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INTRODUCTION

Its a commonly held belief that knowing your audience—your readers, listeners, viewers, and
conversational partners—is the key to persuasive communication. But what does “knowing your
audience” really mean? Does it mean knowing your audience’s name, age, gender, and socioeco-
nomic status?

This book shows that if you want to be persuasive the most important thing you need to know
about your audience is how your audience makes decisions. And it demonstrates with numerous
examples and research findings that when experienced and otherwise highly skilled professionals—
CEOs, medical doctors, magazine publishers—fail to grasp how their audiences make decisions
they also fail to persuade them.

Part I encompasses the first four chapters of the book and describes how audiences make
rational decisions. Chapter 1 explains what audiences already know about making rational decisions.
Whether you ask your audience to try out a new product, vote for a political candidate, approve
a loan, take a prescribed medicine, convict a felon, acquire a new firm, or reply to an ad in the
personal columns, many members of your audience will already know what type of information
they need in order to make a good decision. What’s more, they will expect you to provide that
information to them.

Chapter 2 describes 13 major types of decisions that professionals from a wide range of fields
routinely ask their audiences to make and outlines the audience’s information requirements for
each decision type. Chapter 3 presents a simple model of audience decision making and explains
why you need to attend to each of the six cognitive processes in it. Chapter 4 reviews communica-
tion techniques that help make rational decision making easy for audiences and demonstrates that
different techniques enable different cognitive processes to operate more efficiently.

If audiences were entirely logical, an understanding of how they make rational decisions would
suffice. But audiences base their decisions on intuitions and emotions as well as sound reasoning.
Part II consists of Chapters 5 and 6 and describes how audiences make intuitive decisions, decisions
based on their subjective feelings. Chapter 5 shows that the same communication techniques that
make audience decision making easy also make your messages to them more intuitively appealing.
Chapter 6 explains how your audience’s subjective feelings about you as a person, as opposed to the
information you communicate to them, influence and bias their decisions.

Part III consists of the final chapter of the book and describes the role of emotions in audience
decision making. It demonstrates that when you are able to evoke the values of your audience, their
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decision-making process becomes truncated and their emotions come to dominate the decisions
they make. Moreover, it shows that different emotions affect audience decisions in different ways.
Taken together, the three parts of the book give a complete picture of audiences as decision makers.
The three parts explain how audiences make decisions with their head, gut, and heart, based on
appeals to what the ancient Greeks termed logos, ethos, and pathos.

Most of the chapters of the book include think-aloud protocols of real audience members using
real documents to make decisions. Think-aloud protocols are verbatim transcripts of people think-
ing aloud as they make decisions or solve problems. Think-aloud protocols have been used to
investigate decision making in an ever-increasing number of areas including chess,! writing,?
policy-making,? business,* law,> and most recently, cyber security.®

In this book, think-aloud protocols provide a unique window on audience decision making.
They reveal the information an audience considers to be important when making a particular
decision, as well as the information it considers to be irrelevant, the information it has difficulty
comprehending, and much more. Exposure to think-aloud protocols of audiences has been shown
to improve communication skills. College students given think-aloud protocols of audiences read-
ing one set of documents made dramatic gains in their ability to predict problems that audiences
would have with another set of documents of the same genre.”

The book as a whole draws on a vast research literature and summarizes relevant theories
and findings from the fields of social cognition, leadership, consumer behavior, decision science,
behavioral economics, psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, affective science, cognitive science, and
neuroscience. It delves into the hearts and minds of a wide array of audiences: from Wall Street
analysts to viewers of the evening news, from army ofticers to hospital patients, from venture capi-
talists to grocery shoppers, from CEOs to college admissions officers, from corporate recruiters to
mock jurors. It surveys a broad range of communication techniques—including those concerning
speaking and writing, interviews and group meetings, leading and critical thinking, content and
style, verbal and nonverbal behaviors, the use of charts and images, the construction of rational
arguments and emotional appeals—and examines the empirical evidence supporting each of them.

If you agree that the key to persuasive communication is knowing your audience, if you are
looking for techniques to influence the decisions your audiences make, and if you want a scientific
understanding of why those techniques work, then Persuasive Communication: How Audiences Decide
is the introduction to persuasive communication for you.

