Sundie, Cialdini, Griskevicius, & Kenrick      1

Evolutionary Social Influence

Jill M. Sundie

University of Houston

Robert B. Cialdini, Vladas Griskevicius, Douglas T. Kenrick

Arizona State University

2/26/05

Draft of chapter to appear in M. Schaller, J. A. Simpson & D. T. Kenrick (Eds.) Evolution and Social Psychology. Psychology Press.

Attempts to influence the behavior of others are ubiquitous among social animals. Whining dogs, crying babies, monkeys with outstretched hands are all attempting to shift another’s energy and resources towards them and away from other activities, much in the way a salesperson seeks to move a potential client in his or her direction by offering to pay for lunch. Some such influence attempts succeed, others fail, and still others elicit more anger than compliance. A complex set of navigational rules governs the continual give-and-take of influence appeals in social animals. How does an individual maximize the personal gains of group living, such as sharing food or protection from threats, while minimizing the costs that come from deferring to higher status others or participating in group defense?  And how does one group member convince others to make sacrifices for his or her benefit, without pushing so far as to violate group norms and warrant rejection? 

Social psychologists have devoted a great deal of research to understanding human social influence processes. We will argue that research on social influence could be enriched by incorporating several evolutionary principles, and that evolutionary psychology could in turn be profitably expanded by examining social influence principles in an adaptationist light. A central argument will be that different social relationships are associated with different influence goals; one wants different things from a parent, a mate, a friend, an underling, a superior, and an out-group stranger. Different tactics will vary in success depending on the nature of the relationship between the target (the person that has the influence attempt directed at him or her) and the agent (the person making the influence attempt). We first consider different influence goals associated with different domains of social life, and examine a set of six principles of social influence through an adaptationist lens. We consider how an evolutionary perspective may offer some new insights about how and when these principles of social influence will be differentially effective, and when their use will be seen as especially illegitimate. Although there is empirical support for some of the hypotheses we present here, most of the implications of an evolutionary approach to social influence remain to be tested.  

General Principles People Use to Influence One Another

After observing real-world influence techniques and reviewing related empirical research, Cialdini (2001) outlined six principles of social influence: Reciprocity (people feel obligated to comply to those who give them gifts), Liking (people say yes to those they like), Scarcity (people differentially value something that is scarce or dwindling in availability), Social Proof (people look to the behavior of similar others when they are unsure how to behave), Authority (people follow the advice of experts and those in power), and Commitment & Consistency (people behave consistently with their commitments). The person who is a target of one or more of these influence approaches is presumed to comply with an influence agent’s request, or not, using these principles as a simple set of heuristics (e.g., Is this request coming from an authority? Are others responding favorably? Did I previously commit to do this?) Below we begin by reviewing some relevant evolutionary theoretical constructs, and then connect certain of these constructs to each principle of social influence. 

Domain Specificity and Mechanism Flexibility

Evolutionary approaches to behavior assume that the brain solves social problems by executing problem-specific psychological mechanisms that were shaped by the processes of natural selection (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1992). This view challenges traditional assumptions that the range of human thought and behavior can be understood with the application of one or two broad and unqualified domain-general principles (such as “do what feels good” or “maximize reproductive fitness”). The modularity assumption is founded in part on the assumption that selection favors relatively efficient solutions to recurrent problems faced by animals living in specialized niches, and that focused solutions are more efficient than broad non-specific ones. Considerations of engineering efficiency dictate that the brain include a diverse set of tools for solving different social problems, just as a mechanic requires very different and specialized tools for jacking up a car, removing lug-nuts, adjusting spark-plugs, and appraising the chemical content of tailpipe emissions. Supporting this assumption, broad-ranging evidence indicates that human learning and cognition operate according to different rules, using different neural architectures and programs, in processing information about words, faces, tastes, poisonous insects, loud noises in the dark, and so on (Kenrick, Sadalla, & Keefe, 1998, Sherry & Schacter, 1987). Applied to social influence, this modular approach suggests that people pay attention to, remember, and weigh information differently in deciding how to respond to influence attempts when different social goals are active. This implies that solutions to the problem of gaining compliance from a potential dating partner, for example, might differ considerably from those involved in gaining compliance from one’s parents or convincing unrelated group members to defer to your leadership. 

Decision Heuristics in Evolutionary Perspective

The study of decision heuristics has typically been conducted with primary focus on either: 1) heuristics as built-in biases in judgment, which can regularly produce decision errors or irrational choices (e.g., Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Kahneman, Slovic & Tversky, 1982) or 2) heuristics as efficient and accurate solutions to recurring and complex social and environmental problems, which result in solutions that are, on average, quick and accurate (e.g., Gigerenzer & Selten, 2001; Gigerenzer & Todd, 1999). Adopting the latter view of simple decision rules, Gigerenzer and his colleagues have proposed that humans evolved what they call an “adaptive toolbox” of heuristics. This toolbox is presumed to contain a large number of evolved, domain-specific heuristics, including “lower order” basic cognitive building blocks, such as perception and memory, as well as “higher order” heuristics that may employ emotions, norms, and imitation. We suggest that different influence tactics are components of a social adaptive toolbox, and that using these different tactics helps individuals to effectively negotiate the balance of selfish and pro-social motives within the group. By using a tactic such as citing an authority, offering a gift, or mentioning a common friend, influence agents (i.e., those attempting to influence the behavior of another) make salient to their targets specific features of the situation or their relationship
 that will be likely to engage the desired heuristic response. While these request tactics can be used to cheat a target when applied outside of their normal social context (i.e., the context within which the use of the heuristic evolved), the general tendency to comply with such requests would likely have been a successful strategy for maintaining mutually beneficial social relationships, on average. The sense of obligation to reciprocate a gift, the tendency to value scarce items relatively more, and the desire to say “yes” to people we like all have plausible evolutionary underpinnings. Like all tools, however, each of these principles and our responses to them will be implemented selectively, depending on the social task at hand. 

Social Domains: Posing Persistent Problems of Influence

We have elsewhere suggested that humans universally confront persistent problems in a set of broad social domains: forming social coalitions, gaining and maintaining status, protecting oneself and valued others from threats, finding mates, maintaining romantic bonds, and caring for family members (e.g., Kenrick, Li, & Butner, 2003). Each social domain poses a unique set of recurring problems that our ancestors would have had to solve in order to survive and reproduce. The different goal states associated with each domain can be activated either by internal thought processes or environmental input, and will then direct cognitive and physiological resources towards advancement in that particular domain. For example, either thinking deeply about a recent romantic experience or encountering an attractive potential romantic partner can serve to activate a mating-related goal. When a particular goal is active, cognitive processes such as attention will be differentially focused on goal-relevant stimuli, and evidence suggests that in domains such as mate selection attention may be directed towards different kinds of stimuli for men and women. Sex differences have also been shown to exist for judgments about, and memory for, goal-relevant stimuli (Haselton & Buss, 2000; Maner, et al., 2003).    

Activating one of the six broad social goals may facilitate or inhibit the subsequent activation of other goals (Martindale, 1980, 1991; Tipper, 1992). For example, if a man’s mate selection goals are active, he may be attuned to threats or opportunities related to his status (which is linked to a man’s mating success). In contrast, the activation of self-protection goals due to immediate threats to one’s physical safety will likely inhibit the activation of goals in other domains such as status or mate retention. For each active goal state, there is a need to negotiate a relevant set of social relationships in order to reach one’s objectives. Each of the social domains can be slightly re-framed as involving recurring problems of social influence, as outlined in Table 1 below. 

