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Abstract 

This research investigates the influence of refusal frames on persuasiveness in an interpersonal context. Specifically, the refusal frame “I don’t” is more persuasive than the refusal frame “I can’t” because the former connotes conviction to a higher degree. This perceived conviction is tied to the identity-signaling function of the refusal frame. Two studies demonstrate that 1) the “don’t” frame is more persuasive than the “can’t” frame, 2) perceived conviction mediates the influence of refusal frame on persuasiveness, and 3) attributions to the refuser’s identity explain perceived conviction. 

1. Introduction

No man is an island. In order to function in society, we have to interact, negotiate, and communicate with other people. A large part of that interaction involves conversing effectively, not just to get what we want, but to avoid what we don’t want. 

One of the key factors that determine whether a refusal is effective is compliance from others (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004). For instance, anecdotal evidence from attendees of the Weightwatchers program reveals that one of the key reasons individuals gain weight is because their friends, family, and spouses tempt them with unhealthy food and they have no idea how to refuse when confronted with this type of social pressure. From weight loss programs to Nancy Reagan’s famous “Just Say No” campaign against drugs, individuals are often advised to say no to temptation. However, little research focuses on exactly how to do so effectively. 
In the current research, we propose that the persuasiveness of a refusal depends on how it is framed. Recent research demonstrates that saying “I don’t” is more empowering than saying “I can’t” in the context of self-talk (Patrick and Hagtvedt 2012). In the present research, we investigate the effectiveness of these two refusal frames in interpersonal communication. We theorize that when a refusal evokes one’s identity, it speaks of one’s traits, characteristics, goals, and beliefs (Oyserman 2009). This attribution increases the perceived conviction of the refuser and consequently enhances the persuasiveness of the refusal.  Specifically, we demonstrate that when refusing others 1) the “don’t” frame is more persuasive than the “can’t” frame, 2) this persuasiveness stems from the conviction conveyed by the frame, and 3) the perceiver attributes this conviction to the refuser’s identity. 

For example, if a hostess offers a rich slice of cake to a guest who declines by saying “I don’t eat cake,” we argue that the refusal would engender the hostess’ compliance and not typically invite negotiation. It reflects who the person is and what he or she stands for. However, if the guest declines by saying “I can’t eat cake,” this reflects an impediment or inability, and thus it connotes less force or determination. In fact, it may connote external concerns that are often relied upon in excuse-making (Snyder and Higgins 1988), and thus it is more likely to provoke discussion, debate, and negotiation. 

This research contributes to theory in five key ways: 1) It contributes to the extant literature on consumer identity by illustrating how language, in terms of the actual words used, can signal consumer identity; 2) It contributes to the literature on language in social interactions to demonstrate how subtle differences in language can have a profound influence on the outcome of the interaction; 3) It contributes to the literature on compliance-gaining and negotiation by demonstrating the effectiveness of refusal frames in an interpersonal context; 4) It contributes to the emerging literature on semantic framing (as distinct from logically equivalent framing effects in the context of choice under uncertainty; Levin and Gaeth 1988), in which two words used interchangeably in conversation can have substantially different effects; 5) Since the current work is prescriptive, it provides recommendations for how individuals can adopt refusal frames to more effectively navigate interpersonal interactions in everyday life. 

 2. The power of words: A brief review of the literature

 Whorf (1956) proposed that there is no thought without language and suggested that individuals’ perception of the world and their interaction with it is based on the linguistic system they use. Indeed, the semantic meaning of words depends on when and how they are used (Chafe 1970; Grice 1975). In the context of social interactions, Pennebaker, Mehl, and Niederhoffer (2003, p. 566) assert that “remarkably little research has been conducted on the ways the interactants use words with each other.” However, a distinction between linguistic content (what is said) and linguistic style (how it is said) can be seen in, for instance, two ways to make a simple request. “Would it be possible for you to pass me the butter?” and “Pass the butter” both express the speaker’s desire for butter and direct the listener’s action, but the two utterances also reveal different features of the interactants’ relationship, the speaker’s personality, and perhaps the way the speaker understands himself. 

Indeed, a growing literature has demonstrated that listeners make inferences about the attitudes and characteristics of speakers based on the words those speakers employ. For instance, Douglas and Sutton (2005) find that describers who use relatively abstract language are perceived by others to have biased attitudes and motives compared with describers who use more concrete language. In the context of favorable (unfavorable) word of mouth, Schellekens, Verlegh, and Smidts (2010) demonstrate that abstract language leads receivers to infer that the sender has a more (less) favorable product attitude and a higher (lower) buying intention for the product under consideration. It does not seem unreasonable, then, that listeners can also infer aspects such as conviction and identity based on language use. 