Notes

1 e.g.,de Groot, A. D. (1965). Thought and choice in chess. The Hague, Netherlands: Mouton.

2 e.g.,Flower,L.S., & Hayes, J.R. (1978). The dynamics of composing: Making plans and juggling constraints.
In L. Gregg & . Steinberg (Eds.), Cognitive processes in writing (pp. 31-50). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

3 e.g., Voss, J.E, Greene, T.R., Post, T. A., & Penner, B. C. (1983). Problem solving skill in the social sci-
ences. In G.H. Bower (Ed.), The psychology of learning and motivation: Advances in research theory (Vol. 17,
pp. 165-213). New York: Academic Press.

4 e.g., Hall, ], & Hofer, C. W. (1993). Venture capitalists’ decision criteria in new venture evaluation. Journal
of Business Venturing, 8(1), 25—42.

5 e.g., Wright, D.B., & Hall, M. (2007). How a “reasonable doubt” instruction affects decisions of guilt. Basic
and Applied Social Psychology, 29(1), 91-98.

6 e.g., Perl, S., & Young, R.O. (2015, June). A cognitive study of incident handling expertise. Presented at the
Annual Forum of Incident Response and Security Teams (FIRST) Conference, Berlin, Germany.

7 e.g., Schriver, K. A. (1992). Teaching writers to anticipate readers’ needs: A classroom-evaluated pedagogy.
Written Communication, 9(2), 179-208.
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1

AUDIENCE DECISION-MAKING
EXPERTISE

In June 2008, a sourcing manager for a large networking company was asked to find a new
subcontractor. The subcontractor had to be capable of designing an essential hardware com-
ponent for one of the firm’s multimillion-dollar networking projects. Although the firm had
never contracted out the design of this component before, the sourcing manager soon found
three interested design firms who appeared to be good candidates for the job.

In his initial discussions with the salespeople from each design firm via email or phone,
the sourcing manager explained the goals of the project and gave them the information they
would need to evaluate the opportunity they were being offered, such as the forecasted
demand, the timeline expectations, and the technical performance requirements. In order to
expedite his selection process, the sourcing manager also sent each sales team the following
questions to be answered in a crisp one-hour meeting:

*  How would you describe your company?

*  How complex were your past projects, and when were they completed?
*  How long did it take you to complete the projects?

*  Were they completed on schedule?

*  What kind of issues came up, and how did you overcome them?

*  What do you see as the biggest risks, and how would you mitigate them?

The VP of Sales for the first design firm and his team of technical experts spent most of their
hour-long meeting presenting an overview of their company. The sourcing manager reiter-
ated his need to get answers to the rest of his questions. So the VP requested another meeting
to answer them. The manager told the VP that he did not have time for another meeting. Later,
when the VP sent emails and left voicemails asking for another meeting, the sourcing manager
politely declined once again.

The salespeople who represented the second design firm were equally disappointing.
They spent about half their allotted time giving an overview of their company and then asked
the sourcing manager to supply more details about his firm’s project. The sourcing manager
declined to tell them more and spent the remainder of the hour re-asking his initial questions.
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After the meeting, he wondered whether he wanted to work with a company that needed him
to repeat his criteria for choosing a subcontractor.

The sales team for the third design firm was different. They addressed every one of the
sourcing manager’s questions during their one-hour meeting with him. They willingly dis-
closed the issues that had come up in similar projects just as the manager had requested,
giving them added credibility in the manager’s eyes. In addition, the third sales team asked
relevant questions about the firm’s objective for pursuing this particular networking project,
the firm’s required pricing, and the features they desired.

It should come as no surprise that the sourcing manager recommended the third design
firm to his upper management. The favorable impression made by that firm’s sales team led
to two significant contracts for the design firm totaling $15 million per year or $80 million
over the lifetime of the project.

Although most audiences do not spell out their information requirements as clearly as the
sourcing manager did for the three sales teams who presented to him, we can still learn several
lessons from this true story. One of the most important lessons we can learn is that experi-
enced audiences, like the sourcing manager, already know what information they need from
other professionals in order to make the types of decisions they make routinely. What’s more,
experienced audiences may judge the quality of a recommendation or firm on the basis of how
thoroughly, efficiently, and honestly business people and other professionals address their infor-
mation needs. Chapter 1 amplifies these lessons. It describes the nature of audience expertise
in decision making and what professionals in many fields need to know about it in order to
be persuasive.

