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ABSTRACT

We propose a taxonomy of seven social influence strategies and 42 techniques for 
interpersonal dialogue across diverse settings. Perceptions of these techniques, gath
ered from 164 UK participants, show persuasive techniques as low-harm and covert, 
while manipulative-coercive techniques are high-harm and overt. Ambiguities exist 
where some techniques fit both categories, highlighting significant variability in indi
vidual perceptions. We highlight that even benign techniques like humour or friendli
ness can covertly bypass defences, hiding the speaker's true intentions. This work 
underscores the importance of understanding receiver perceptions of social influence 
techniques across a range of settings, including interactions with large language 
models (LLMs), which may employ such techniques. By offering a universal taxonomy 
of social influence techniques and associated public perceptions, we aim to enhance 
understanding of social influence in varied conversational contexts.
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Social influence defines an instance where the beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors of one person are changed as 
a result of social interaction (Wood, 2000). We are interested in persuasion, manipulation, and coercion in 
interpersonal dialog. How can we characterize when someone is being persuaded, manipulated, or coerced 
during a conversation between two people? As an example, imagine a friend convinces you to go to the 
pub even though you can’t afford it, by implying you would be a bad friend if you said no. Is this a 
demonstration of skillful and harmless persuasion? Or were you manipulated into doing something you 
didn’t want to do, out of a feeling of guilt? Or is this coercion—you had to engage in an activity you didn’t 
want to, because you felt you had no choice? This highlights the complexity in understanding how any 
social interaction can be perceived or interpreted by the receiver, in terms of being persuasive, manipula
tive, or coercive (Fischer, 2022; Humă et al., 2020; Sjöström, 2016).

Any attempt at persuading, manipulating, or coercing can involve the use of a set of social influence 
techniques to achieve the overarching goal, referring to specific ways that a message source (a speaker, 
author, or actor) can make others meet various requests, suggestions, and commands (Dolinski, 2015). 
Some commonly known social influence techniques are the ‘foot in the door’ technique (Cialdini et al., 
1995; Gass & Seiter, 2022), creating a sense of scarcity (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), and guilt-tripping 
(Buss et al., 1987; Marwell & Schmitt, 1967). These are all techniques that could potentially be deployed by 
a speaker either singly or as part of a sequence of techniques, to persuade, manipulate, or coerce someone 
into a desired action. However, although there are many existing taxonomies of social influence techniques 
(e.g., Buss et al., 1987; Marwell & Schmitt, 1967; McFarland & Dixon, 2019), and a vast multidisciplinary 
social influence literature, whether a given social influence technique is inherently persuasive, manipula
tive, or coercive is currently understudied. This is an important question to address given the ubiquity of 
social influence techniques and their use during everyday one-on-one interpersonal interactions. This 
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includes conversations with other people in person or online (Dolinski et al., 2001; Hurst et al., 2023), or 
via social media (Mason et al., 2007), or increasingly, with dialog systems or chatbots (Chen et al., 2025; 
Dehnert & Mongeau, 2022). The use of social influence techniques have the power to transform the 
attitudes or behavior of the receiver for social good, in the cases of constructive persuasion for health 
improvements (e.g., chatbots for weight loss: Chew, 2022), or coaching that uses persuasion for profes
sional development (Lewis-Duarte & Bligh, 2012). Equally, social influence techniques can be deployed for 
malicious ends in the cases of misinformation (Ecker et al., 2022), or scams (Muscanell et al., 2014). This 
can occur in online contexts where people converse with others, and the increasing use of large language 
models (such as ChatGPT: OpenAI, 2023) have the potential for social interactions that can be persuasive 
or manipulative for both positive and malicious ends (El-Sayed et al., 2024; Matz et al., 2024; Teeny & 
Matz, 2024). Thus, it is important that we understand how persuasion, manipulation, and coercion can 
manifest in the use of specific social influence techniques in conversation. Equally, it is important that we 
understand how social influence techniques are perceived and experienced by the receiver to identify 
where the use of a technique in conversation might be benign or harmful.

In this study, we generate a new taxonomy of social influence techniques that could be applied 
universally across conversational settings, generated from theoretical approaches and data reported in 
the literature. We then collect perceptions of the techniques in our taxonomy from the perspective of the 
receiver along four dimensions of covert/overtness, extent of perceived choice, perceived effectiveness, and 
the potential for harm. We generate clusters of social influence techniques with similar characteristics 
correlating to persuasion, manipulation, and coercion. Finally, as the personality of the receiver can shape 
how influence attempts are perceived, evaluated, or responded to (Miller et al., 2010; Ruijten, 2021; 
Williams et al., 2017) we also examine the impact of trait reactance (Brehm & Brehm, 2013) on perceptions 
of influence techniques. Our overall goal is to contribute to theoretical understandings of social influence 
techniques and how these can be characterized as persuasion, manipulation, or coercion according to 
perceptions of message receivers.

Characterizing persuasive, manipulative, and coercive social influence techniques

How can we characterize when someone is being persuaded, manipulated, or coerced in interpersonal 
dialog, such as a conversation between two people? Persuasion can be defined as ‘a successful 
intentional effort at influencing another’s mental state through communication in a circumstance 
in which the persuadee has some measure of freedom’ (O'Keefe, 2016, p. 4). This definition highlights 
the importance of freedom of choice in characterizing what ‘counts’ as persuasion (versus manipula
tion, or coercion). Theoretical approaches include the early works of Aristotle (e.g., Aristotle, 1991) 
who defined persuasion as resting on three pillars: ethos (character), pathos (emotion) and logos 
(reason and evidence). These guide how persuasion can be recognized in dialog, as people can use 
these three pillars in conversation to persuade. Cialdini’s influential work (e.g., Cialdini, 2007) 
assumes there are six principles that underlie most attempts at persuasion, regardless of the medium 
(i.e., whether persuasion takes place via mass marketing or smaller scale interpersonal dialog). The six 
principles are Reciprocity: There is a debt that must be paid; Commitment and consistency: 
Commitments must be upheld, whether to perform an action or support an idea; Scarcity: The offer 
is scarce and time limited; Liking: People are influenced by those they like or feel similar to; Authority: 
People are influenced by authority figures; and Social proof: Social norms influence behavior. Pertinent 
to dialog in person or online, Cialdini’s principles can be enacted by speakers, for example by 
reminding the receiver that they owe a debt (reciprocity) or that they have personal attributes in 
common (liking). Other definitions of persuasion have been suggested, some of which are context 
dependent. For example, within medical consultations, persuasion can be defined as ‘appealing to 
reason with facts, and opinions that are based on facts’ (LaPar et al., 2022, p. 1426). This is by no 
means a comprehensive list of theoretical approaches to persuasion, but what is common to 
approaches to persuasion is the assumption that persuasion usually allows some measure of freedom 
of choice for the recipient (Poggi, 2005). This suggests that the receiver’s perception of choice could 
characterize a persuasive social influence technique compared to a manipulative or coercive one.
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Manipulation can be defined as the targeting of decision making vulnerabilities to covertly influence an 
individual (Susser et al., 2019). Noggle (2020) conceptualized manipulation as ‘trickery’ or pressure, but 
pressure that is not coercive, falling somewhere in between persuasion and coercion. Some scholars view 
manipulation as a sub-type of persuasion (Apostolou & Pediaditakis, 2023, p. 383; El-Sayed et al., 2024), 
highlighting the difficulty in understanding when persuasion versus manipulation is occurring in conver
sation. However, many scholars agree that covertness is an important attribute differentiating manipula
tion from persuasion or coercion, which are viewed to be more overt in the speaker’s intentions 
(Blumenthal-Barby, 2012; Jongepier & Klenk, 2022; Susser et al., 2019).