2.1. Semantic framing 


Extant research has examined the role played by message framing in persuasion processes (Mayer and Tormala 2010), especially in health-related communications (Rothman et al. 1993; Tykocinski, Higgins, and Chaiken 1994). Language use has been shown to impact as disparate domains as sensory perception (Hoegg and Alba 2007), categorical perception (Schmitt and Zhang 1998), perceived durations of time intervals (Cheema and Patrick 2008), health outcomes (Campbell and Pennebaker 2003), and even the ability to distinguish colors (Athanasopoulos et al. 2011). In the research on duration estimates, for example, framing deadlines one way (“only three months to finish”) made individuals feel subjectively closer and highlighted the difficulty of completion compared to framing the deadline a different way (“still have three months to finish”), keeping the objective amount of time constant (Sanna et al. 2005). Similarly, Cheema and Patrick (2008) demonstrate that the framing of a time interval for coupon redemption as “anytime between” or “only between” significantly influences coupon redemption behavior. The current research contributes to an emerging area of work that investigates semantic framing in which words that are used interchangeably “may not always be psychologically interchangeable” (LeBoeuf 2006, 60) and can have profoundly different influences on behavioral outcomes. 

2.2. The role of conviction in persuasive refusal 

The present research is concerned with the effective framing of a refusal in an interpersonal context, the assumption being that effectiveness is indicated by compliance with the refusal. In other words, if X says “no” and Y complies, the refusal is deemed effective. A great deal of prior research on compliance gaining strategies has focused on how to influence the actions of others. Overarching themes such as “promise” (If you do this, I will reward you) or “threat” (If you do not do this, you will be punished) reflect common compliance-seeking strategies (Marwell and Schmitt 1967; Schenck-Hamlin, Wiseman, and Georgacarakos 1982). For a summary of compliance gaining and resisting strategies see Wilson (2002). While broad themes have been identified, the use of specific words to gain compliance represents a gap in the extant literature. 

Patrick and Hagtvedt (2012) identify the words “don’t” and “can’t” as differentially effective in resisting temptation and motivating goal-directed behavior because the former provides a sense of psychological empowerment. For instance, study participants concerned with healthy eating were more likely to choose granola health bars (vs. chocolate candy bars) if they engaged in self-talk by saying they “don’t” (vs. “can’t”) eat unhealthy foods. In the current context of interpersonal communication, we theorize that the “don’t” frame is more persuasive than the “can’t” frame because the former conveys conviction to a higher degree. As a speech act, it conveys more force or determination and is therefore more final and non-arguable (Austin 1975; Searle 1969/1999). While expressed commitment to a cause, attitude, or behavior encourages individuals to be swayed by requests in line with that commitment, the same commitment signals the unlikelihood of being swayed by requests that are incompatible with it (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004).  Indeed, a determined stance thus tends to discourage argument or negotiation and increases compliance with the refusal (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004; Patrick and Hagtvedt 2012; Searle 1969/1999).

2.3. The role of identity in perceived conviction 

One way to convey conviction is to provide a reason for the refusal. As Cialdini (2006) suggests, sometimes providing a reason that makes no sense is more effective than not providing a reason at all. Reasons for refusal typically fall in two basic categories: those stemming from within oneself and those stemming from outside oneself (Ross and Nisbett 2011). We propose that the former tend to convey more conviction. 

A great deal of research has shown that consumers are likely to behave in accordance with their identities, even if the identity is primed by something as simple as a signature (Kettle and Häubl 2011). They may even distance themselves from others who do not resonate with their own identity (Berger and Heath 2007; White and Dahl 2007). One’s identity is deeply entrenched; it is not something one changes on a whim. If a refusal is tied to one’s identity, then this therefore reflects conviction: a committed, unwavering stance that does not invite negotiation. Conversely, when external causes are invoked they come across as excuses (Snyder and Higgins 1988), thereby inviting discussion and negotiation.

Much extant research in sociolinguistics supports the notion that our choice of language may be used to construct and signal identity (Eckert 2000). This stream of research has roots in early work that revealed that even seemingly trivial indicators such as sound changes could serve as symbols of local identity (Labov 1963). In research on voting behavior, Bryan et al. (2011) demonstrate that invoking the self is enough to significantly influence whether individuals vote in presidential and gubernatorial elections. In their case, the manipulation of identity relied on framing questions about voting behavior as a verb or a noun (e.g. “How important is it to you to vote (be a voter) in the upcoming election?”). Nouns were expected to invoke identity to a higher degree and indeed encouraged voting to a higher degree.