The audiences of professionals include all the people who read the documents professionals write,
attend the presentations professionals give, and listen to what professionals have to say either in person
or on the phone. Some important audiences of business executives are board members, stockholders,
customers, employees, bankers, suppliers, distributors, and Wall Street analysts. Some important audi-
ences of physicians are patients, residents, nurses, pharmacists, hospital administrators, health insurance
companies, state medical boards, and government agencies. A few of the important audiences of
judges are litigants, attorneys, legal academics, other judges, ideological groups, and think tanks.!

Audiences use the documents, presentations, and other information that professionals convey to
make informed decisions. Board members use executives’ strategic plans to decide whether to allow
management to pursue a new strategic direction. Consumers use manufacturers’ advertisements,
packaging, product brochures, and warranties to decide whether to purchase a product. Bankers
use entrepreneurs’ proposals for credit lines to decide whether to extend credit. Undecided voters
use politicians’ campaign speeches to decide whether to vote for a particular candidate. Even U.S.
Army personnel do not blindly obey the orders of superior ofticers but use their directives to make
decisions, decisions that might surprise the officers who issued the orders.? Research finds that 78%
to 85% of all the reading employees do at work is for the purpose of making decisions and taking
immediate action. In contrast, only 15% of the reading students do is for that purpose—students
read primarily to learn and to recall later.?

Sometimes audience members make decisions as individuals, and at other times they make deci-
sions as a group, usually after much discussion and debate. For example, jurors decide as a group
whether defendants are guilty or innocent, school board members decide as a group which cur-
ricula can be taught in local schools, legislators decide as a group which bills to pass into law, and
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faculty selection committee members decide as a group which candidates to hire. Most strategic
business decisions are made by groups, as opposed to individuals.* In all these cases, group members
interact with each other, playing the roles of both communicators and audience members. As com-
municators, group members make arguments to the other group members for or against alternative
proposals. As audience members, group members help decide which of the proposals made to the
group is best.

Understanding audiences as decision makers differs dramatically from viewing them as pas-
sive receivers or decoders of information, the conventional view unintentionally inspired by the
field of information theory.> Understanding that many audience members are expert at making
the decisions professionals want them to make differs even more profoundly from the notion
that audiences are empty cups waiting to be filled with the communicator’s knowledge about
a topic.

Audiences gain decision-making expertise as they make a particular type of decision repeatedly.
For example, consumers, a primary audience of computer manufacturers, develop expertise that
helps them choose the best computer after buying and using several different computers. Board
members, a primary audience of business executives, develop expertise that helps them decide
which new management proposal merits their approval by attending numerous board meetings.
Voters, a primary audience of politicians, develop expertise that helps them decide which political
candidate most deserves their vote by reading the news and voting regularly.

With time and experience many audience members learn how to make good decisions. More
specifically, they learn what information to look for in a document or presentation and what ques-
tions to pose in meetings and conversations. Of course, audiences will sometimes lack the expertise
they need to make some decisions. In these cases, audience members are dependent upon others
to tell them what information they need to consider in order to ensure their decisions are well
informed.

This chapter shows that professionals who understand audience decision-making expertise
are in a good position to give novice or inexperienced audiences the information they need
to make informed decisions. The before and after examples of documents in this chapter and
others show that professionals who understand audience decision-making expertise are also in
a good position to select and deliver the information expert audiences will find most relevant
and persuasive.

Decision Criteria of Expert Audiences

Decision Criteria: The Audience’s Mental Checklist of Questions

As audience members become expert at making a particular type of decision, they develop a set of
decision criteria. Top management teams use decision criteria, both quantitative and qualitative, to
make corporate financing decisions.® Experienced consumers typically decide whether to purchase
products based on decision criteria regarding the product’s price, quality, reliability, and warranty.
Similarly, experienced board members decide whether to approve management’s plans based on
decision criteria regarding the plan’s projected profitability, strategy, action items, and proposed
source of financing. Even members of the public use decision criteria regarding the economy,
international relations, and the environment when asked to rate U.S. presidents.” As the previous
examples illustrate, different types of decisions require audiences to use different decision criteria.
A job applicant does not use the same decision criteria to decide whether to accept a new job that
a banker uses to decide whether to call an overdue loan.
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Decision criteria for any particular type of decision can be thought of as a mental checklist of
questions expert audience members want answers to before they make that decision.® For example,
experienced used car buyers want answers to questions such as “What is the car’s make, model,
and year?” “What is its mileage?” ““What condition is the car in?” ““What is the car’s maintenance
history?” “What accessories are included?” and “What is the asking price?” before they are willing
to purchase a used car. Decision criteria such as these guide the information search of expert audi-
ence members for the relatively small amounts of specific information upon which their decisions
will be based.’