Finally, philosophical considerations of coercion historically revolved around its role in restricting freedom, 
particularly physical freedom (e.g., Kant, 2017). We are specifically interested in verbal coercion, as opposed to 
physical coercion, and definitions of verbal coercion concentrate on the use of conditional threats and the 
impact of these on the receiver, along with the use of force (Anderson, 2023; Kiener, 2020; Nozick, 1969). 
Pressure has also been included in definitions of coercion, in terms of the threat of punishment (Cratsley, 
2015). Other ways to coerce are to restrict choice, using a position of power to achieve this via making coercive 
offers or threats, and thus constraining the free will of the receiver (Brunk, 1979; Lyons, 1982). Wertheimer 
(1988) conceived of coercion as delivering an immoral proposal (a threat or coercive offer), over which the 
receiver has only one conceivable and unfair option. Thus, power can be thought of as a component in 
coercion as referred to the speaker’s ability to control the situation of the receiver, including resources, rewards, 
and punishments (Molm, 1997). Therefore, according to these definitions, a coercive social influence technique 
could be characterized as one involving restriction of choice, threats, or pressure.

The relationship between the three concepts can be conceptualized as existing on a continuum of influence 
between persuasion and coercion, through manipulation, and where each concept lies on the continuum can 
be defined along a number of dimensions (Fischer, 2022; Lovell, 1996; Olsen, 2003; Sorlin, 2017). Theoretical 
perspectives suggest the overt versus covert nature of the speaker’s intentions can define the grading of the 
continuum, along with the receiver’s ability to choose their actions (Sorlin, 2017; Wood, 2014), and the extent of 
pressure applied by the speaker (Noggle, 2020). Persuasion, defined in this way, allows the receiver to choose 
whether to be persuaded or not (e.g., they can choose to go along with the persuader’s course of action or 
attitude) and there is no, or minimal pressure applied, whereas in coercion they have no choice but to accede to 
the persuader’s wishes, with a maximal amount of pressure applied. Manipulation falls somewhere in between.

We are interested in where individual social influence techniques lie on the influence continuum: what 
characterizes a persuasive influence technique in conversation, versus a manipulative, or coercive one? We 
consider how influence techniques are perceived by the receiver to address this question, and examine four 
dimensions by which any given social influence technique can be characterized as persuasive, manipula
tive, or coercive: the covertness/overtness of the speaker’s intentions; the extent of choice the receiver has 
in acceding or not; the perceived effectiveness of the technique; and the perceived potential for harm from 
the technique itself. We draw upon theoretical perspectives and definitions of persuasion, manipulation, 
and coercion along with relevant research to define these dimensions.

Extent of covert/overtness

The obviousness of the speaker’s intent is included in some definitions of persuasion, manipulation, and 
coercion (Carroll et al., 2023; Sorlin, 2017; Wood, 2014). Persuasion is considered to be the most overt of 
the influence types, as the receiver can be aware of the intent of the speaker, whereas manipulation and 
coercion are more covert as the receiver is not necessarily aware of the speaker’s intentions (Carroll et al., 
2023; Lovell, 1996; Noggle, 2020; Susser et al., 2019). We predict that social influence techniques that are 
perceived as the most covert in intent will be characterized as being manipulative or coercive, versus those 
social influence techniques perceived as being the most overt in intent will be characterized as persuasive.

Receiver choice

Discussions of choice as being important in defining persuasion, manipulation, and coercion go back to Aristotle 
(1991) who argued that coercion offered the least choice: although the receiver can choose between options, this 
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choice will be constrained, or all options may be undesirable or unacceptable. In contrast, persuasion can be 
defined as having the most choice available to the receiver (Lovell, 1996; Perloff, 1993). So, although the speaker 
may have the intention to persuade the receiver to perform a particular act or change their attitude, the receiver 
has the unconstrained choice to do what they want. Thus, we predict that social influence techniques that are 
perceived as offering the least choice to the receiver will be characterized as being manipulative or coercive, versus 
those social influence techniques perceived as offering the most choice will be characterized as persuasive.

Perceived effectiveness

Which is more effective: persuasion, manipulation, or coercion? As would be expected, the effectiveness of a 
given social influence technique depends on the social context and the outcome measure. For example, guilt 
tripping can be successful in young adult peer-to-peer persuasion (Scully & Moital, 2016), and demonstrating 
similarity to the persuadee is associated with more successful persuading in the context of social robots 
(Winkle et al., 2019). Although clearly context dependent, effectiveness, in terms of success in getting the 
receiver to do what is desired, could be a useful dimension to characterize social influence techniques as 
persuasive, manipulative, or coercive. However, given the potential for ethical concerns around exploring the 
actual effectiveness of manipulative or coercive influence techniques, we consider examining perceived 
effectiveness to be an acceptable compromise. A meta-analysis of the relationship between perceived and 
actual effectiveness yielded a correlation of .42, implying that perceived effectiveness can be a predictor of 
successful persuasion, in terms of attitude change (Dillard et al., 2007). Thus, we explore if and how perceived 
effectiveness is a useful dimension to characterize techniques as persuasive, manipulative, or coercive.

Potential for harm

Harm can be defined as for a person to come to be in a state in which they are worse off than they were before 
(Zhou, 2022). We consider the harm from the use of a social influence technique itself (i.e., a process harm), 
rather than any potential harmful outcome. Take, for instance, the example of a speaker making threats to 
extract money from the receiver, versus being friendly and helpful before reminding the receiver of a prior 
commitment. Although the actual financial harm to the receiver may be similar (outcome harm: loss of 
money), the process harm may be more severe from the use of threats, due to perceived harm to the receiver’s 
autonomy (Noggle, 2020), or feelings of fear caused by the threat. Thus, the more harmful a social influence 
technique is perceived to be by the receiver (the greater the process harm), the more it might be considered 
coercive, as included in some definitions of coercion are that the message contains an implicit or explicit threat 
of harm (Powers, 2007). In contrast, persuasive messages do not usually contain any implicit or explicit threats 
of harm or explicit pressure (Noggle, 2020). We might also expect that techniques that are perceived as 
manipulative are also perceived as harmful. Manipulation can be conceived as hidden and involving trickery or 
deception; such deception removes choice and freedom, thus being harmful (Noggle, 2020). We are therefore 
interested in the perceived harm from the technique itself, rather than the end goal of the influence attempt, 
and how perceived harm can help characterize a technique along the influence continuum. We predict that 
techniques that are perceived as low in harm are characterized as persuasive, in contrast to manipulative or 
coercive techniques which are high in potential for harm.

We explore the idea that any given social influence technique will vary in ratings on these four 
dimensions, which will allow us to characterize some collections of social influence techniques as being 
persuasive, manipulative, or coercive. Our first research question can be summarized as:

RQ1: What are the characteristics of persuasive, manipulative, and coercive influence techniques as 
perceived by a potential receiver?

Trait reactance and perceptions of influence techniques

The personality or individual characteristics of the receiver could influence perceptions of social influence 
techniques. Individual differences such as self-awareness, self-control, and approach to risk are thought to 
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have an impact on susceptibility to influence techniques (Williams et al., 2017). The personality traits of 
neuroticism and agreeableness are also predictive of susceptibility to social influence (Alkış & Temizel, 
2015; Oyibo & Vassileva, 2019). Here, we explore trait psychological reactance as a personality trait related 
to social behavior which we propose could influence perceptions of influence techniques.

Reactance theory suggests that when a threat to one’s personal freedom is detected this can trigger 
reactance as the motivation to regain lost freedom (Brehm & Brehm, 2013). Reactance as a personality trait 
implies that the propensity to recognize and react against an influence attempt can vary between 
individuals. People high in trait reactance show greater awareness of being persuaded and are more likely 
to react against that attempt, which could manifest in negative attitudes towards the message and/or its 
source, or acting in the opposite direction (e.g., Jenkins & Dragojevic, 2013; Nordmo & Selart, 2015). 
Individuals who are high in trait reactance are usually described as desiring autonomy in their decision 
making and are resistant to rule following (Dowd et al., 1994). Trait reactance can lead to higher vigilance 
and experience greater threat to personal freedom when exposed to a persuasive message (e.g., Richards & 
Larsen, 2017). Potentially then, reactance could impact on perceptions of influence techniques as being less 
potentially effective and more overt compared to people low in trait reactance. In particular, as persuasive 
messages that contain threats to personal freedom elicit greater reactance (Brehm & Brehm, 2013), we 
might expect trait reactance to be related to perceptions of social influence techniques that relate to threat 
or pressure specifically. Thus, we address a second research question:

RQ2: What is the relationship between trait reactance and perceptions of influence techniques?