A large body of literature on person and situation factors in social influence processes has helped identify and better predict the conditions under which the six social influence principles, and their associated tactics and techniques, will be more or less successful.  Yet, very little attention has been devoted to what role evolutionarily relevant variables might play in influence processes. To take a simple example, consider the principle of reciprocity (i.e., people will generally feel obligated to reciprocate a favor or a concession). Although it is regarded as a universal principle (Gouldner, 1960; Brown, 1991), the extent and content of reciprocal exchange actually varies considerably depending on the social domain within which one is exchanging resources. For example, parents caring for their children do not expect reciprocation of benefits in the same way as do friends exchanging gifts, and the rules of exchange between men and women during courtship likely differ from those between higher and lower status individuals in a work group (Foa & Foa, 1976; Mills & Clark, 2001; Fiske, 1992; Kenrick & Trost, 1989). In what follows, we will consider how and why these constraints on reciprocity operate, and will also explore domain-specific constraints on the use and effectiveness of liking, social proof, scarcity, authority, and commitment and consistency. As outlined in Table 2, we will ask for each principle: what function has this principle likely served in human social groups? and, what is the normal social context for its operation (when and with whom is it normally used)?

Using Two Different Evolutionary Lenses to Examine the Influence Principles

Throughout our discussion of the six influence principles, we will outline testable hypotheses generated from an evolutionary perspective. Each hypothesis was formulated by taking one of two possible points of view: 1) that the effectiveness of a given social influence principle in gaining compliance will depend on the type of relationship between the agent (influencer) and the target (influencee) or 2) that the effectiveness of a given social influence principle will depend on whether the target’s active goal state is a good match with what is communicated during an influence attempt. 

Focusing first on the type of relationship, we propose that shared genes between close relatives, or shared reproductive interests between romantic partners and their extended families, have important implications for the dynamics of social influence within these relationships. We also expect these unique relationship types to be characterized by different social influence dynamics than other types of relationships, such as those between unrelated friends or co-workers. Some social relationships are leveraged more than others to achieve each specific goal outlined in Table 1. For example, coalition formation requires that people expand beyond their kin-based social networks to form mutually beneficial relationships with unrelated individuals, often by appealing to shared interests or goals. While these shared interests with non-relatives are not reproductively based, they can have indirect effects on reproductive success by affecting such things as the composition and ordering of status hierarchies over time, and the allocation of vital economic resources. Where we believe there are interesting predictions to be made about the effect of these different relationship types on social influence processes, we have outlined them below.

The second way we suggest applying the organizing structure of the broad social domains, and their associated goals (Table 1), to social influence research is by considering how certain active goal states translate into a propensity to comply with certain kinds of influence attempts. As we will describe in more detail in the following sections, we propose that certain influence principles are better matches with certain active goal states. For example, individuals with active coalition formation goals should more be susceptible to signals that an influence agent wants to form a relationship with the target. Such information is implicitly communicated via influence attempts employing reciprocity and liking (similarity). Under this coalitional goal state, we predict that these signals of willingness to form an interdependent social relationship will be prominent stimuli for the target, and may therefore influence subsequent processing of the content of the influence interaction, including the agent’s request for compliance. Such predictions are consistent with the perspective that social cognition is functionally selective, as described above.  

Reciprocity 

A commonly used influence tactic involves providing favors or concessions to others, in the hopes that they reciprocate when you later request a favor or concession. Reciprocity operates on three types of social obligation: to give to those you wish to establish or maintain good relations with, to receive or accept what is offered to you, and to repay those who have given to you in the past (Mauss, 1954). More generally, reciprocity can aid in facilitating within-group cooperation. Some tasks cannot be accomplished by individuals alone – hunting often involves teamwork, as does moving large objects, or building a hut. The constraints on human reciprocity were likely fine-tuned when humans lived in small, close-knit groups; the universal nature of reciprocity norms implies that the origins of this social arrangement reach back far into humans’ evolutionary history. However, most research designed to uncover the constraints on success of this tactic has been conducted between strangers in a lab setting, or by naturalistic observation of techniques designed for success in one-time stranger-to-stranger interactions. Taking a broader adaptationist perspective on reciprocity tactics, we will consider how evolutionary constructs such as reciprocal altruism, inclusive fitness, and differential parental investment can enhance our understanding of how this tactic functions within familiar social relationships. We will also discuss how those evolutionary constructs help to illuminate important similarities and differences between these more intimate influence processes and social influence between strangers. 

Reciprocal altruism plausibly evolved within social groups as a risk-reduction strategy to deal with highly unpredictable environments. By forming alliances with non-relatives, individuals could further extend their potential resource base, and spread their risk of failing to attain a scarce resources in any given day, or week, over a larger number of individuals (see Table 2 below). The Ache, a group of foraging tribes in South America, reduce nutritional uncertainty through reciprocal meat sharing (Kaplan & Hill, 1985b). Meat is a scarce resource that Ache hunters spend a great deal of time pursuing, but with only intermittent success. When a hunter does bring in a catch, he distributes the proceeds evenly amongst the members of his group. Because no one hunter, even a highly skilled one, can count on catching enough prey to feed himself and his family in any given week, this reciprocal arrangement helps all group members, even the superior hunters from time to time. 

A consideration of the crucial role reciprocal relationships played in helping our ancestors maintain necessities such as food and shelter (see also Betzig & Turke, 1986) may help us to understand why normative pressure to comply with reciprocity-based tactics is so strong, and why violators of reciprocal agreements are often socially sanctioned. People wary of forming reciprocal relationships are perceived negatively in social settings (Cotterell, Eisenberger, & Speicher, 1992) and are subject to various forms of social rejection, or in more extreme cases, outright expulsion from their group. Because of this potentially high personal cost, individuals are wise to fulfill their reciprocal obligations to trusted in-group members, and actively respond to requests employing reciprocity-based tactics. 

The specific rules of exchange, and the resources traded, differ across kin-based relationships and other types of social relationships; a pattern illuminated by the theory of inclusive fitness. Hamilton (1964) demonstrated how cooperation can be enhanced via genetic relatedness and shared reproductive interests of the individuals involved. Resources a brother receives may enhance his reproductive potential directly, but his non-recipient sister also benefits indirectly by an amount discounted by the siblings’ degree of genetic similarity (here, approximately 50%). Because the sister shares genes with her brother, any offspring her brother produces will also carry some of her own genetic material, contributing to the representation of her genes in future generations. In this way, genetic relatives have powerful incentives for sharing and cooperating that are not based on a tit-for-tat system of reciprocal exchange. Therefore, reciprocity tactics should not be necessary to elicit cooperation from close relatives. It is more likely that these tactics serve to solve the problem of how to influence non-relatives.  

Consistent with this notion, Fiske (1992) notes that resources are often allocated among close kin based on need (i.e., via communal sharing), rather than by social rank, history of past favors, or market pricing. Researchers Clark and Mills (1979; 1993; Mills & Clark, 2001) also distinguish between exchange and communal social relationships. In their framework, an individual in a communal relationship is chronically concerned with the relationship partner’s welfare, and provides resources to him or her based upon need, or a desire to express that concern. This arrangement stands in contrast to the exchange relationship, where resources are provided to the relationship partner only if he or she can reasonably expect that something specific will be provided in return. Like Fiske, researchers Clark & Mills (1979) have argued that family relationships are highly likely to follow communal norms for exchange. The evolutionary perspective holds that inclusive fitness is a driving force in creating communalism in close kin relationships. 

Viewed through the lens of inclusive fitness, people are expected to make additional, finer distinctions within their kin groups based on degrees of genetic relatedness or the extent of shared reproductive interests, and these distinctions would be expected to result in different behavioral responses (Burnstein, Crandall, & Kitayama, 1994). While close kin may consider their relationships with one another as communal in nature, some relationships may be more communal than others, meaning that some relationships will take priority over others (Mills & Clark, 2001). A parent may consider the needs of his child, for example, to trump the needs of his uncle. Even though his uncle may have contributed many more resources to him in the past than his child has, a larger proportion of genetic overlap with the child, all else equal, would favor the child as recipient contrary to what reciprocity rules would suggest. 