Because expert audiences possess decision criteria, they notice when important information

about any option or alternative they are considering is missing. '°

If important information about an
alternative is not available, they tend to discount the value of that alternative or reject it outright.!!
For example, if an experienced used car buyer is unable to determine the mileage on a particular
used car, it 1s unlikely she will consider purchasing it.

Because expert audiences know exactly what type of information they are looking for, they
may not read a document from start to finish but may jump around in it in order to more rapidly
acquire the information each decision criterion demands.'? For example, expert business appraisers
jump around in the documents they are given to more quickly locate the information they need
to evaluate the worth of a company.!® During a presentation, expert audience members may ask
questions or interrupt a presenter to more quickly gain the information they require.'*

As soon as they find the answers to their decision criteria or mental checklist of questions, expert
audience members stop searching and make their decisions.'® Although experts in corporate real
estate disposition ask many short-answer questions about each property under consideration, they
make their decision to dispose of a property as soon as they acquire the answers to all of their

questions. ¢

The Number of Decision Criteria in Audience Decisions

Audiences’ mental checklists of decision criteria do not appear to be long or complex. Even when
they are given large amounts of relevant information, expert audiences rarely use more than a few

criteria to make their decisions.!’

For most decisions, expert audiences seem to seek answers to only six or seven basic questions. '8
For example, expert investors selecting stocks use six “general evaluative factor categories,” or deci-
sion criteria, that include both accounting and nonaccounting information.'® CFOs and VPs of
Development use six basic criteria, or “lines of reasoning,” to make acquisition decisions as they
read company descriptions: the strategic fit of the candidate with the acquirer, the competitive
environment of the candidate, the management expertise of the candidate, the financial condition
of the candidate and terms of the deal, the operational capabilities of the candidate, and the syner-
gies between the candidate and the acquirer.?’ The overwhelming majority (94%) of comments
expert venture capitalists make when screening business plans focus on only seven factors other
than the way the plan is presented: the market, the product, the management, the company, the
financials, the board of directors, and the terms of the deal.?!

Other expert audiences also rely on a finite list of criteria to make decisions. A study of the
selection criteria of more than 400 top executives finds they have 6.7 requirements on average that
they look for in candidates for top leadership positions. Listed in order the top seven requirements
are the following: specific functional background, managerial skills, interpersonal skills, communi-
cation skills, technical knowledge, leadership skills, and team skills.?> U.S. Army officers use a core
set of six criteria to evaluate noncommissioned officers: initiative, responsibility, organizational skills,
technical proficiency, assertive leadership skills, and supportive leadership skills.??
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A study comparing the commercial lending decisions of 10 real estate banking lenders and
10 private banking lenders finds that on average, the real estate lenders spend more than 30 seconds
on just seven pieces of information—the guarantor’s income statement, the guarantor’s balance
sheet, the project’s rent roll, the project’s profit/loss statement, the market demographics, the pro-
ject’s pro forma profit/loss statement, and the market rents. Private banking lenders, on the other
hand, spend more than 30 seconds on only two pieces of information—the guarantor’s income
statement and balance sheet. Both groups of lenders use other available pieces of information
much less if at all.2*

Consumers also use a limited number of decision criteria when deciding to purchase goods
and services. Although the typical American consumer is exposed to 300 advertisements per day,?
consumers consider only a small proportion of the available information relevant to the products
and services they buy.2® Even when they are presented with a great deal of product information,
consumers usually rely upon a common, small set of criteria to make their decisions.?’