The present research

Our overarching aim is to explore the dimensions that characterize a persuasive social influence technique 
in dialog, versus a manipulative one, versus a coercive one. To address this research question, we firstly 
create a new taxonomy of social influence techniques that could be applicable across a range of 
conversational contexts. We then collect perceptions of the influence techniques in our taxonomy from 
the perspective of a receiver or receiver of an influence attempt along the dimensions of how covert or 
overt these techniques are, how much choice (or lack of choice) they perceive they would have, potential 
effectiveness, and harm, along with a rating of how persuasive, manipulative or coercive the receiver 
perceives each technique to be. We examine if and how techniques cluster together, to explore whether 
there are techniques that can be distinctly characterized as persuasive, manipulative, or coercive in nature 
from the perspective of a potential receiver of an influence attempt. Finally, we explore trait reactance as an 
individual difference that could impact on perceptions of the social influence techniques.

Method

Creation of social influence across conversational contexts taxonomy

To the best of our knowledge, there are no universally accepted taxonomies of influence techniques that 
encompass how persuasion, manipulation, or coercion can be achieved in interpersonal dialog or when two or 
more people communicate, across all conversational contexts. Previous work in this area has focussed, in the 
main, on identifying influence techniques evident in a particular setting or context, such as online forums 
(Anand et al., 2011; Chen & Yang, 2021; Hidey & McKeown, 2018; Yang et al., 2019), negotiations (Chawla 
et al., 2021; Perreault & Kida, 2011), charity donation conversations (Wang et al., 2019), online grooming 
conversations (Chiang & Grant, 2017; Chiang & Grant, 2018), and in relation to infidelity in close relationships 
(Apostolou & Pediaditakis, 2023). We are interested in examining influence techniques more universally, that 
could be applied across multiple conversational settings. Early work in this area includes Marwell & Schmitt, 
(1967), who used French & Raven, (1959)’s bases of social power as a theoretical framework to create a 
typology of 16 compliance gaining techniques, which can be critiqued for being somewhat context dependent 
(e.g., Miller et al., 1977). Buss (1987, 1992) developed a set of 82 acts of influence, reduced to a set of 12 factors 
via factor analysis. This taxonomy enables identification of influence techniques that are applicable across close 
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interpersonal relationships, but the authors acknowledge it is not a taxonomy to be applied universally (Buss, 
1992). Recently, Zeng et al. (2024) created a taxonomy of persuasion techniques within the context of humans 
persuading LLMs (i.e., jailbreaking). This taxonomy was based in the literature and consists of 13 high-level 
persuasion strategies and 40 fine-grained persuasion techniques, covering both ethical (e.g., information-based) 
and unethical (e.g., threat-based) influence techniques. However, this framework was designed with prompt 
engineering in mind, rather than dialog (either human-to-human, or human-to-chatbot). There is thus a 
challenge in using existing taxonomies to explore perceptions of influence techniques in relation to persuasion, 
manipulation, and coercion, as such taxonomies often include techniques that are specific to the task or setting 
in which data were collected, making it difficult to generalize to other conversational contexts.

We build on previous work to generate a new hierarchical taxonomy of overarching influence strategies 
with nested techniques, which could be used to characterize persuasion, manipulation, and coercion, and 
which could be applied universally across a range of conversational settings. Our hierarchical approach is 
in line with nested taxonomies of influence techniques reported in previous research (e.g., Apostolou & 
Pediaditakis, 2023; Buss, 1992; Chiang & Grant, 2017). Taxonomies of influence techniques can be 
generated using either an inductive or deductive approach. An inductive (or data driven) approach 
involves collecting techniques directly from participants in studies, compared to a deductive (or theory 
based) approach which generates list of techniques from theoretical perspectives. To build our taxonomy, 
we combined both approaches by compiling a list of influence strategies reported in the literature from 
both data and theory, that were present across multiple different types of conversational contexts.

Literature review

We searched the APA Psychnet database (which includes PsychINFO, PsychArticles, PsychBooks, and 
PsychExtra), Linguistics and Language Behavior abstracts (theoretical and applied linguistics), and the 
ACM Digital Library database (Association for Computing Machinery: https://dl.acm.org/) for relevant 
articles using a combination of key terms indexed to database specific subject headings, and keyword 
searches of titles and abstractsi. The process of searching and selecting articles for review is summarized in 
Figure 1, below. We extracted influence strategies and techniques from the reviewed articles, defining 
strategies as actions which would achieve a large-scale goal for the speaker, with techniques defined as 
smaller scale actions that would contribute to the overarching strategy. We then assessed the list of 
techniques for those which appeared across multiple conversational contexts, grouping them together 
using a procedure roughly equivalent to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The resulting 
taxonomy, which we term Social Influence across Conversational Contexts, consists of seven overarching 
strategies and 42 nested techniques, which were derived from both theory and data, and evident across a 
range of conversational contexts.

Taxonomy review

Firstly, two members of the project team annotated transcripts of conversations between two people with 
the influence strategies in our taxonomy. We annotated the utterances of the speaker who was attempting 
to exert influence in a random selection of transcripts representing the contexts of online grooming 
(www.peverted-justice.com: 1 transcript, 217 utterances), negotiations (Muir et al., 2016: 5 transcripts, 45 
utterances), interpersonal persuasion (Wang et al., 2019: 5 transcripts, 134 utterances) and a no-persuasion 
context (Stolcke et al., 2000: 1 transcript, 99 utterances). We used these test annotations to look for any 
significant gaps in the taxonomy or areas for clarificationii. The two raters had a high level of agreement in 
their annotations, single measure ICC = .97 (95% CI.95,.98), average measures ICC = .98 (95% CI.97,.99). 
We explored the distributions of strategies across the four datasets, see Figure 2, below, using the mean 
percentage across the two raters.

Rapport and liking appears to be a common strategy in the contexts we examined, interestingly, 
especially in the grooming context. We only observed Pressure in the grooming context, as could be 
expected. Similarly, as we might expect, Negotiation and Appeals to logic were most common in the 
negotiation context. The least common strategies observed were Appeals to authority and Social proof, 
perhaps due to the nature of the datasets we selected. Importantly, we were able to use the taxonomy to 
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label the persuader’s utterances in all four datasets, showing that it was sufficiently broad to apply to a 
range of conversational contexts.

Secondly, to ensure the taxonomy was theoretically robust and comprehensive, it was reviewed against a 
selection of theoretical approaches to influence as applied to interpersonal interactions. We did not 
identify any major gaps, suggesting our taxonomy was able to identify influence, whether persuasion, 
manipulation, or coercion, occurring across a variety of conversational contexts. At this point, we believed 
our taxonomy was sufficiently comprehensive without being unwieldy (see Appendix A for further details 
about the taxonomy review against theory). The taxonomy is presented in Table 1, below, along with the 
source of each technique and mapping against theoretical approaches.

Perceptions of influence techniques

We collected perceptions of the techniques in our taxonomy from the perspective of the receiver to 
characterize the techniques as persuasive, manipulative, or coercive.

Pilot Study

We conducted a small pilot study to test the clarity of the rating instructions. The forty-two techniques in 
the taxonomy were presented to 25 participants (12 female, 13 male) from 19 to 58 years old (M = 36.88, 
SD = 12.91) from the perspective of the speaker or persuader, with the participant as the receiver of the 
technique. Participants were asked to rate each technique on an influence scale of 1 representing 
persuasion, to 7 representing coercion, with 4 at the midpoint of the scale representing manipulation 

Results from 
APA Psychnet

= 926

Results from 
LLBA

= 510

Results from 
ACM Digital Library

= 693

Records Screened
= 2,129

Records excluded after 
initial title and abstract 

screening

= 1950

= 693

Records retained for detailed title and abstract 
screening 

= 179

Articles excluded after 
detailed title and 

abstract screening 

= 104

= 693

Articles retained for full-text screening

= 97

Articles excluded after 
full-text screening

= 63

Articles which contributed strategies/techniques to 
taxonomy

= 34

Articles 
found via 
citation 

lists = 22

Unavailable = 3
Mass persuasion = 16

Not relevant = 41
Low quality = 3

Figure 1. Flow process for search and identification of included articles in review to create literature-based list of 
influence strategies and techniques.
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(and a ‘don’t know/not sure’ option). Some participants indicated a lack of understanding about the 
meaning of the techniques Concede argument and Withdraw claim, so they were not presented to 
participants for rating in the main study. Otherwise, participants reported that the instructions, interpre
tation of influence techniques, and rating tasks were clear, so apart from removal of two techniques as 
described above, no other changes were made. Further details about the results of the pilot study are 
available in Appendix B. No participants who took part in the pilot study also took part in the main study.

