings and the third stimulus setting. The first two occur in a classroom-like setting, whereas the third occurs in a movie theatre. This could introduce another variable into the experiment, even though the experiment necessitates the change in order to increase the amount of stimulus in the third setting. The potential question regarding the new variable is: “Could it be the actual environment, and not only the message itself that has some effect on the persuasiveness of the message?”
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Appendices:

The following is a copy of the semantic differential questionnaire that the subjects will be asked to fill out after the messages are given to them.
[image: image1.jpg]Blue Coast Grill Questionnaire

1. Twould expect the Blue Coast Grill's food to be savory
and prepared by professional chefs.

Agree | _|_| | Disagree
T would expect the environment to be elegant and quiet.
Agree | || __|__|_|__|__| Disagre
Twould expect the staff to be friendly and professional

| _l_I_l_I_I_| Disagree

4. Twould expeet the prices to be reasonable.
Agree | _|_|__|_|_|_|_| Disagree

5. I would expeet the daily specials to be fresh and
irmesistably p

Agree | _|_|_|_|_ | Disagree

6. How likely are you to give the Blue Coast Grill a try?

Agree | _|__| | Disagree





Below is a copy of the flier-type ad that will be presented to subjects in the low-stimulus audio visual condition.
[image: image2.jpg]“The fotal dining experience.

- You can expect savory menu selections prepared by
professional chefs.

- An elegant, quiet envionment
- Atriendly, professional staff.

-Reasonably priced menu.

- Daily specials made fresh and inesistioly priced