Under time constraints audiences may use even fewer criteria when making a decision. For
example, most consumers do not use information about energy efficiency when under time
pressure to choose a new refrigerator even though the information is prominently displayed on
each new refrigerator’s door.?® Given their busy schedules, managers sometimes opt to base their
business decisions on a single financial criterion such as a discounted cash flow or cost-based
calculation. However, considering multiple criteria, both financial and nonfinancial, tends to
produce superior results even for relatively routine business decisions such as supplier selection

and evaluation.?’

Metrics and Tests That Operationalize Decision Criteria

Although audiences seem to seek answers to only six or seven basic questions, each question may
subsume several related or follow-up questions that operationalize or better define it. Audiences
operationalize and elaborate on their decision criteria via metrics and tests. Metrics and tests indi-
cate more specifically what audience members are looking for when they ask a decision-making
question.

Metrics are quantitative in nature and provide results that can be measured and compared with
other quantitative data. For example, many car buyers make their purchasing decision in part on
the basis of the car’s reliability. Metrics indicating the reliability of the various models under con-
sideration might include the average number of days in the shop per year, the average number of
repairs per year, and the average cost of repairs per year. Metrics indicating a firm’s profitability
might include its net income for the year, its return on equity, its return on assets, and its economic
value added, to name a few. Metrics that sales force managers use to measure the productivity of
their salespeople include sales volume, number of orders, profitability of sales, and the percentage
of sales quotas attained.®"

Unlike metrics, tests are qualitative in nature. For example, to test if management has recom-
mended a reasonable competitive strategy, board members may try to determine if the strategy
builds on the firm’s core competency, offers a distinct competitive advantage, and matches the
management’s corporate objectives.

Metrics and tests are especially helpful for making decisions about difficult-to-describe sensory
attributes such as the feel of a shirt, the comfort of a mattress, the fragrance of a perfume, the
taste of a wine, or the sound quality of a stereo. Lacking the appropriate metrics and tests, consum-
ers of products with attributes like these are more prone to trust biased product advertising than
their own experience trying out the products.>’ However, if consumers are provided with metrics
and tests that allow them to rate the sensory attributes of the products themselves, they make better
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decisions. In a study that provided novice consumers of stereos with one metric and two tests of
a stereo’s sound quality (the number of instruments audible, the sound’s clarity, and the sound’s
“full-bodyness”), the consumers not only discounted misleading marketing information, they
placed more weight on their own ratings of the stereos’ sound quality when making their purchas-
ing decisions. Ultimately, these consumers purchased higher quality stereos than they would have

purchased otherwise.??

The Similarity of Decision Criteria Among Audience Members

‘What makes knowing an audience’s decision criteria so useful to professionals is the fact that dif-
ferent expert audience members tend to use the same decision criteria to make similar types of
decisions. Knowing how expert audiences make decisions would not be very useful if every indi-
vidual audience member used different criteria when making the same type of decision. But studies
of experienced audience members making decisions show they are highly constrained by the type
of decision they make. For example, experienced investors of any age, nationality, political party,
gender, education level, or income bracket all use the same basic criteria to evaluate a business plan
before writing the entrepreneur a check.?® If they forget to evaluate the nature of the new busi-
ness, the management team’s experience, the projected sales, ROI, and so on, then they know from
experience that they are very likely to lose their money. And this is one thing few investors care to
do! Similarly, studies of jurors making decisions find that most demographic variables—including
the juror’s gender, age, intelligence, marital status, race, and occupation—rarely have any significant
impact on the verdicts they hand down.>*

The commonality of decision criteria among experts in a field is a robust research finding. Pub-
lic school administrators use similar decision criteria to make budget decisions.>> Computer experts
use similar decision criteria and give each criterion similar weight when selecting hardware and
software products.’® Middle school principals use similar criteria when hiring new teachers and,
surprisingly, are not influenced by the unique characteristics of their schools.*” Organizational buy-
ers in the United States and Germany use the same five criteria when choosing domestic suppliers:
quality, price, firm characteristics, vendor reputation/past business, and vendor attitude.’® Finance
directors from both U.S. and UK multinational corporations making overseas financing decisions
use similar decision criteria and give each criterion similar weight.?® Consumers use similar deci-
sion criteria for deciding among brands of exercise equipment in different product categories and
use them consistently.*” Consumers also use similar decision criteria, in this case similar product
attributes, when choosing among brands within other product classes.*!