While inclusive fitness has implications for whom to prioritize in the sharing of resources, it also has implications for how much tolerance one should have for relatives that fail to reciprocate. By tolerance, we mean that future cooperative behavior, or sharing of resources, will continue even in the face of reciprocity transgressions. We expect that the thresholds for tolerance of failures to reciprocate will be significantly higher in relationships between close kin than distant kin, because of the difference in the contribution of those relatives to the individuals’ inclusive fitness. Similarly, relationships between close kin should be characterized by higher levels of tolerance than relationships between unrelated friends. Clark & Mills’ finding that people in communal relationships allocate resources based on need and not based on expected returns, and Fiske’s notion that kin tend to engage in communal sharing, provide support for these hypotheses.

When inclusive fitness is factored in, reciprocity-based influence tactics are expected to be most effective in moving the behavior of non-relatives – for whom no fundamental (i.e., inclusive fitness) basis for cooperative exchange exists. A special case within the set of non-kin social relationships, however, is the romantic relationship. While genetic overlap is not the basis of a cooperative bond between romantic partners, the shared reproductive interests of the partners have important implications for the partners’ respective inclusive fitness. Below we consider the unique resources exchanged by men and women in the context of romantic partnerships, and discuss the role the reciprocity principle may play in furthering mate selection and mate retention goals (refer to Table 1).
The rules of reciprocity and the resources exchanged within the mate selection and mate retention domains follow patterns consistent with Trivers’ (1972) theory of differential parental investment (see also Kenrick & Trost, 1989). When mate selection goals are active, cognitions about potential partners are presumably guided, to some degree, by the search for a good bargain in the exchange of the individuals’ own reproductive resources for those uniquely provided by the opposite sex. Men and women often choose to form long-term reciprocal relationships with romantic partners who agree to exchange these different reproductive resources or exclusively with them. Ancestral humans that failed to attend (consciously or unconsciously) to the gains from trading these reproductive resources would have experienced lower reproductive success relative to their contemporaries, and may have failed to reproduce all together. 

In this reproductive exchange, men and women are expected to be influenced by different features of, and different behaviors of, potential and existing mates. Women offer biological resources necessary for a nine month internal gestation, and provide continued direct investment for months or years in feeding and other infant care. The biological investment needed for a male to produce offspring, on the other hand, is relatively small (the theoretical minimum being the time and energy it takes to engage in a single act of intercourse). This difference in the minimum investment required to produce offspring predicts a variety of behavioral sex differences. For example, women are relatively more resistant than men to engaging in uncommitted sex (Clark & Hatfield, 1989), and have higher minimum standards for acceptable sexual partners (Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990; Regan, 1998), prefer to begin having sex later in a romantic relationship than men do (Buss & Schmidt, 1993), and underestimate men’s commitment to their relationships (Haselton & Buss, 2000). During courtship men employ a variety of reciprocity-based tactics (e.g., providing gifts of valued resources) to encourage potential mates to form romantic reciprocal relationships with them, and evidence suggests that one of several motivations for women to engage in short-term mating is to access present or future resources for themselves and their offspring (Hrdy, 1999). Gifts from men to women may be attempts to instill a longer term sexual obligation -- men, for example, report liking an available woman less if she immediately reciprocates a favor he does for her, or gift he gives her (Clark & Mills, 1979). 

Once a mate is secured, maintaining the relationship (see Table 1, mate retention domain) involves, to some extent, monitoring the ongoing gains from trading these divergent reproductive resources. The highly interdependent nature of romantic partners’ reproductive success creates incentives to cooperate and share that are highly similar to those among close kin. However, while people cannot replace their genetic relatives with more desirable others, they can replace their romantic partners. If either party in a romantic relationship becomes dissatisfied, he or she can pursue other romantic alternatives. Violations of the exclusive reciprocal exchange of men’s and women’s unique reproductive resources (e.g., a woman refusing sexual access and/or engaging in extra-pair sex, a man diverting economic resources to another woman) are perceived as particularly grave offenses, and are common grounds for relationship dissolution across a wide range of cultures (Betzig, 1989; Buss, Larsen, Westen & Semmelroth, 1992). In this way, romantic relationships are akin in some fundamental ways to reciprocal relationships with non-relatives, where perceived long-term inequities in exchange (and particularly in the case of reproductively-relevant resources) will often lead to severance of the current relationship and to the pursuit of better alternatives. 

Liking

Another technique influence agents commonly use is to attempt to induce their targets to like them. We are more inclined to comply with another’s request when we like the requester, or when we feel flattered by the requester’s behavior. Liking is commonly enhanced by feelings of similarity and familiarity between the agent and the target, and by requester attractiveness. For example, a salesperson may seek to uncover common interests (e.g., golf, grandchildren, driving the same kind of car) with a prospective buyer, and raise these topics during a sales interaction. Liking tactics can be used to communicate that a reciprocal relationship (or the potential for one) exists between the individuals involved. It makes sense to say “yes” to those we enjoy affiliating with, or wish to form social relationships with. 

Because genetic relatives already have powerful inclusive fitness incentives for cooperation, the liking principle is expected to have a greater impact on compliance in non-kin interactions, such as between friends or potential romantic partners. Because there are different behavioral constraints for the domains of coalition formation and mate selection, different influence techniques are expected to be effective depending on which goal is currently active. We want different things from people we feel similar to, but to whom we are not romantically attracted, than from people to whom we are romantically attracted. Attractive others may be considered as potential mates while similar and familiar others are candidates for platonic reciprocal relationships. Therefore, we separately consider below the liking-based tactics within the coalition formation and mate selection domains (see Table 1).  

First we will consider the influence techniques that enhance liking of the agent by the target through the use of similarity appeals. Professed similarity between the target and the agent (e.g., “No kidding, my father also grew up in Pittsburgh!”) plausibly serves as a cue to in-group membership, and the favorable associations that accompany it. Castelli, Vanzetto, Sherman & Arcuri (2001) found support for such a role of in-group vs. out-group distinctions in persuasion by demonstrating that targets more readily conform to a person that has used stereotype-consistent descriptions of a common out-group (“Did you hear the one about the social constructionist and the Mafia don?”). Another recent study suggests that perceived attitude similarity between oneself and a stranger can automatically activate kinship cognitions, inducing a person to behave prosocially towards that similar other (Park & Schaller, in press). 

An agent that highlights shared interests and other similarities, and smiles warmly at the target, for example, may be welcomed as an in-group member by the target. This position provides advantages to the agent in gaining compliance with favors requested. There may be some situations in which a target is particularly concerned with creating and expanding his or her social networks, and under such conditions the power of similarity-based liking tactics should be further enhanced. We predict that targets with active coalitional goals (e.g., a first-year graduate student attending a conference, or a person that has just relocated to a new neighborhood) should be more susceptible than average to similarity-based influence attempts, particularly if the influence agents involved are potentially valuable alliance partners. 
While similarity may serve as a proxy for kinship or in-group membership, and be leveraged to gain compliance, attractiveness is the persuasion currency of most value in the mating domains. Because of the constraints imposed on mate selection processes by differential parental investment, as discussed above, men’s and women’s cognitive processes about mating-relevant criteria diverge. Because of the different resources men and women contribute to the reproductive process, men place a relatively higher value on physical attractiveness (a cue to fertility-related biological resources), while women place more weight on ability to provide indirect economic resources and particularly so for a potential long-term mate. Men have a very high ceiling on the number of offspring they can produce over a lifetime (perhaps hundreds) via multiple sexual partners. For women, there is a biological limit on lifetime production of offspring, and any casual sexual encounter can result in a high-cost, long-term investment. Therefore, women tend to be choosier about their sexual partners and less inclined towards casual sex than men (Kenrick et al., 1990; 1993).  