In the current context, we suggest that attributions to the refuser’s identity result in “don’t” conveying a strong sense of conviction. The “I don’t” refusal frame emphasizes that one simply does not do something or is not the kind of person to make that choice. It thus reflects a permanent state. Conversely, the “I can’t” refusal frame emphasizes impediments or inabilities that may be temporary and not permanently linked to one’s identity. We propose the following hypotheses based on the above arguments:
H1: 
The “don’t” refusal frame is more persuasive than the “can’t” refusal frame. 
 

H2: 
Perceived conviction mediates the influence of refusal frame on persuasiveness.  

H3: 
Attributions to identity mediate the influence of refusal frame on perceived conviction. 

3. Study 1: Persuasive refusal and the role of conviction 

3.1. Method and procedure

The objective of this experiment was to investigate the effectiveness of identity-based refusal framing in an actual interpersonal context. The study was focused on the domain of personal finance. Forty-four undergraduate students (male = 63%) participated in this role-playing experiment as part of a lecture on professional selling. All participants were told that they would be participating in a role-playing exercise in which they were to make a sales pitch to a prospective customer. Their task was to sell an annual subscription of the local newspaper. They were provided with information about the newspaper deal (frequency, price, discount rates, etc.). Participants were told that the “first few minutes of the negotiation determines the success of the sale,” so they had about 3 minutes to make their pitch. Each participant individually made a sales pitch to a “prospective customer.” The prospective customers were confederates of the experimenter. There were five of these confederates (two male and three female), who were told that they had a goal of saving money and that they were to use the given strategies to refuse any attempt by the salesperson to sell them the subscription. Each confederate was given a script that acted as a rough guideline as to how the refusals were to be handled during the actual sales negotiation experiment. Each confederate was individually trained by one of the authors to rehearse their refusals. The script included suggestions such as “I don’t/can’t make spontaneous decisions about money,” or “I don’t/can’t spend money without checking my budget first.”
Each participant was randomly assigned to one of five confederates who refused the salesperson’s attempts with either the “don’t” or the “can’t” framing. Neither party was informed of the goals of the study. After the dyad completed the sales negotiation, the respondents were given a feedback questionnaire in which they evaluated the prospective customer. Specifically, they reported how convinced they were by the prospective customer’s response (1 = not at all, 9 = extremely), the degree of effectiveness of the response (1 = low degree, 9 = high degree), and how likely they would be to respect the customer’s response (1 = not at all, 9 = extremely); later combined in a persuasion index: α = .75. Participants also evaluated the customer in terms of how determined, committed, and confident they were (1 = not at all, 9 = very much; later combined in a conviction index: α = .88). 

3.2. Results

A one-way ANOVA with the persuasion index as the dependent variable revealed the predicted main effect of framing (M​don’t = 7.05, SD = 1.32 vs. M​can’t = 5.80, SD = 1.70, F(1, 42) = 7.33, p < .05, η2 = .15). This supports H1. 

A similar ANOVA with the conviction index as the dependent variable revealed a similar pattern of results (M​don’t = 7.06, SD = 1.64 vs. M​can’t = 5.52, SD = 1.54, F(1, 42) = 10.38, p < .05, η2 = .19). See also table 1. Bootstrap estimation (Preacher and Hayes 2004) with 5,000 resamples, as well as a Sobel test, confirmed that conviction mediates the influence of framing on persuasion (M = -.97, SE = .40, 95% CI = -1.84, -.29). Sobel test: z = -2.71, p < .01. This supports H2. 

------- Insert table 1 about here -------

4. Study 2: Persuasive refusal and the role of identity

This study replicates Study 1 in a lab experiment, in the domain of health. An additional goal was to demonstrate that the influence of the “don’t” framing on conviction stems from attributions to the refuser’s identity. 

4.1. Pretest: Refusal frames as identity signals

As a pretest, 60 participants completed a survey designed to test whether the words “I don’t” are a stronger signal of identity in the current context than the words “I can’t.” The participants were told that one can use different words or phrases when refusing to do something and that the purpose of this study was to understand the language of refusal. They were asked to indicate the extent to which the two phrases “I don’t” and “I can’t” connote identity. They completed 3 sets of items with both the “don’t” phrase and the “can’t” phrase within subjects on 9-point scales anchored by 1= not at all and 9 = definitely. The items were “Saying “I don’t/can’t” do something reflects who one is as a person,” “Saying “I don’t/can’t” do something reflects one’s identity,” and “Saying “I don’t/can’t” do something reflects one’s beliefs as an individual.” The three “don’t” items were combined to form an index (α = .89) and the three “can’t” items were combined to form an index (α = .86). A within-subjects means analysis revealed that the phrase “I don’t” is a strong signal of identity, as compared to the phrase “I can’t” (M​don’t = 7.12, SD = 1.55 vs. M​can’t = 4.29, SD = 1.94, F(1, 59) = 59.11, p < .05, η2 = .48). 