Participants

182 participants were recruited from the UK using the Prolific survey panel (92 women, 89 men, 1 
nonbinary), between ages of 18 to 79 years (M = 39.68, SD = 13.78). Data from eighteen participants was 
removed for not following instructions (7 women, 11 men)iii leaving a final sample of 164 participants (85 
women, 78 men, 1 nonbinary), between the ages of 18 to 79 years (M = 40.17, SD = 14.18). Ethical approval 
was granted by the Bath Spa University School of Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Procedure and measures

Reactance to persuasion. Participants completed Jonason and Knowles (2006)’s unidimensional 
measure of the Hong Reactance to Persuasion scale (Hong & Faedda, 1996), which consists of 18 
statements to which participants respond to on a scale of 1, representing strongly disagree, to 5, 
representing strongly agree. For example, participants were asked the extent to which they agree 
with the statement, ‘I resist the attempts of others to influence me.’ Scores on the scale could range 
from 18 to 90. Internal reliability for the scale was good, α = .87. Statements were presented in a 
random order.

Figure 2. Percentage of taxonomy influence strategies observed in test annotations of transcripts.
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Ratings of influence techniques. We presented each participant with the 40 techniques drawn from our 
taxonomy and asked them to rate each along a number of dimensionsiv. Participants were asked to imagine 
that they were being asked to perform an action for someone else (i.e., that they were the receiver of an 
influence attempt). The scenario given was generic and stripped of specific contextual information, as 
opposed to being grounded in a specific conversational context or situation. This was because we were 
interested in exploring perceptions of the techniques regardless of the specific context. Participants were 
given the following instructions:

Imagine that you are having a conversation with an individual (the ‘persuader’) who is trying to convince you (their 
‘target’) to perform an action that they desire. They could be trying to convince you to give them your money; or 
trying to convince you to do some work for them for free; or trying to convince you to do something illegal that 
would benefit them, like stealing from your employer (e.g., stealing cash, stock, or documents, and giving it to the 
persuader). Try to think of a situation like this, in which your actions would benefit the persuader, but you may be 
reluctant to carry out the action. 

Table 1. Social Influence across conversational contexts taxonomy: Data and theory driven influence strategies and 
techniques, used in one-to-one conversations, appearing across conversational contexts.       

Sources from review

Strategy and nested techniques Theory mapping Contexts Data-driven
Theory- 
driven

Rapport and liking. Ways in which the speaker can enhance feelings of 
liking and a positive relationship. 
Be friendly and helpful (including express sympathy and be reassuring, 
make enquiries, be affectionate and agreeable); Give compliments, 
praise or flattery; Refer to similarities between speaker and receiver; 
Personal disclosure.

12, 25, 29 Interpersonal 7, 40 24
Grooming 10, 20 14

Negotiations 8, 44
Argumentation 6

Family 36

Negotiating. The speaker tries to achieve their goal by bargaining, 
exchanging or reaching a deal with the receiver. 
Make receiver feel indebted; Ask for favors; Exchange favors 
(reciprocity); Propose reasons for bargain; Express opinion; Make a 
request; Remind of commitments; Remind of scarcity; Promising 
rewards.

12, 23, 25, 29, 
32, 41

Interpersonal 4, 7, 9, 13, 19, 
34, 35, 43

2, 24, 42

Negotiations 44 37
Family 5, 27

Appeals to emotion. The speaker attempts to influence via changing or 
manipulating the receiver’s emotions. 
Promise to make receiver feel a particular way; Treat receiver as if they 
already are behaving in desired way (Altercasting); Make receiver 
believe they are being altruistic; Emotional plea; Use humor; Tell a 
story; Elicit or express empathy; Elicit or express anger; Elicit feelings of 
guilt.

1, 3, 25, 29, 1 Interpersonal 7, 9, 31, 34, 39, 
40, 43

2, 17, 22, 
24, 42

Family 27
Argumentation 18

Negotiations 8

Appeals to logic. The speaker uses logic in an argument to convince the 
receiver. 
Provide counter argument; Argue case; Make a claim; Present 
information or evidence; Present logical reasons; Concede an 
argument*; Withdraw claim*

3, 32 Interpersonal 9, 40 17, 22, 42
Argumentation 15, 18 16, 30

Negotiations 28
Medical 38

Appeals to authority. The speaker invokes a higher power, either an 
authority figure, or their own credentials or experience. 
Refer to superior; Refer to credentials or personal experience.

3, 12, 29 Negotiations 44
Interpersonal 9, 35 17, 22

Family 5
Argumentation 6, 18

Social proof. The speaker compares the proposed actions (or current 
actions of the receiver) to those of an in-group or refers to social norms. 
Refer to social norms; Refer to group opinions; Apply peer pressure

12, 25, 29 Interpersonal 7, 43 24
Negotiations 44 28

Family 27
Argumentation 6

Pressure. The speaker directly applies pressure, including persistent asking 
or harassment, behaving in a deceptive way, or stating contractual terms 
of the receiver. The speaker can also threaten the receiver or behave in an 
intimidating manner. 
Forcefulness; Intimidation; Threats; Persistence; Minimize seriousness 
of request; State contractual terms; Victim blaming; Seek sympathy

21, 25; 26, 32, 41 Interpersonal 7, 13, 34 24, 42
Negotiations 28

Grooming 11, 20, 33
Family 5, 27

Medical 38

*Note. These two techniques were not presented to participants for rating after piloting indicated lack of understanding about their meaning. 
Sources: 1. Abbott et al. ( 2011). 2. Adler et al. ( 2016). 3. Aristotle ( 1991). 4. Barton and Eggly ( 2009). 5. Bartsch et al. ( 2010). 6. Bender et al. ( 2011). 
7. Buss ( 1992). 8. Chawla et al. ( 2021). 9. Chen and Yang ( 2021). 10. Chiang and Grant ( 2017). 11. Chiang and Grant ( 2018). 12. Cialdini ( 2007). 13 
D'Zurilla ( 1966). 14. Kontostathis et al. ( 2009). 15. Felton et al. ( 2015). 16. Habernal and Gurevych ( 2017). 17. Hanauska and Leßmöllmann ( 2021). 
18. Hidey et al. ( 2017). 19. Ho ( 2018). 20. Joleby et al. ( 2021). 21. Kiener ( 2020). 22. Liao et al. ( 2021). 23. Lyons ( 1982). 24. Marwell and Schmitt 
( 1967). 25. Noggle ( 2020). 26. Nozick ( 1969). 27. Palan and Wilkes ( 1997). 28. Perreault and Kida ( 2011). 29. Petty and Cacioppo ( 2012). 30. 
Prakken ( 2006). 31. Rocklage et al. ( 2018). 32. Rogers ( 1975). 33. Schneevogt et al. ( 2018). 34. Scully and Moital ( 2016). 35. Shaikh et al. ( 2020). 
36. Sinha et al. ( 2015). 37. Sokolova and Szpakowicz ( 2007). 38. Stivers and Timmermans ( 2020). 39. Vangelisti et al. ( 1991). 40. Wang et al. 
( 2019). 41. Wertheimer, ( 1988). 42. Wilson ( 2003). 43. Yang et al. ( 2019). 44. Young et al. ( 2011). 
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Participants were then presented with each of the 40 techniques in a random order and described in 
enough detail to ensure participants could understand what each meant (see Appendix C for sample of 
how each technique appeared). Participants then rated each technique on each of the following dimen
sions, which were presented in a random order, along with the option to state ‘I don’t know/not sure’. 
Participants were reminded there was no right or wrong answer.