Natural selection has shaped the cognitive processes of all humans to minimize errors in judgment associated with high personal fitness costs; a key assumption of Error Management Theory (Haselton & Buss, 2000). It is more costly for a man to err by failing to detect sexual receptiveness in a women (representing access to her valuable biological resources), for example, and more costly for a women to err by overestimating a man’s commitment to her (representing provision of valuable indirect economic resources). Actions that signify liking include touching the target on the arm, smiling repeatedly, complimenting the target, etc. These actions overlap with the set of behaviors that men report (when they observe a woman initiating those behaviors towards a man) as signals that a woman is sexually interested in her male interaction partner. Women infer significantly less sexual interest on the part of the same woman when observing the identical interchange. 

This research suggests that some aspects of liking-based influence attempts may not be perceived identically by men and women. The effectiveness of liking tactics, such as touching a target on the arm, may be influenced by the sex and physical attractiveness of the agent and target involved, and the target’s present openness to mating opportunities. If mating goals are active for a target, liking-based influence tactics delivered by an attractive opposite-sex agent may be particularly successful, compared to those delivered by an unattractive or same-sex agent. And in general, we would expect targets that are not receptive to short-term mating opportunities (or have non-mating related goals active) should be less responsive to such influence attempts.  

Scarcity

Another commonly used influence tactic plays upon people’s motivation to obtain resources perceived to be scarce or dwindling in supply. Scarcity information seems to function as a signal of relative value, and enhances a resource’s desirability. Interpersonally, influence agents make use of the scarcity principle by communicating that benefits they are offering to their targets are very popular (“these time-share units are going fast”), time restricted (“the sale on this sofa lasts this weekend only”), or inherently limited in supply (“only a lucky few will get these rent-controlled apartments”). When scarcity information is delivered by a trusted source, it serves as an accurate value cue. Individuals can capitalize on social learning by being attuned to information that implies local desirability, particularly via the “going fast” type of scarcity. When the availability of necessary resources is highly variable, scarcity information of the “going fast” and time-limited varieties can motivate efforts to obtain what remains of the disappearing resource, and prevent or minimize associated losses. 

Scarcity information might serve to trigger loss aversion; the tendency for people to be more distressed when facing potential losses than they feel rewarded by equivalent gains on the same dimension (e.g., Kahneman, Knetch & Thaler, 1986). Such a response could contribute to enhanced resource valuations as people become willing to “pay more” to avoid those possible losses. One argument for human tendencies towards loss aversion in decision-making is that in subsistence environments, such as the ones in which humans evolved, the downside risk of resource variance is of greater concern because of the dire negative consequences (e.g., starvation, illness) than the upside of resource variance is beneficial (Lumsden & Wilson, 1981, p. 90). The ability to store bounties of excess food, for example, is often not an option for those living in traditional societies (e.g., Betzig & Turke, 1986; Kaplan & Hill, 1985b). While group cooperation and sharing can mitigate the downside risk for a given group member, as in the reciprocal meat-sharing among the Ache, it cannot overcome natural fluctuations in levels of the resources themselves (fewer game animals in times of drought, for example). Under such conditions, the potential costs of failing to respond to scarcity information about crucial resources are likely to be higher than the costs of increasing acquisition effort in response to a false signal. Such a cost structure may have led individuals to heuristically connect scarcity with value.

But what if the scarce resource is not a necessity, and therefore does not have the same negative implications for risk to health and welfare? Are preferences for certain luxuries, as opposed to necessities, also susceptible to scarcity tactics?  If so, what function might be served by a heuristic response to information that these luxury resources are scarce? Research on the mating rituals of bower birds suggests a possible answer. Male satin bower birds spend much time and effort during mating season constructing a large circular wreath-like structure designed to impress the females of the species, and thereby aid in securing mates. Males decorate their twig-based constructions with whatever scarce items they can collect (or steal from competitors’ bowers) including shells, flowers and colorful feathers (Borgia & Gore, 1986). Female bower birds choose their mates in part by how elaborately decorated the bower is (the structure serves no functional purpose for either the male or female after mating takes place), and so males compete with one another to display the most interesting and unique structure as this translates directly into enhanced reproductive success (Coleman, Patricelli & Borgia, 2004). Male bower birds must be attuned to rare or scarce decorative items in the environment, as these will serve to positively differentiate them as mates from the competition. Is it possible that some scarce resources also serve such a purpose for humans? Below we consider the argument that unique, scarce resources provide a rare opportunity to get a “leg up” on the competition.

When individuals seek to climb group status hierarchies, or try to woo potential mates, they must provide some observable evidence of their quality relative to the competition. The display of honest signals of mate quality (e.g., Zahavi & Zahavi, 1997) has been widely documented in animal species, and is governed by the process of sexual selection. Whether one is competing against same-sex group members for status, or trying to impress opposite sex potential mates, positively differentiating oneself from the competition is the key. Instead of triggering a loss prevention response, scarcity information about non-essential resources relevant to the status and mate selection domains (see Table 1) may signal an opportunity for positive differentiation. This should be particularly true when acquiring these scarce resources involves extensive effort, or requires some unique talent that other group members have difficulty imitating (Miller, 2000). To illustrate, Ache men vary in their talent for hunting, and so successful hunters share more of the meat they bring in than they can ever hope to gain in return. As one might expect, successful hunters receive other kinds of social rewards for their ability to obtain these locally scarce resources: specifically, superior hunters have greater access to mates (have more affairs), and also have more children that survive to reproductive age (Kaplan & Hill, 1985a). Such payoffs in status and mating domains may provide incentives to exert more effort to acquire scarce desirable resources.    

Based on the status and mating-related rewards afforded to those who are successful in positively differentiating themselves, we are able to make some predictions about when scarcity influence tactics will be differentially successful. Here we focus on scarcity information about limited supply (which offers an opportunity to differentiate oneself), as opposed to the “going fast” type of scarcity (which implies widespread consumption). When influence targets have status goals active (see Table 1), their valuations of desirable resources should be more sensitive to information that those resources are rare or difficult to obtain. We expect a similar susceptibility to limited supply scarcity among male influence targets with active mate selection or mate retention goals (see Table 1), particularly when possession of the scarce resource is meaningfully tied to some important mate selection criteria employed by local women. Much as positive differentiation makes one more noticeable and attractive as a potential mate, it may also make one more attractive as an alliance partner. Possessing scarce information, items or other resources may also enhance one’s value as a coalition member. We therefore expect that targets’ valuations of resources will be particularly sensitive to limited supply information when coalition formation goals are active (see Table 1), and when the resource is particularly desirable to the group with which he or she wishes to affiliate. 

Social Proof 

Another influence principle involves social proof; when people are uncertain how to behave in a given situation, they will tend to look to others around them to help them decide (Sherif, 1936; Wooten & Reed, 1998). In its normal social context, the principle of social proof also allows individuals to capitalize on social learning. If one is uncertain which response is appropriate in a social situation, and others around you have already made their choices, presumably they have more information or experience than you do in those circumstances. Within a trusted in-group, where individuals have many shared interests and interdependent outcomes, looking to others makes sense and would typically result in the correct decision. 

There are numerous benefits of matching the most common local behavior in human groups. Henrich and Boyd (1998) have used computer simulations to demonstrate how selection often favors such conformity, particularly under conditions likely to be confronted by human groups. Taking a well-worn path through a unknown stretch of jungle is less likely to land one in a swamp or at the bottom of a cliff, for example, and throwing a boomerang, casting a fishing line, or setting a trap the way the locals do is more likely to result in dinner than free-styling it. Furthermore, many group activities require some conformity to a common collective decision (where to build the next campsite, how to cast the fishing net, etc.)