4.2. Method and procedure
Fifty-five individuals participated in this between-subjects experiment regarding the use of refusal framing in a health domain. The participants were asked to imagine that they were hosting a party. When they were serving some rich chocolate cake for dessert, one of their guests refused the cake saying either “I don’t eat chocolate cake” or “I can’t eat chocolate cake,” depending on the condition. Participants reported the persuasion index (α = .69) and the conviction index (α = .82) on the same scales as in Study 1. Additionally, they reported the degree to which the guest’s response conveys his/her identity (1 = low degree; 9 = high degree) and stance as an individual (1 = low degree; 9 = high degree), later combined in an identity attribution index (r = .77). 

4.3. Results 

A one-way ANOVA with the persuasion index as the dependent variable revealed the expected main effect of framing (M​don’t = 6.76, SD = 1.43 vs. M​can’t = 5.89, SD = 1.55, F(1, 53) = 4.73, p < .05, η2 = .08). This supports H1. 

A similar ANOVA with the conviction index as the dependent variable also revealed the expected main effect of framing (M​don’t = 6.80, SD = 1.61 vs. M​can’t = 5.63 SD = 2.08, F(1, 53) = 5.43, p < .001, η2 = .09). 

A similar ANOVA with identity attribution as the dependent variable revealed a main effect of framing (M​don’t = 6.21, SD = 1.72 vs. M​can’t = 5.17, SD = 1.74, F(1, 53) = 5.05, p < .05, η2 = .09), thereby corroborating the pretest. See also table 1. 

Taken together, hypotheses 2 and 3 predict a three-path mediation with identity attribution and conviction as successive mediators of the effect of refusal frame on persuasiveness (refusal frame → identity → conviction → persuasiveness). We tested this with the approach developed by Baron and Kenny (1986), adapted to three-path mediation by Taylor, MacKinnon, and Tein (2008; see Hamilton, Puntoni, and Tavassoli 2010 for an example). Following this procedure, we estimated a regression for each of the dependent variables (identity attribution, conviction, and persuasiveness) with the preceding variables in the proposed mediation chain as predictors. In other words, mediation is assessed by estimating the regression of (a) identity attribution on refusal frame, (b) conviction on refusal frame and identity attribution, and (c) persuasiveness on refusal frame, identity attribution, and conviction. See Table 2 for results. In step (a), refusal frame is a significant predictor of identity attribution (b = .52, t (53) = 2.25, p < .05). In step (b), identity attribution is a significant predictor of conviction (b = .61, t (52) = 4.99, p < .001), but the effect of refusal frame is not significant. In step (c), conviction is a significant predictor of persuasiveness (b = .52, t (51) = 5.76, p < .001), but the effects of refusal frame and identity attribution are not significant. The results of these regressions are consistent with the hypothesized three-path mediation.

We next estimated the magnitude of the indirect (i.e., mediated) effect by using the bias-corrected bootstrap test developed by Taylor et al. (2008), drawing 1000 random samples with replacement from the full sample (Hamilton et al. 2010). This bootstrap sample served as the basis to construct a bias-corrected confidence interval and thus test whether the indirect effect is significantly different from 0. The indirect effect from the original sample is the product of the effects revealed in the regressions from steps (a), (b), and (c), in other words: .52 × .61 × .52 = .17 (allowing for more than two decimals in the rounding). The 95% confidence interval (.03, .44) excludes 0, indicating a significant indirect effect. The results thus support the three-path mediation model predicted by hypotheses 2 and 3. 

------- Insert table 2 about here -------

5. General discussion 
This research is concerned with how to effectively say no. Empirical findings from two experiments support the notion that the “I don’t” refusal frame is more persuasive than the “I can’t” refusal frame and also conveys greater conviction on the part of speaker. This conviction mediates the influence of the refusal frame on perceived persuasiveness. Further, identity attributions explain the perceived conviction of the refuser. A three-path mediation is therefore hypothesized and supported, in which conviction mediates the influence of framing on persuasiveness while identity attributions mediates the influence of framing on conviction. Study 1 is a role-playing experiment, while Study 2 is a scenario-based experiment. Together, these studies provide insights into refusal framing as well the role of language-based identity attributions in an interpersonal context. 