Influence scale. In line with the idea that persuasion, manipulation, and coercion can be conceived as 
being on a continuum (e.g., Sorlin, 2016; Sorlin, 2017), we created a new influence scale. Participants were 
asked to rate each technique for where it lay on a continuous scale from 1, representing persuasion, 
through 4 representing manipulation, to 7 representing coercion. Participants were given dictionary 
definitions of persuasion, manipulation, and coercion. See Appendix D for definitions provided to 
participants.

Perceived effectiveness. We adapted the ineffective/effective item from Dillard and Ye (2008)’s 
perceived effectiveness scale. Participants rated each technique for the extent of perceived effectiveness, 
in terms how successful they felt each technique would be in getting them to do what the speaker wanted, 
on a scale from 1 representing not at all successful (‘this strategy would not work at all to get me to do what 
the persuader wanted’) to 7 representing very successful (‘this strategy would definitely work to get me to 
do what the persuader wanted’).

Table 2. Mean ratings across the influence scale, harm, effectiveness, lack of choice and covertness for techniques (with 
strategies in brackets) in the taxonomy.        
Technique (Strategy) Influence Harm Effective Lack of Choice Covert

Present logical reasons (L) 1.92 (1.47) 2.27 (1.48) 4.17 (1.62) 3.33 (1.63) 3.54 (1.76)
Present information or evidence (L) 2.24 (1.62) 2.36(1.58) 4.17(1.64) 3.61 (1.79) 3.58 (1.74)
Express opinion (N) 2.35 (1.55) 2.59 (1.63) 2.94 (1.39) 2.72 (1.53) 3.55 (1.71)
Present counterargument (L) 2.47 (1.62) 2.61 (1.60) 3.42 (1.55) 3.21 (1.59) 3.57 (1.70)
Argue case (L) 2.53 (1.86) 2.96 (1.62) 3.18 (1.38) 2.96 (1.64) 2.86 (1.58)
Ask for favors (N) 2.55 (1.55) 2.48 (1.35) 3.57 (1.47) 2.96 (1.64) 3.62 (1.66)
Use humor (E) 2.81 (1.53) 2.22 (1.43) 3.45 (1.53) 2.72 (1.60) 4.75 (1.68)
Tell a story (E) 2.88 (1.53) 2.55 (1.58) 2.98 (1.48) 2.75 (1.65) 4.23 (1.61)
Give reasons for bargain (N) 2.93 (1.46) 3.26 (1.55) 3.34 (1.50) 3.18 (1.53) 2.96 (1.48)
Be friendly and helpful (R) 2.96 (1.48) 2.11 (1.51) 4.23 (1.76) 2.94 (1.85) 5.06 (1.66)
Refer to personal credentials (A) 3.04 (1.58) 2.95 (1.61) 3.14 (1.57) 3.25 (1.69) 3.60 (1.61)
Remind of scarcity (N) 3.29 (1.37) 2.82 (1.55) 2.92 (1.52) 3.14 (1.68) 3.19 (1.57)
Exchange favors (N) 3.33 (1.49) 3.16 (1.64) 3.47 (1.53) 3.08 (1.55) 3.01 (1.63)
Personal Disclosure (R) 3.34 (1.25) 2.75 (1.45) 3.06 (1.52) 2.75 (2.75) 4.59 (1.62)
Refer to similarities (R) 3.41 (1.34) 2.76 (1.68) 2.89 (1.48) 2.68 (1.57) 4.35 (1.71)
Refer to Group Opinions (S) 3.44 (1.53) 3.16 (1.66) 2.91 (1.58) 3.14 (1.73) 3.51 (1.55)
Make a claim (L) 3.47 (1.89) 2.99 (1.69) 2.58 (1.44) 2.94 (1.67) 3.03 (1.57)
Refer to Social norms (S) 3.50 (1.56) 3.24 (1.69) 2.70 (1.48) 3.10 (1.72) 3.75 (1.53)
Make a Request (N) 3.52 (2.23) 2.98 (1.72) 3.16 (1.50) 3.17 (1.84) 2.61 (1.80)
Seek Sympathy (P) 3.53 (1.26) 2.89 (1.57) 3.76 (1.59) 3.44 (1.53) 4.34 (1.60)
Promising rewards (N) 3.53 (1.58) 3.06 (1.55) 3.82 (1.75) 3.13 (1.67) 2.76 (1.66)
Elicit or express empathy (E) 3.53 (1.37) 2.90 (1.56) 3.82 (1.54) 3.58 (1.69) 4.38 (1.66)
Promise to make receiver feel a particular way (E) 3.56 (1.41) 2.96 (1.46) 3.12 (1.46) 2.90 (1.58) 3.52 (1.64)
Minimize seriousness of request (P) 3.56 (1.39) 3.69 (1.71) 3.10 (1.44) 2.87 (1.70) 4.16 (1.61)
Emotional Plea (E) 3.63 (1.29) 3.58 (1.69) 3.43 (1.54) 3.41 (1.72) 3.46 (1.67)
Give compliments, praise or flattery (R) 3.64 (1.19) 2.39 (1.33) 3.08 (1.63) 2.65 (1.54) 4.13 (1.82)
Make receiver believe they are altruistic (E) 3.79 (1.24) 3.08 (1.69) 3.16 (1.50) 3.14 (1.64) 3.87 (1.52)
Altercasting (E) 3.94 (1.24) 3.42 (1.78) 3.96 (1.56) 3.28 (1.79) 4.10 (1.78)
Remind of Commitments (N) 4.06 (1.43) 3.44 (1.58) 3.97 (1.66) 4.18 (1.85) 2.99 (1.59)
Persistence (P) 4.17 (1.97) 4.02 (1.61) 2.89 (1.58) 3.44 (1.81) 2.34 (1.40)
Elicit feelings of guilt (E) 4.49 (1.10 4.56 (1.60) 3.16 (1.61) 3.69 (1.77) 3.13 (1.61)
Refer to Superior (A) 4.76 (1.75) 3.92 (1.62) 3.47 (1.77) 3.96 (1.92) 3.01 (1.57)
Make receiver feel indebted (N) 4.86 (1.34) 4.42 (1.63) 3.17 (1.50) 4.14 (1.60) 2.98 (1.56)
Apply peer pressure (S) 4.87 (1.48) 4.60 (1.58) 2.71 (1.53) 3.61 (1.83) 2.66 (1.47)
Elicit or express anger (E) 4.93 (1.40) 5.03 (1.46) 2.03 (1.35) 2.88 (1.96) 3.15 (1.74)
Victim blaming (P) 4.98 (1.20) 4.99 (1.59) 1.85 (1.41) 2.96 (1.97) 3.02 (1.73)
State contractual terms (P) 5.04 (1.45 4.42 (1.72) 3.67 (1.78) 4.64 (1.92) 2.98 (1.76)
Intimidation (P) 6.35 (1.24) 5.85 (1.37) 2.70 (1.80) 4.12 (2.04) 2.06 (1.58)
Forcefulness (P) 6.44 (1.32) 5.92 (1.34) 2.66 (1.73) 4.39 (2.11) 1.84 (1.46)
Threats (P) 6.60 (1.04) 6.17 (1.32) 2.70 (1.79) 4.31 (2.20) 1.71 (1.35)

Note. All ratings were made on a scale from 1 to 7. Standard deviations in brackets. High scores across all ratings represent undesirable 
outcomes for the receiver. R = Rapport; N = Negotiate; L = Appeals to Logic; E = Appeals to Emotion; A = Appeals to Authority; S = Social Proof; 
P = Pressure. 
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Harmfulness. We created a new measure of potential harm. Participants rated each technique for the 
extent to which it was perceived as being harmless (or nonthreatening), harmful (or threatening, 
malicious, with potential for harm), or somewhere in-between, on a scale from 1 (harmless or non- 
threatening) to 7 (harmful). Participants were given dictionary definitions of harmless and harmful.