Consistent with the expectation that social proof is more powerful when it comes from in-group members, similarity between the target and another group member has been shown to enhance the likelihood that the group members’ behavior will be incorporated into a target’s own choices (Abrams, Wetherell, Cochrane, Hogg & Turner, 1990; Burn, 1991; Schultz, 1999). Similarity may function as a proxy for in-group membership or activate kinship cognitions, as suggested above, and enhance a target’s confidence that the group members’ behavior is the normative choice in that context. 

From an evolutionary perspective, social proof can be a useful heuristic to apply if the benefits from increased group coordination or accuracy in social judgment are not outweighed by costs in other social domains, such as gaining and maintaining status (see Table 1). According to a meta-analysis of gender effects in conformity, there is a general tendency for women to conform more readily than men (Eagly & Carli, 1981). Subsequent research demonstrated that this sex difference was pronounced when the pressure to conform was manifest in public, and where information delivered by the members of a group differed from the private opinions or judgments of the targets. In public men exhibited a resistance to persuasion, whereas women demonstrated similar levels of conformity in public and in private (Eagly, Wood & Fishbaugh, 1981). Baumeister & Sommer (1997) suggested that this tendency towards non-conformity among men in public might not be motivated by a need to assert their independence, as Eagly et al. suggested, but by their desire to be accepted by the group in a very specific light – as leaders. Worldwide, men are more likely to seek and obtain positions of leadership and political power (e.g., Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2004). This pattern is consistent with expectations based on sexual selection and differential parental investment, which highlight the differential reproductive benefits to males demonstrating social dominance. Together, these findings suggest that the costs of conforming to the views of one’s group are not the same for men and women; that for male targets, conformity might be perceived as challenging their relative position in the group’s status hierarchy. 

From an evolutionary perspective, there are more severe reproductive consequences for men that fail to carefully attend to issues of relative status within their groups. Males towards the bottom of the status hierarchy are considered less desirable by women, particularly as long-term partners, across many diverse cultures (Buss, 2004, p. 114-115). Although conformity based on social proof can lead to more accurate judgments, the informational benefits may be offset by reputation costs. We therefore predict that when mating or status goals (see Table 1) are activated for males, they will exhibit more resistance to social proof in public settings. Resistance should be greater when local social norms emphasize individual achievement over group welfare, or when males in a group differ widely in their reproductive potential. 

In the domains of mate selection and retention (see Table 1), being attuned to cues to valuable assets and the willingness to continue to share those assets with one’s current partner become key adaptive problems to be solved. When there is uncertainty about a potential mate’s value, as is the case when not all cues to mate value are equally observable, social proof may increase the accuracy of mate value judgments. For example, females may be able to quickly conclude that a given male has value as a potential mate because he displays evidence of a large resource base relative to his competitors (e.g., expensive home, leadership position in his group), but it may be more difficult to assess his willingness to share those resources faithfully with a relationship partner. Women attempting to estimate the likelihood of resource investment by a potential mate, for example, might consult others for their opinions in hopes of making a more accurate assessment. 


There are documented examples of the application of social proof during mate choice among certain animal species. For instance, Höglund, Alatalo, Gibson & Lundberg (1995) found that female black grouse were more likely to choose a particular male as a mate if they had witnessed that male copulating with an experimentally planted female dummy on his territory. In another set of studies conducted with guppies, Dugatkin (2000) demonstrated that when controlling for male attractiveness, female guppies preferred to mate with the male they had previously observed mating with a female model. In other words, when the relative quality of two male guppies was difficult to distinguish (under conditions of uncertainty), the heuristic of social proof kicked in. Social proof also appears to play a role in reducing uncertainty in the mate selection processes of humans. Graziano and his colleagues (1993) found that women’s private assessments of men’s physical attractiveness and desirability as dating partners were significantly different when they viewed other women’s ratings of the male targets’ physical attractiveness and personality. In particular, negative information was given more weight than positive information, suggesting that reliance on social proof in this context is related to reducing the costs of choosing incorrectly. This effect was sex-specific; men’s assessments of women were not affected by negative ratings given by other men. When there is imperfect diagnostic information concerning potential mates (i.e., uncertainty), women appear to rely on the judgments of other women as a benchmark (see also Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980). 

Just as social proof may be a more powerful force in cultures that are highly interdependent, any adaptive decision rules in a social influence context will also be susceptible to local conditions. In the mating domain there is evidence that one’s sexual strategy, whether monogamous or promiscuous, is influenced by what others in the local mating pool are doing.  Buunk and Bakker (1995) found that the likelihood of engaging in extra-pair sexual relations was significantly influenced by descriptive norms (many of my friends are doing it), over and above any effects of injunctive norms for the behavior (important others would consider it acceptable). Kenrick, Li & Butner (2003) demonstrated that by using reported thresholds for switching from preferred sexual strategies, simulated neighborhoods could converge over time into completely monogamous or promiscuous environments. Different patterns emerged as men and women were persuaded to change from a preferred sexual strategy when a local majority played the opposite strategy. Whether the neighborhood turned promiscuous or monogamous depended strongly on whether the female (more monogamous in orientation) or male (more promiscuous in orientation) average thresholds for strategy change were imposed as the active decision rule, with the neighborhood-wide changes being much larger than the initially small differences in men’s and women’s strategies. These simulations provide a useful illustration of how mating-relevant social proof information is processed subject to the constraints of sex differences shaped by sexual selection and differential parental investment. Males, as the sex investing less in the reproductive process, should be more responsive to social proof information that having multiple sexual partners is locally acceptable, while females, the sex investing more, should be more resistant to social proof of promiscuity.    

Authority

Another powerful influence principle is authority, or heuristic deference to another individual’s opinions and recommendations when they are perceived as being either an area expert, or a generally trustworthy individual (Cialdini, 2001). People are more likely to defer to authorities when they lack the experience to make an informed decision, and when the outcome of the choice is critical. In its normal social context, deference to an authority’s expertise allows individuals to capitalize on the social learning of others, and to profit from division of expertise within the group. Reliance on an expert makes sense when the goal is to make an accurate and efficient decision, and when there is a correct answer. 

Authority can also be based upon characteristics not linked to informational expertise, such as physical size. Evidence suggests that leaders, such as corporation executives and heads of state, are often chosen based upon the seemingly irrelevant characteristic of height (Simonton, 1994). Conversely, perceivers see the same individual as taller when he is presented as having a relatively higher status rank (e.g., professor as opposed to graduate student). The link between physical size and authority seems to make little sense in the modern world, and it is often lamented as an irrational aspect of leader choice. Furthermore, men are more likely to be chosen as leaders than are women, despite the lack of evidence that men actually make more effective leaders (Eagly, Karau & Makhijani, 1995). Males are also chosen as leaders in non-traditional societies worldwide (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2004), and were the traditional chiefs in tribal society (Daly & Wilson, 1983). 

An evolutionary perspective can help explain why height and gender are perceived as important criteria in choosing leaders (even if that perception does not fit with demands of modern corporations or political decision-making groups). In the ancestral environment, large males may have been more effective in negotiating inter-group conflict. Males are, compared to females, also more likely to compete for positions of status, owing to differential parental investment and sexual selection (Kenrick, Trost, & Sundie, 2004). In species in which females make higher investment in offspring, males tend to mature later, grow physically larger, and engage in relatively more intrasexual competition – all characteristics of Homo sapiens (Geary, 2000). Further, among humans, inter-group fighting is and has always been common. Human males are, compared to females, more likely to be involved in such inter-group dominance competition (Sidanius, Levin, Liu & Pratto, 2000). Males across societies are likely to seek status via roles such as policemen and soldiers, and females tend, on average, not to be as involved in these arenas (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Siers, 1997). 