5.1. Implications and future research directions

The current research contributes to the identity literature by demonstrating not only how specific words may serve as identity signals, but also how an identity signal may be used as a tool in persuasion. As previously discussed, it thus also contributes to the literatures on compliance-gaining and on language in social interactions. Further, the practical implications are notable, especially given that communication strategies based on the use of specific words such as “don’t” or “can’t” may be easily implemented. However, future research could investigate other word pairs of this kind, to broaden the relevance of the current findings. Additionally, a limitation of the current research is that conviction is arguably conceptually close to persuasiveness, so future research could provide both increased precision and increased richness to our understanding of the underlying process. Further, although the word “don’t” conveys conviction and represents the firm stance of the speaker and consequently works well in a negotiation, there is a fine line between firmness and rudeness. In adopting this refusal frame, we suggest that the manner in which the words are spoken is as important as the words themselves. Firm but polite refusals are presumably most effective. Future research might investigate linguistic differences, not only in terms of content, but also in terms of style. It is also likely that additional words presented alongside the refusal frames could influence the extent to which they convey conviction and identity. For instance, providing a time expression such as “always” may reduce the difference in impact resulting from the “don’t” and “can’t” framing, because “I always can’t” implies a permanent rather than temporary stance. 

As a general observation, the intersection between language and identity is a fruitful domain of investigation. Although research has suggested that in order to be successful brands need to tailor themselves to fit a consumer’s identity (Belk 1988; Berger and Heath 2007), the language used to forge this bond needs to be further investigated. How does one effectively communicate identification with a consumer or another brand?

 Recent research on identity signals in the health domain (Berger and Rand 2008) also presents some interesting avenues for future investigation. Expanding this work to understand how best to communicate health risks that implicate and make accessible a consumer’s identity is a critical issue that remains relatively unexamined. A recent research article by Puntoni, Sweldens, and Tavassoli (2011) investigates how communication cues can make gender identity salient and consequently trigger defense mechanisms that prevent consumers from responding to the information communicated. Further research of this nature will help close the gap in our knowledge about how identity salience can facilitate or interfere with consumer information processing. 

A related question pertains to how linguistic framing effects might interact with other identity cues such as sentence structures, tone of voice, gestures, and facial expressions. In general, future research could investigate how such cues signal identity and perhaps also serve as a feedback mechanism for the individual exhibiting the cues. 

Language is a tool that is so broadly used and has such far-reaching applications and consequences that it is difficult to overestimate the importance of mapping out the influences it has on consumers. Importantly, these influences may not be universal and might depend on dimensions of accessible identity, cultural differences, or even the specific circumstances in which they are used. Further, there may be linguistic influences that are common, or that diverge markedly, across different languages. Undoubtedly, language use in communication is a complex issue, as is the concept of identity, and much remains to be done to increase our understanding in both these fields of inquiry. 
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TABLE 1

Studies 1 and 2: ANOVA results for influence of refusal frames on dependent variables

	
	Study 1
	
	Study 2

	
	Don’t
	
	Can’t
	
	Don’t
	
	Can’t

	
	M
	SD
	
	M
	SD
	
	M
	SD
	
	M
	SD

	Identity Attrib.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	6.21*
	1.72
	
	5.17*
	1.74

	Conviction
	7.06*
	1.64
	
	5.52*
	1.54
	
	6.80†
	1.61
	
	5.63†
	2.08

	Persuasiveness
	7.05*
	1.32
	
	5.80*
	1.70
	
	6.76*
	1.43
	
	5.89*
	1.55


All means within each study significantly different across rows.

* p < .05.

† p < .001.

TABLE 2

Study 2: Regressions for mediation of influence of refusal frames on persuasiveness

	
	Identity
	
	Conviction
	
	Persuasiveness

	
	(1)
	
	(2)
	(3)
	
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)

	Frame
	.52*
	
	.58*
	.26
	
	.44*
	.19
	.06

	Identity
	
	
	
	.61†
	
	
	.46†
	.15

	Conviction
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.52†

	R2
	.09
	
	.09
	.39
	
	.08
	.35
	.61


Note: Frame is a binary variable (1 = don’t, -1 = can’t). Each column (numbered in second row) is a separate regression. Regressions (1), (3), and (6) correspond to steps (a), (b), and (c), respectively.  Regressions (2), (4), and (5) are included for completeness. First row indicates DV. First column (rows 3-5) indicates predictors. The table reports unstandardized regression coefficients. 

* p < .05.

† p < .001.