Lack of Choice

We created a new measure of lack of choice. Participants rated each technique for the extent to which they 
felt they would have a choice in whether to perform the speaker’s desired action or not, on a scale from 1 
representing very low choice (‘I would have no choice in doing what the persuader wanted’) to 7 
representing very high choice (‘I would be able to choose whether to do what the persuader wanted or 
not’). These were reverse scored so that high scores on this measure represented low ability to choose and 
therefore the potential for an undesirable outcome for the receiver, in line with the other measures.

Covertness. We created a new measure of covertness. Participants rated each technique for much they 
believed they would be able to detect the speaker’s intentions on a scale from 1 representing very low (‘the 
speaker’s intentions would be covert or hidden’) to 7 representing very high (‘the speaker’s intentions 
would be overt, or very obvious’). Participants were presented with dictionary definitions of the concepts 
of covert and overt. These were reverse scored so that high scores on this measure represented intentions 
that are hidden from the receiver and therefore the potential for an undesirable outcome for the receiver, 
in line with the other measures.

Results

Technique ratings

Table 2, below, presents mean ratings for the techniques, in order of increasing mean scores on the 
influence scale for ease of interpretation. The technique perceived to be the most persuasive is present 
logical reasons, and in contrast, the technique perceived to be the most coercive is the use of threats. Those 
techniques which were rated as more coercive were also, unsurprisingly, rated as the most harmful to the 
receiver, including the use of intimidation, forcefulness, and the use of threats. Interestingly, some of the 
techniques rated as least effective are also those perceived as more coercive: victim blaming, elicit or 
express anger, and forcefulness. Those techniques that were at the persuasion end of the influence 
continuum, and low in harmfulness scores, were also rated as the most covert. Personal disclosure, 
using humor, and being friendly and helpful had the highest scores on the covert scale, meaning that even 
if relatively harmless, the intentions behind the speaker’s use of these techniques was hidden from the 
receiver.

Figure 3, below, illustrates that as ratings on the influence scale increased, so did mean ratings of 
harmfulness, r(164) = .42, p<.001, but influence ratings were not related to effectiveness, r(164) = .03, 
p = .65, lack of choice, r (164) = −.11, p = .14, or covertness, r (164) = −.05, p = .47. Exploring correlations 
between the other ratings, as harmfulness increased, perceptions of covertness decreased, suggesting 
harmful techniques were obvious in their intent, r(164) = −.26, p<.001. Potential effectiveness was 
positively related to perceptions of lack of choice, r (164) = .38, p<.001, indicating effective techniques 
conferred a lack of choice for the receiver.v

Clustering of influence techniques

We performed a two-step cluster analysis to explore if techniques could be grouped together based on their 
ratings. To facilitate the cluster analysis, we created a new variable, Effectiveness-Choice (EC) that 
combined perceived effectiveness and lack of choice by calculating the mean rating of these two variables. 
The intent was to streamline the analysis by reducing the number of correlated variables, thereby 
enhancing the robustness of our clustering results. Thus, we included ratings on the influence scale, 
EC, harmfulness, and covertness in the analysis. We used IBM SPSS Statistics (v25), which employs a 
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hybrid method, initially using a distance measure to divide groups and subsequently applying a probabi
listic approach, similar to latent class analysis, to select the optimal cluster solution (Kent et al., 2014). 
Cluster solutions can be sensitive to the order that data is entered (Van der Kloot et al., 2003) so we 
conducted the analysis with data randomly ordered a total of five times to compare the cluster solutions. 
The first five runs produced cluster solutions with a maximum Silhouette score of .4, indicating only fair 
classification with substantial overlap between clusters (Jain & Dubes, 1988; Meilă, 2005). Predictor 
importance for EC was consistently low in each run (.03, .01, .06, .02, and .02 respectively) so we removed 
EC as a variable and re-ran the analysis with ratings on the influence scale, harmfulness, and covertness. 
Each of the five runs generated cluster solutions with Silhouette scores of .5, indicating reasonable 
clustering (Jain & Dubes, 1988; Meilă, 2005)vi. We used Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) change 
to identify the number of clusters that best fit the data. BIC change is calculated as the difference between 
two cluster solutions, starting from one cluster to four clusters, resulting in three values (2vs1, 3vs2, and 
4vs3). Model fit is indicated by the strongest change and the fewest number of clusters (e.g., the maximum 
BIC change between clusters, but the minimum number of clusters). Additionally, the ratio of distance 
measures was considered, with the largest ratio indicating the best fit of clusters to data. Figure 4, below, 
indicates that two clusters was the best fit to the data.

As the centroids were similar across all five solutions (see Appendix E), we explored the first solution in 
depth. Influence scores were different between the two clusters, F (1, 6195) = 606.22, p < .001, ηp2 = .09, 
with Cluster 1’s score the lowest, so we named this cluster Persuasion (n = 3371, 54.4%, M = 2.71, 
SD = 1.31). Cluster 2’s influence score was in between the middle and highest end of the scale, so we 
named this cluster Manipulative-Coercion (n = 2828, 45.6%, M = 5.01, SD = 1.45). The Persuasion cluster 
was characterized by lower harmfulness (M = 2.22 SD = 1.12), compared to the Manipulative-Coercion 
cluster (M = 4.89, SD = 1.46), F (1, 6195) = 1038.38, p < .001, ηp2 = .14, with the opposite pattern for 
covertness, F (1, 6195) = 272.18, p < .001, ηp2 = .04. The Persuasion cluster was characterized by more 
covert techniques (M = 4.12, SD = 1.66) compared to more obvious techniques in the Manipulative- 

Figure 3. Mean ratings of harmfulness, effectiveness, covertness and lack of choice in relation to mean ratings on the 
influence scale. Note. Influence scale was continuous between 1 representing persuasion, to 7 representing coercion, with 
4 at the midpoint of the scale representing manipulation. All ratings were made on a scale from 1 to 7 with high scores 
representing undesirable outcomes for the receiver.
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Coercion cluster, (M = 2.53, SD = 1.58). There were no differences between clusters on mean ratings of 
effectiveness, F (1, 6195) = 1.81, p = .17, ηp2 = .001 (Persuasion cluster M = 3.26, SD = 1.63; Manipulative- 
Coercion cluster M = 2.99, SD = 1.57), or lack of choice, F (1, 6195) = 2.84, p = .09, ηp2 = .001 (Persuasion 
cluster M = 3.05, SD = 1.65, Manipulative-Coercion cluster M = 3.61, SD = 1.88).

A chi-squared analysis with the 40 techniques and 2 clusters as variables revealed there were differences 
in cluster membership across the 40 techniques, x2 (39) = 1716.93, p < .001. We classed a technique as 
primarily belonging to the cluster with its highest cell count. Table 3, below, shows the allocated cluster for 
each technique in bold. Eighteen techniques fell into the Persuasion cluster, and 12 techniques into the 
Manipulative-Coercion cluster. Interestingly, 10 of the 40 techniques could be allocated to both clusters 
equally, based on their ratings of influence, harmfulness and covertness, and these are indicated by 
italic text.

Trait reactance and perceptions of influence techniques

We explored the impact of high versus low trait reactance on perceptions of the influence techniques. We 
examined the ratings of participants with the top 10% of scores on the trait reactance scale (scores of 68 and 
above: 21 participants) and bottom 10% of scores (scores of 40 and below: 16 participants). There were 
differences between high and low trait reactance on mean ratings of harmfulness, F (1, 1415) = 3.99, p = .04, 
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Figure 4. Indexes of fit changes (change in BIC, top, and ratio of distance measures, bottom) obtained from Two-Step 
cluster analysis for solutions ranging from one to four clusters.
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p2 = .003, effectiveness, F (1, 1415) = 8.09, p = .005, p2 = .006, and covertness, F (1, 1415) = 18.06, p < .001, 
p2 = .01, but not for lack of choice, F (1, 1415) = .48, p = .48, p2 < .001, and only a trend towards a significant 

effect on mean influence ratings, F (1, 1415) = 3.39, p = .06, p2 = .002. These effects were consistent across the 
strategies in our taxonomy, in that there were no interactions between trait reactance and strategyvii for ratings 
on the influence scale F (6, 1415) = 1.24, p = .28, p2 = .005, harmfulness F (6, 1415) = .29, p = .94, p2 = .001, 
effectiveness F (6, 1415) = 1.21, p = .30, p2 = .005, lack of choice, F (6, 1415) = .23, p = .96, p2 = .001, or 
covertness F (6, 1415) = 1.26, p = .27, p2 = .005. As shown in Figure 5, below, participants with the top 10% of 
trait reactance scores rated techniques as being more harmful, more effective, and the speaker’s intentions as 
more covert, compared to participants with the bottom 10% of reactance scores.