A consideration of the universal sex difference in the occupancy of various forms of status leads to questions about the role of sex as a moderating variable in influence behaviors. Consider the classic demonstration of the power of authority in social influence – Milgram’s experiments on obedience to authority (1974). In the best-known studies, the authority figures, the participants, and the victims were all males. A very simple hypothesis would be that males who are ordering violence against other males are more likely to be obeyed than when females are either the authorities or the victims. Abundant research does in fact demonstrate that members of both sexes are more likely to aggress against males than against females (Daly & Wilson, 1988). In most of this classic aggression research, the authority figure (experimenter) was likely to be a male. We are not aware of studies in which the gender of each of the roles were systematically varied, or of studies in which the attractiveness of female victims was varied, but interesting interactions would be expected given our above reasoning. 

Another interesting set of questions following this line of reasoning would ask about the physical size of the authority figure. We would predict that larger experimenters will generate more obedience, but only when they are males. It would similarly be of interest to examine physical size as a moderating factor in studies involving less direct social pressure, i.e., in studies of compliance (where participants receive requests rather than orders) and conformity (where neither requests nor orders are involved).  

We noted at several points above that different influence tactics might be differentially effective when participants are in certain motivational states as opposed to others.  We would expect that activation of different social goals would have similar differential effects on the power of physical size as an influence factor. For example, people who are made to feel self-protective following a fear manipulation ought to be more responsive to a large male authority figure than people for whom say parental care or mate retention are activated (see Table 1). A manipulation of status concerns would likewise be expected to make physical size a salient cue, again particularly when the authority figure was a male. However, in this case, the effects might be different for male and female participants. We would expect male participants concerned about their status to be especially likely to resist influence attempts by a physically large male, whereas this would not be expected for female participants.  

Commitment and Consistency


The final influence tactic we consider is based on people’s tendency to follow a course of action if they have previously made a commitment to that course. As noted earlier, cooperative alliances have been a powerful factor in human evolution. By relying on one another, our ancestors could accomplish tasks they would have been unable to accomplish alone, such as hunting large mammals, sharing food in times of variable nutrient availability, building shelters, and protecting themselves against hostile out-groups. To carry out such group tasks, group members had to be able to count on one another to stick to important commitments (such as showing up for a group hunt or meeting up at a certain location in two day’s time). Cottrell, Neuberg, & Li (2004) demonstrated that when people seek various types of coalition partners, being trustworthy tops the list of desirable attributes. 

Perhaps owing to the importance of being perceived as reliable and trustworthy, people generally hold to the rule “stick to your commitments” in a simple and heuristic manner (Cialdini, 2001). An influence agent may leverage this heuristic numerous ways. For example, the agent attempting to gain compliance with a large request may first attempt to get that target to comply with a much smaller request; a commitment and consistency-based tactic called the foot-in-the-door. Once the target has committed to supporting a cause in some small way, such as putting a three inch square sign in their front yard advocating safe driving, he or she is significantly more inclined to agree to more substantial follow-up requests, such as replacing the unobtrusive sign with a large, unattractive billboard (Freedman & Fraser, 1966). Once the homeowners had publicly committed to the cause, and began to see themselves as advocates of safe driving, pressures to comply with cause-related requests loomed large. 

A number of classic social psychological theories have addressed the motivation to act consistently (e.g., Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory, 1957; Heider’s balance theory, 1958). According to dissonance theory, for example, people have a strong intrinsic motivation to view themselves as consistent, and this motivation is powerful enough to lead to a number of counterintuitive and sometimes self-destructive behaviors. For example, dissonance researchers examining “insufficient justification” have argued that people will often increase their commitment to a course of action after being exposed to evidence that their commitment is poorly justified. In a classic participant-observational study, Festinger and his colleagues joined a group of people (called the “Seekers”) who had committed themselves to the view that a great cataclysm would occur on earth on a particular date, and that they alone would be borne away on a flying saucer. After the specified date came and went without a cataclysm or a visiting flying saucer, several members of the Seekers enhanced their commitment to the group’s beliefs. Along similar lines, several studies demonstrated that people who had undergone a severe initiation were more committed to their group afterwards than control participants who had not experienced similar abuse (Aronson & Mills, 1959; Gerard & Mathewson, 1966). Dissonance theory suggests that this increased commitment to the group justifies (i.e., reduces the dissonance) associated with volunteering oneself for membership in a group that routinely engages in abuse of its members. 

From an adaptationist perspective, we doubt very much that people are frequently inclined to place a high value on cognitive consistency per se, especially if that consistency comes at a cost to social and material resources. People may well be generally motivated to appear consistent to others, and this heuristic tendency may occasionally result in seeming behavioral irrationalities. However, we would expect that such tendencies are much more likely to be manifested around questions involving unverifiable beliefs or social reality rather than physical reality. When there is a clear correct answer that can be validated against physical reality, it seems likely that people will override their motivation to want to reduce “cognitive dissonance” in favor of reducing the loss of good resources after bad. Indeed, one key detail of the story of the Seekers that often fails to make it into social psychologists’ lectures about cognitive dissonance is that most of the group members became less, rather than more, committed to groups’ beliefs after their central prophecy failed. 

We would hypothesize that any tendency to act consistently with one’s commitments will be ultimately driven not by motives that begin and end in the person’s head, but by the adaptive social consequences of acting consistently or inconsistently. Thus consistency motivation should vary depending on which commitments are made and to whom, and on who is watching. For instance, people should be more likely to increase their commitment to a group after painful or humiliating initiations only when that group affords the initiates significant social and/or reproductive benefits, and when the initiates perceive that few, if any, viable alternatives are available.   

Insufficient justification findings might be extrapolated to romantic relationships to suggest that people will sometimes become more committed to partners who treat them relatively poorly, as opposed to relatively well. Thus, evidence that one’s partner had engaged in a minor infidelity might be expected to enhance one’s commitment to a partner (especially if one had already committed resources and energy to the relationship, and made a public commitment). We would suggest that this pattern of “dissonance reduction” is very unlikely to occur for males, who risk investing resources in offspring that are not their own if they remain with a sexually unfaithful partner. On the other hand, a dissonance-like pattern might occasionally occur for females, but for different reasons – another woman’s interest in a man does not raise the risk that a woman will unknowingly raise another woman’s offspring, so single sexual infidelities do not constitute as great a potential reproductive liability. Further, most human societies have been somewhat polygynous, and evidence that other women find a man attractive may actually increase his perceived mate value. As discussed earlier, there is some evidence that women’s judgments of a man’s attractiveness are relatively more affected by other women’s judgments (compared to the effect of other men’s judgments on one another, Graziano, et al., 1993). This is not to suggest that women will generally find infidelities grounds for increasing their feelings of commitment and relationship satisfaction. Indeed women are just as angry and jealous over infidelities as are men (e.g., Sagarin & Guadagno, 2004). Affairs can threaten, or directly result in losses of resources provided by women’s mates. However, we would argue that any counterintuitive prediction that people will become more committed to unfaithful partners will surely not hold for males, and if ever found for females, will be the product of processes other than the motivation to achieve cognitive consistency. 

In general, we would hypothesize that people will be more susceptible to commitment and consistency tactics when their coalition formation goals are active (see Table 1), particularly if the influence agent is a member of a group the target finds particularly desirable. The pressure to appear consistent should also be enhanced when dealing with potential romantic partners, who are likely making assessments of a possible mate’s trustworthiness and reliability.  