Experts in other fields also use similar criteria to make similar decisions. For example, pharma-
cists use the same four to six criteria when deciding whether to counsel a patient on a prescription:
indication, the patient’s age, drug interactions, adverse reactions, new prescription versus refill, and
the number of medications currently being taken.*> U.S. apparel manufacturers use virtually iden-
tical criteria when they decide whether to outsource production to other countries. The criteria
they most commonly use include price, quality, technology access, and lead time, as well as criteria
related to the specific sourcing country, such as absence of labor disputes, proximity to the market,
and cultural similarity.*> Financial analysts employed by different financial institutions use simi-
lar types and amounts of information to assess a company’s earning power.** As one researcher
noted, “[The analysts from different banks] seemed to be discussing many of the same issues and
offering similar insights to one another.”*> And as a review of the literature on venture capitalists’
decision making reports, among the three most complete studies reviewed*® “the most important

area of consensus is the identity of the venture capitalists’ criteria.”*’
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Audience Expectations Based on Decision Criteria

Expert audiences expect professionals to address their decision criteria and are more likely
to be persuaded by those who do. Jurors are more likely to be persuaded by fellow jurors
whose arguments address their verdict criteria than by jurors who base their arguments on
other grounds.*® Both corporate recruiters and line managers rate job applicants’ résumés more
highly when the résumés address the criteria they have determined to be critical for success
on the job.*’ Moreover, recruiters rate job applicants more highly when the applicants come to
the job interview prepared to address their decision criteria.’® Unfortunately, job applicants are
usually prepared to address only one-third to one-half of the decision criteria recruiters use to
evaluate them.!

Expert audiences in other fields also expect professionals to address their decision crite-
ria. Buyers are more likely to purchase products from salespeople who accurately ascertain
and explain the product attributes, or decision criteria, that are important to them.>? Like
the sourcing manager in the story at the beginning of this chapter, purchasing agents rate
salespeople’s effectiveness more highly when salespeople accurately assess their purchasing
criteria.>® Surprisingly, a salesperson’s level of motivation has a negative relationship to pur-
chasing agents’ evaluations of their effectiveness. Other attributes of salespeople such as their
personality traits, job tenure, and selling experience have little if any effect on their sales
performance.>*

Wall Street analysts expect firms to disclose specific financial and nonfinancial information
pertaining to their decision criteria and may penalize firms that fail to do so. As one analyst notes,
“Analysts are always skeptical that if you’re not giving out the information perhaps it’s because you
overpaid for something or there’s some other reason.” Another analyst observed that when firms
“didn’t provide us with a lot of information, it was normally a sign that they didn’t have a lot of
good information themselves.’>

Effective “issue selling,” or focusing a group’s attention on needed change within an organiza-
tion, depends on one group’s ability to address another group’s decision criteria. A case study of
issue selling in a large chip manufacturing firm tells the story of a group composed of only 11
members that was tasked with reducing the emissions of the firm’s manufacturing processes. Ini-
tially, the small group was unsuccessful at convincing the firm’s 1,500-person technology group to
make the needed changes. The small group finally convinced their audience to make the neces-
sary changes when they stopped enumerating the environmental benefits of lowering emissions
and addressed the larger group’s technical decision criteria for changing manufacturing processes
instead.>®

One important function of management consultants is to inform clients of the decision criteria
of the clients’ expert audiences. A study comparing an expert management consultant to a freshly
minted MBA who had just been hired by a top consulting firm asked both the expert and novice
consultants to analyze two actual business plans and to give advice to the entrepreneurs who wrote
them. The expert consultant based his advice on the decision criteria of venture capitalists—entre-
preneurs often send their business plans to venture capitalists in hopes of raising money for their
new businesses. The expert consultant first explained to the entrepreneur the problems a venture
capitalist would have with her current plan. He then helped her discover how she could change
her business plan to satisfy the venture capitalist’s decision criteria. For example, she could find a
partner who possessed the business experience she lacked. In contrast, the new MBA relied on his
function area or textbook knowledge to advise his client and never mentioned venture capitalists or
their decision criteria. For the expert consultant the client’s business problem was identical to her
rhetorical problem—how to satisfy a venture capitalist’s decision criteria. For the new MBA, the