Discussion

Our paper makes two primary contributions. Firstly, we created a new hierarchical taxonomy of seven 
influence strategies and 42 nested influence techniques that may be universally applicable across a range of 
conversational contexts. The techniques in our new taxonomy are grounded in theoretical approaches to 
social influence and data reported in the academic literature, making this a comprehensive taxonomy of 
social influence and how it can be achieved in interpersonal interactions. Secondly, we contribute to a 
deeper understanding of how persuasion, manipulation, and coercion can manifest in terms of social 

Table 3. Frequencies of influence techniques characterizing the two clusters.     
Cluster 1 

Persuasion
Cluster 2 

Manipulative-Coercion

Present logical reasons (L) 102b 57a
Present information or evidence (L) 131b 25a
Express opinion (N) 124b 34a
Present counterargument (L) 120b 34a
Argue case (L) 111b 48a
Ask for favors (N) 124b 27a
Use humor (E) 130b 23a
Tell a story (E) 126b 30a
Give reasons for bargain (N) 136b 19a
Be friendly and helpful (R) 141b 19a
Refer to personal credentials (A) 114b 44a
Remind of scarcity (N) 106b 48a
Exchange favors (N) 96a 64a
Personal Disclosure (R) 114b 37a
Refer to similarities (R) 115b 42a
Refer to Group Opinions (S) 92a 64a
Make a claim (L) 87a 62a
Refer to Social norms (S) 95a 58a
Make a Request (N) 79a 72a
Seek Sympathy (P) 118b 41a
Promising rewards (N) 85a 68a
Elicit or express empathy (E) 119b 38a
Promise to make receiver feel a particular way (E) 101b 56a
Minimize seriousness of request (P) 84a 65a
Emotional Plea (E) 86a 71a
Give compliments, praise or flattery (R) 125b 32a
Make receiver believe they are altruistic (E) 92a 57a
Altercasting (E) 81a 66a
Remind of Commitments (N) 62b 95a
Persistence (P) 49b 106a
Elicit feelings of guilt (E) 30b 130a
Refer to Superior (A) 43b 113a
Make receiver feel indebted (N) 32b 127a
Apply peer pressure (S) 27b 127a
Elicit or express anger (E) 27b 117a
Victim blaming (P) 23b 135a
State contractual terms (P) 31b 122a
Intimidation (P) 8b 150a
Forcefulness (P) 8b 150a
Threats (P) 2b 155a

Note. Rows with different subscripts indicate different cell counts at the p < .05 level. Italics indicate no 
agreed cluster. Strategies are in brackets. R = Rapport; N = Negotiate; L = Appeals to Logic; E = Appeals to 
Emotion; A = Appeals to Authority; S = Social Proof; P = Pressure. 
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influence techniques used in interpersonal dialog, and how each can be characterized according to receiver 
perceptions.

In terms of our first research question, our findings suggest that the potential for harm and the 
obviousness of the speaker’s intent are two key dimensions that characterize whether a receiver perceives a 
social influence technique as being persuasive, manipulative, or coercive along a continuum of influence. 
Covertness and extent of choice are proposed to define the boundaries of the influence continuum (Sorlin, 
2017; Wood, 2014), and we add that perceptions of harm are also important in defining where a particular 
social influence technique, or social interaction, lands on the continuum. We found that persuasive 
techniques were perceived as the least harmful, and manipulative or coercive techniques had the most 
potential for harm. This is not surprising. However, we also underscore the importance of considering the 
covert or overtness of the speaker’s intent in defining instances of social influence, and our findings are 
counter to expectations. Firstly, persuasion is typically defined as providing the freest choice and with the 
most transparent motivations of the speaker (e.g., Carroll et al., 2023; Perloff, 1993; Sorlin, 2017). However, 
we found that the intentions of the speaker were perceived to be the most hidden with low-harm 
persuasive techniques, such as using humor, or telling a story. Manipulation is typically defined as the 
most covert of the influence types (Noggle, 2020; Susser et al., 2019), but our findings suggest that the 
intentions of the speaker were the most obvious for higher harm manipulative and coercive influence 
techniques, such as using threats, forcefulness, or applying peer pressure. Thus, our findings contrast with 
typical theoretical definitions of persuasion and manipulation, and we offer a nuanced appreciation of the 
differences and similarities between these two social influence types. We show that a fine-grained under
standing of the nature of the persuasive attempt, in terms of the exact techniques used, is needed to 
determine whether persuasion is overt. If the persuasive attempt takes the shape of telling stories, using 
humor, or being helpful, for example, our results suggest this is covert persuasion. Persuasion and 
manipulation are argued to share some features (e.g., Sorlin, 2017), and here, they share covertness of 
the speaker’s intent as a feature. Given persuasion is generally thought to involve freedom of choice for the 
receiver (e.g., O'Keefe, 2008; O'Keefe, 2016), covert persuasion raises the question around how freedom of 
choice exists when the overarching goal of the speaker remains hidden. The paradoxical nature of covert 
persuasion and its potential short and long-term impact on the behavior, attitudes, or beliefs of the receiver 
would be a fruitful area for future research.

We further show that whilst some social influence techniques can be perceived as either persuasive or 
manipulative-coercive, other techniques cannot be defined so straightforwardly. Ten influence techniques, 
including making an emotional plea and promising rewards, were more ambiguous, sharing character
istics between these concepts. This highlights the complexity in understanding how techniques can be 
classified and adds further evidence to the premise that social influence techniques fall on a fluid 

Figure 5. Mean ratings across perceptions of influence strategies for participants with high versus low trait reactance. 
Note. Error bars represent standard error of the mean.
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continuum to a certain degree, instead of falling neatly into one category or another. Our findings also 
align with the idea that the boundaries between persuasion, manipulation, and coercion can be blurry and 
highly dependent on social context (Ferrari, 2007; Sorlin, 2017; Van Dijk, 2006). Here, we purposefully 
minimized the context in which we presented the social influence techniques to participants to focus on 
the ‘pure’ effects of the techniques on perceptions free of social or conversational context. However, we 
fully acknowledge the important role of various contextual factors, including social and cultural factors as 
well as the immediate conversational and environmental context, in shaping perceptions and responses to 
social influence. Power structures between conversationalists, pre-existing relationships, and other, wider 
social factors can dictate when an instance changes from persuasion towards manipulation, or coercion 
(Powers, 2007). In addition, perceptions of the speaker themselves will have a key impact on perceptions of 
social influence techniques, including, for example, the speaker’s credibility (Pornpitakpan, 2004), and 
during in-person interactions, characteristics of voice (Guyer et al., 2019) and non-verbal behavior 
(Burgoon et al., 1990). In our study we focussed purely on perceptions of the social influence techniques 
separate from any context, but in a real-world interpersonal interaction the receiver’s perceptions will be 
influenced by their evaluation of the speaker’s motives and mental state (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). 
Thus, future research could incorporate wider social context along with characteristics of the speaker, and 
the nature of the relationship between the speaker and recipient to explore the relative impact of 
contextual elements on perceptions of social influence techniques.