How We Can Be Cheated

Any of the six influence principles we have covered can be employed deceptively to gain compliance from an unwitting target. In this section, we outline how we think an evolutionary perspective can contribute to our understanding about why such deception succeeds, and our unique perspective on the countermeasures people employ to combat such deceptive practices. First we will consider how people’s tendency to categorize others in social interactions makes individuals susceptible to being cheated.
In or Out: In-Group and Out-Group Distinctions in Social Influence

The tendency to make distinctions between in-group and out-group members is universal (Pinker, 2002). Experimental evidence suggests that targets are quickly encoded as belonging, or not belonging, to the in-group, and that the resulting categorization influences subsequent cognitive processing about that person (Maner, et al., 2003). Strangers or out-group members are generally not afforded any implicit trust. However, when such a stranger sends signals ordinarily associated with commitment and the desire for a long-term social relationship during an influence attempt (perhaps during a sales pitch), these signals are sometimes sufficient to evoke a desired heuristic compliance response. What are these signals? Offering gifts, favors or concessions, and in certain instances displaying cues to sexual interest, can all serve to communicate a desire to be included in the target’s in-group. Displaying cues to similarity, as noted above, may serve to activate kinship cognitions (a special type of in-group cognitions) that then predispose targets to cooperate. We propose that the tendency to categorize others quickly as in-group or out-group members enhances susceptibility to being cheated by agents using influence principles deceptively, and provide some examples for specific influence principles below. 

It usually makes sense to comply with in-group members’ requests, because the opportunity for mutually beneficial exchange in the future can outweigh any present costs. In the case of the reciprocity principle, even offers of very inexpensive gifts such as a can of Coke (Regan, 1971) or a flower (Cialdini, 2001) can be sufficient to significantly raise compliance rates with a donation request that follows. This implies that people are quite sensitive to such overtures, and that the economic value of what is offered may be far less important than the act of offering itself. We suggest that such overtures can serve to shift the target’s perceptions of the influence agent (albeit unconsciously) towards in-group membership, and engage responses that are appropriate for dealing with trusted in-group members. For example, with in-group members, reciprocity norms dictate that one is obligated to receive and repay. Unscrupulous influence agents take advantage of this heuristic response to cues of in-group membership, and extend gifts to targets simply to increase the chances of gaining subsequent compliance with their request. 

The deceptive use of reciprocity tactics is further fueled by the lack of costs to offset the benefits expected by unscrupulous agents employing these techniques. Recall that the costs of violating reciprocity norms, for example, are social in nature and at worst result in expulsion from the group and all its benefits. A compliance professional that is a stranger to his or her target often has little or no interest in becoming a member of that target’s in-group, and therefore does not face the normal costs associated with using influence tactics deceptively. In fact, in one-time interactions with an unfamiliar others, influence agents can often expect net benefits from applying liking or reciprocity tactics dishonestly – they can gain targets’ compliance in the short-run, and then disappear before any long-term costs come to bear.

Influence agents may also feign various overlapping interests in hopes of increasing their chances of success in gaining compliance from a target. An agent may insincerely complement a target, point out false shared interests or values, or attempt to capitalize on his or her physical attractiveness by showering positive attention on an influence target. Such actions communicate liking, which characterizes close relationships such as friendships, but also can serve as an effective manipulation tool for unethical agents in advancing their own objectives. As noted above, manipulations of liking based on similarity can activate kinship cognitions (Park & Schaller, in press). Once in-group cognitions, or more specifically kinship cognitions, are activated for an influence target, conditions become ripe for cheating and exploitation by unscrupulous agents. 

Compliance professionals can also take advantage of our heuristic responses to social proof information, particularly when their targets are uncertain about which choice is correct. Social proof does not require that a group be present for the target to observe directly – information about the previous choices of others in similar circumstances can also be effective. Reflections of social proof, such as “over 1 million sold,” or “75% of Democrats support…” can serve as evidence that the choice makes sense for the target too. Such evidence is given more weight to the extent that target perceives the “other people” to be similar to him or her on a problem-relevant dimension. To the extent that perceived similarity is a proxy for in-group membership, it will add to the power of the social proof because people often trust that what is beneficial for other in-group members will also be of benefit to them. Social proof information can be used deceptively when an agent communicates popularity of a resource among a group of individuals that he or she knows are actually very different from the target, without disclosing such differences.

In-group vs. out-group distinctions may also affect the operation of the authority and commitment & consistency principles. Authority is based on expertise and trustworthiness assessments, and so unscrupulous influence agents convincingly displaying false symbols of in-group or kin-group membership with a target should be perceived as more trustworthy, enhancing that agent’s authority status. This enhanced credibility can then presumably be leveraged to gain targets’ deference, and compliance. 

Influence professionals have developed a host of deceptive tactics based on people’s motivation to appear consistent and stick to their commitments, ranging from inducements to “sign on the dotted line,” to more elaborate tactics. For example, the “low ball” technique involves getting a customer to commit to buying a commodity at a certain price, and then to change the deal to the advantage of the influence agent (Cialdini, Cacioppo, Bassett, & Miller, 1978). As traditionally used by car salespersons, the customer agrees to buy a car at a certain price (say, $20,000), and after several minutes the salesperson returns from the manager’s office with a downtrodden look, saying “the manager agreed to sell it for that price, but for that price we can’t include the CD player and upgraded speakers you wanted.” After having committed themselves to closing the deal, customers frequently comply despite the change in what they are getting for their money, or end up agreeing to pay more than the agreed upon price to add additional options, such as the stereo system in the example above. After making such deals under such pressure, customers may feel cheated, as evidenced by the fact that many states have passed laws requiring several days “cooling off” period during which customers can recant on unfavorable transactions. Because people are likely to be more concerned with self presentation when among in-group members, influence agents that can activate in-group or kinship cognitions for a target based on false cues should also be more successful in employing consistency-based tactics. Targets should feel more pressure to be consistent if these in-group cognitions are active at the time that the agent makes his or her request. 

I Won’t be Fooled Again 

How might individuals react to deceptive influence attempts, or think about them retrospectively when they are duped into complying? While reciprocity can be powerful in cementing mutually beneficial social relationships, it can also induce strong negative emotional responses (shame, regret, anger, a desire for revenge) when used deceptively. Gintis et al. (2003) propose that human social behavior is governed by strong reciprocity – a tendency, on the one side, to be more generous with others than is economically rational, and on the other side, to incur great costs to punish cheaters, even when there is no reasonable belief that the costs will be recouped. The willingness to sacrifice additional resources to punish a cheater (who has taken away resources already) suggests that there is social value in being regarded by others as someone “not to be cheated.” Such vigilante justice for reciprocity cheaters may well be guided by a psychological mechanism specifically designed to detect cheaters on reciprocal social contracts, and motivate action accordingly. 

Cosmides & Tooby (1992) outlined the capabilities a cheating detection mechanism would encompass, and have provided experimental evidence in support of its existence. People are good at solving normally difficult logical problems if those problems are framed in terms of possible violations of a social contract, and this enhanced facility at thinking about possible cheaters is found cross-culturally (Sugiyama, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2002). It is plausible that the negative emotions associated with being socially cheated serve to motivate the infliction of costs upon the deceptive agent (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000). The influence agent responsible might be classified as a cheater and out-group member, punished, or barred from future involvement, depending on the severity of the offense. The presence of specialized reasoning in humans for uncovering cheaters on social contracts implies that at least some social cheating was a regular feature of the ancestral environment, and that capabilities for detection and adequate response contributed to the reproductive success of our ancestors. 

Humans are not the only species that fall prey to unscrupulous influence attempts, such as false cues to similarity and familiarity. Mimicry and the false signaling of group membership are employed by a wide variety of animals, insects and plants to further their own self-interests in survival and reproduction (see Alcock, 2001 for a review). For example, female cuckoo birds regularly parasitize other local species by placing their eggs in an unwitting host’s nest while it is away. Apparently unequipped to distinguish a cuckoo’s egg from her own, the host incubates the egg and even provides food and protection to the cuckoo chick along with its own genetic hatchlings. Because of the reproductive costs imposed on the host by such a system of exploitation, the host species may develop defenses against the deception. This may include an enhanced capability to detect physical differences between the cuckoos’ eggs and the host’s own eggs, if the costs of developing those features do not exceed the benefits. The result is a kind of host-parasite arms race (Dawkins, 1982), where via differential reproduction, the parasite also develops countermeasures to the host species’ enhanced deception-detection capabilities. For example, in some regions where the cuckoo has been exploiting a host for an extended period of time, cuckoo eggs have changed in color to match the hosts’ eggs quite closely making discrimination more difficult (Underwood & Sealy, 2002). 

The relationship between the cuckoo and its host serves as a metaphor for the relationship between human influence agents and their targets. While influence agents can take advantage of liking tactics to gain compliance, for example, influence targets are likely equipped with deception detection capabilities such as the cheating detection mechanism and the inclination towards costly revenge noted above. Such capabilities can be developed more rapidly than the speed of natural selection, since people can also presumably learn, over the course of repeated influence interactions, what the signs of deception are and be attentive to their presence. Hence, they may become better at detecting deception attempts by opportunistic influence agents over time. Such learning also occurs in other species. In passerine birds, for example, experimental evidence suggest that younger females’ nests are more likely to be parasitized by nearby cuckoos in part because they are less likely to recognize the parasitic eggs than the older, more experienced females in the species (Grim, 2002). 

What are the outcomes for influence agents that choose to engage in deceptive practices? When deception becomes clear to the target in retrospect, the tactic employed should cease to work as well in future interactions between that agent and target. The person duped may take steps to avoid future contact with this individual, and may spread negative word-of-mouth about the influence agent to others. In this case, damage to the agent’s social reputation is the likely result. Even when deception is not uncovered, deceptive tactics that only benefit the agent will often result in poor outcomes for the target. Those poor outcomes may also serve to deter future interaction with the agent involved (Cialdini, 1999). 

In Conclusion

We propose that research on social influence could be enhanced by considering more deeply the evolutionary context for which the various tactics were designed. The evolutionary perspective offers powerful theories such as inclusive fitness and sexual selection that could be used to generate unique hypotheses about social influence. These theories counsel a greater focus on research exploring influence within various kinds of familiar relationships, such as kin relationships, romantic partnerships, and friendships, where the exchange of resources is continually guided by mutual influence over time (e.g., Oriña, Wood, & Simpson, 2002). Within these relationships, features of the bond between two individuals, whether it be liking based on similar interests, shared reproductive interests between long-term romantic partners, or shared genes between kin, may fundamentally affect the costs and benefits associated with compliance, and the relative success of the various tactics designed to achieve it. Likewise, people’s responses to the perception that they have been cheated by an influence agent may heavily depend on the type of relationship between the influence agent and the target; with more tolerance expected towards kin, little or no tolerance expected towards strangers, and varying degrees of tolerance expected towards other kinds of relationship partners such as friends and romantic partners. 

Much of the focus in previous social influence research has been on interactions between strangers, and how the six influence principles can be exploited by unscrupulous agents (and how people might protect themselves from such agents). Consequently, the influence tactics have been framed as sources of error in social decision-making – how compliance with an agent’s request involving such tactics commonly results in some cost to oneself, and often a cost that cannot be recouped. We think it is crucial to consider that the influence tactics are a part of the evolved social adaptive toolbox, and normally work to promote long-term beneficial exchange relations between individuals over time. From an evolutionary perspective, we can re-examine the deceptive use of these tactics taking into account that in the social conditions faced by our distant human ancestors, the chance of being exploited by an unscrupulous stranger was likely lower than it is in today’s modern world, and that the defenses we have developed to deal with social cheaters in ancestral times may not always be well-suited for punishing deceptive agents of influence today. Considering how our fundamental social goals such as gaining and maintaining status, building coalitions and winning over potential mates are achieved today, and whether the methods available to do so are matched or mismatched with what we know about ancestral conditions, can both enhance our understanding of today’s compliance blunders and lead to novel research questions that can be empirically explored. 
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	Social 
Domain
	Domain-Specific
Problem to be Solved
	Domain-Specific
Social Influence Problem
	Relevant Evolved
Decision Constraint

	
Coalition 
Formation 


	Forming and maintaining reciprocal and cooperative alliances (to achieve goals that require coordination). 
	Assure others you will not cheat them in future interactions, and that you are a worthy ally.
	Cooperation is more likely among those who: a) are close relatives, and b) have reciprocally shared resources in the past.

	
Status


	Acquiring prestige, and power, over one’s in-group members.
	Convince other group members to defer to you, and to award you differential power within the group.
	Cost/benefit ratio of striving for status more favorable for males because females emphasize male status in choosing mates.

	Self-
Protection


	Protecting oneself and valued others (e.g., kin) from threats.
	Convince out-group members that aggression toward one’s in-group would be costly.
	Male out-group members heuristically associated with threat; Males more involved in intra- and inter-group exchanges of threats.

	Mate 
Selection

	Finding eligible, desirable mates and securing those relationships.
	Convince a desirable member of the opposite sex to begin a romantic relationship.
	Men biased to over-estimate female sexual interest; women biased to underestimate levels of male commitment.

	Mate 
Retention
	Investing in existing mating relationships in ways that lead to retention of desired relationships over time.
	Convince one’s mate to remain committed to the relationship (i.e., get married, work through post-marital conflicts).
	Women inclined to break bond if partner compromises resources, or if a high status alternative is available; men inclined to break bond if a partner is sexually unfaithful, or if there are physically attractive alternatives available.

	
Parental Care
	Investing resources in ways that promote the lifetime reproductive potential of one’s offspring, and the offspring of one’s kin.
	Persuade one’s parents to share time and other resources with you, instead of your siblings.
	Familial provision of resources and care will follow the order:
self  > siblings
own offspring > step-children


Table 1: Six Broad Domains of Social Life, and Examples of Intrinsic Social Influence Problems

	Influence 
Principle
	Functional Basis
	When & With Whom: 
Normal Social Context

	Reciprocity
	Sharing resources over time helps ensure survival by pooling risk, thereby reducing individual variance in resource acquisition.
	Reciprocate with non-kin in-group members, and with potential romantic partners, to demonstrate a willingness to form a relationship or to secure indebtedness. 

	
Liking
	Saying “yes” to those we like enhances trust and alliances with those individuals.


	Say “yes” to friends (similar others), and potential mates (attractive others).

	Social Proof
	· Imitating popular choices takes advantage of others’ experience and knowledge, especially when one confronts a novel problem. 

· Conforming to local norms helps group processes flow smoothly.
	· Follow other in-group members for normative social behaviors, and when personally novel problems are encountered, and when it is necessary to coordinate group activities.

· Follow in-group peers for mate choice.

	Scarcity
	· Overreacting to scarcity can motivate one to gather more of a disappearing valuable resource, and to avoid the downside risk of resource variance.

· Acquiring scarce resources can enhance positive differentiation from in-group competitors for mates or status.
	· Move quickly to take advantages of limited opportunities popular with similar others.

· For males, choose scarce goods to enhance intrasexual competition within a mating pool.

	Authority
	Following the advice of those with wisdom and experience increases likelihood of making correct decisions.
	· Follow advice from others known to have expertise and trustworthiness.

· Defer within one’s group, although young males may have an incentive to reject an authority to display status.

	
Commitment & Consistency
	Sticking to one’s commitments inspires others to see one as trustworthy and reliable.
	Behave consistently with in-group members, particularly with distant relatives and non-kin group members such as friends, potential romantic partners, and current mates.




Table 2. Proposed Functional Basis and Normal Social Context of Each Influence Tactic.

� This is expected to hold true whether the relationship implied by the behavior of the agent is authentic or not (i.e., the influence agent may be attempting to deceive the influence target).





PAGE  