Individual differences in the receiver can also influence how social influence techniques are perceived. 
Addressing our second research question, we show that trait reactance, the tendency to perceive threats 
and be motivated to take protective actions, links to evaluations of the threat level of influence techniques. 
Participants high in trait reactance evaluated the threat of all the influence techniques as higher, in terms of 
perceptions of harm, effectiveness, and covertness, compared to participants lower in trait reactance. We 
thus add convergent evidence to research showing that trait reactance can be associated with increased 
perceived threats to freedom (Quick & Stephenson, 2008; Quick et al., 2011). We did not measure state 
reactance, which is the more temporary state of experiencing reactance upon encountering a perceived 
threat to freedom, which is presumed to be positively related to trait reactance (Dillard & Shen, 2005; 
Quick & Stephenson, 2007). Although it is fair to assume that the ratings made by high trait individuals in 
our study were representative of a state of reactance triggered by reading the hypothetical scenario 
followed by the social influence techniques, we cannot be certain about this without further experimenta
tion. We leave this for future research to explore. Personal experiences of persuasion attempts could be 
another pertinent individual difference variable. The Persuasion Knowledge Model suggests that people 
learn how to use and respond to persuasive techniques through sociocultural processes (Friestad & Wright, 
1994), and individual differences, such as extent of social connections and experience with persuasion 
attempts via various channels (e.g., marketing), shape the extent of individual persuasion knowledge and 
thus perceptions of social influence techniques. Future research could endeavor to explore additional 
individual differences that could shape perceptions of social influence techniques such as extent of 
persuasion knowledge or motivation to affiliate. Including contextual elements and further individual 
differences will help build a fuller understanding of how social influence techniques are perceived and can 
be characterized as persuasive, manipulative, or coercive.

Applied implications

Our findings indicate that a social influence technique perceived as harmless could still be hiding the 
speaker’s true intentions, making these techniques particularly dangerous when considered as part of an 
overall longer social interaction. Although we examined perceptions of each technique in isolation, it is 
unlikely that these techniques will be used alone but rather as part of a combination or sequence of 
techniques which are used to exert influence (see, for example, Chiang & Grant, 2017; Shaikh et al., 2020). 
Thus, low-harm, covert persuasive techniques could slip past the receiver’s defences, opening the way for 
further interactions which could be eventually detrimental to the recipient. For example, consider a 
romance scam whereby techniques in our taxonomy which were perceived as persuasive, low in harm, and 
covert such as personal disclosure, using humor, and being friendly and helpful, pave the way for a 

16 K. MUIR ET AL.



relationship to be formed with the recipient and potentially increasing vulnerability to later extortions for 
money (Bilz et al., 2023). Similarly, telling a story, one of the techniques in our taxonomy perceived as low 
in harm but hiding the speaker’s intentions, could be used as part of a misinformation campaign (Bragazzi 
& Garbarino, 2024).

Ratings of lack of choice were all relatively moderate or low, across all the techniques, suggesting that 
people think they will have some element of choice even with coercive techniques like forcefulness, threats, 
and intimidation. This is despite most conceptualizations of coercion referring to constrained choice in 
how to respond (e.g., Anderson, 2023; Kiener, 2020). Similarly, in the main, we observed moderate 
perceptions of potential effectiveness across all techniques, suggesting that participants felt even the most 
coercive techniques would be relatively ineffective against them. This is in line with other research 
reporting perceived limited effectiveness of persuasion techniques (Apostolou & Pediaditakis, 2023; 
Perreault & Kida, 2011). However, this does contrast with the reported real-world effectiveness of influence 
techniques in scams, for example (Parsons et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2018). Further, given the prevalence 
of online scams and other malicious uses of persuasion utilizing social influence techniques resembling 
those in our taxonomy such as liking, authority, and social proof (Muscanell et al., 2014; Oliveira et al., 
2019), emotional manipulation, and promises of rewards (Liu et al., 2024) the perceived low effectiveness 
of social influence techniques could be a could be a cause for concern. It could suggest a protective 
mechanism by which people think they would have some freedom of choice when faced with someone 
trying to influence them. This could, potentially, be linked to greater susceptibility to influence techniques. 
Indeed, some research suggests that people can underestimate their vulnerability to influence techniques 
such as those used in email phishing attacks (Halevi et al., 2013) or financial scams (Ahmad, 2025), and in 
general believe that other people are more vulnerable to influence than themselves (Douglas et al., 2010).

We explored a hypothetical conversation between two humans. However, the rapid development of large 
language models (LLMs), such as OpenAI's ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2023) with which humans can have increas
ingly realistic chat conversations, leads to the potential for these systems to use social influence techniques 
during their interactions with users. For instance, LLMs can be prompted to be persuasive by generating either 
logical or emotional arguments (Simchon et al., 2024). Text generated by LLMs is reported to be highly 
persuasive (Rogiers et al., 2024) as are chatbots such as ChatGPT (Salvi et al., 2025) and newer models express 
trust and empathy in their responses when prompted to persuade someone to change their opinion (Dönmez 
& Falenska, 2025). Pertinently, we cannot use the intentions of the speaker to define whether a social 
interaction with an LLM is persuasion, manipulation, or coercion: we cannot necessarily discern whether 
LLM generated text was intended to be persuasive, manipulative, or coercive, as LLMs do not (yet) have 
human-like consciousness or intentions (Al Lily et al., 2023), and non AI-expert users do not always have 
insight into the models or engineering that guide text generated by LLMs (e.g., Knoth et al., 2024; Zamfirescu- 
Pereira et al., 2023). Thus, understanding how LLM generated text or social interactions are perceived by the 
recipient is important so we can estimate their potential real-world effect on human users in addition to other 
conversational contexts in which influence can manifest. We contribute towards this goal by highlighting that 
some social influence techniques may be able to slip past a receiver’s defences by being perceived as harmless 
but may leave the recipient vulnerable by hiding the speaker’s actual intentions.

Future directions

We contribute towards building a full understanding of persuasion and social influence by creating a taxonomy of 
social influence techniques, generated using theoretical approaches and data reported in the literature. We hope to 
contribute to work on systematizing the persuasion literature which has been described as fragmented 
(Druckman, 2022) and provide a useful framework to structure future work in this area. We based our taxonomy 
on a systematic search of the literature and on theoretical approaches to social influence, but it could be further 
expanded by including other social influence techniques, such as the persuasive power of ‘humility’, which could 
manifest in utterances that show self-awareness, a sense of morality, or familiarity (D'errico, 2020). Although the 
taxonomy was generated with the goal of exploring social influence in interpersonal dialog, such as one-to-one 
conversations, it could be expanded to apply more universally to other mediums of communication, such as 
mass-media or political communication (i.e., one-to-many communication). Further, although we focussed on 
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text-based communication (i.e., utterances) it could be expanded to incorporate additional visual or non-verbal 
elements of social influence. Finally, we created our taxonomy to be specifically applicable to human-to-human 
conversation, but it could be expanded to encompass a greater range of influence techniques that have been 
observed in use by LLMs (e.g., expressions of trust: Dönmez & Falenska, 2025) or highlighted as a risk of LLMs 
such as gaslighting, othering, or scapegoating (El-Sayed et al., 2024). Our work underscores the need to further 
explore receiver perceptions and the impact of influence techniques, across contexts and conversational settings. 
The next step in our research program includes experimental work to explore causally the impact of social 
influence techniques in our taxonomy on receiver behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs, and potential mechanisms of 
action (for example, self-persuasion: Aronson, 1999; Briñol et al., 2012). We intend to use our taxonomy of 
influence techniques embedded within vignettes and via conversations to gain a more representative and 
ecologically valid understanding of receiver perceptions and evaluations of each technique. We recommend 
using behavioral measures, rather than self-report, in future work to expand the robustness and reliability of the 
conclusions that can be drawn. Further, although we recruited a representative sample of participants drawn from 
the UK public, future research could explore perceptions of social influence techniques cross-culturally. A fruitful 
avenue for future research could also be in the exploration of perceptions and experiences of social influence 
techniques longitudinally, to see if these change over the course of a longer-term social interaction or development 
of a relationship.

In conclusion, by taking the receiver’s perspective, we can think of some persuasive techniques as being 
relatively harmless in isolation, but their true intentions being hidden, in contrast to many current 
conceptualizations of persuasion as conferring free choice due to overt speaker intentions. We also 
show that some social influence techniques are ambiguous in terms of receiver perceptions, falling on a 
fluid continuum and sharing characteristics between persuasion, manipulation, and coercion. Our find
ings, and novel taxonomy of social influence techniques, can be taken as a useful starting point for future 
research using more ecologically valid situations and populations to allow greater generalization.

Endnotes
i. We wanted to include research into a variety of different influence contexts and theoretical approaches to identifying 

and classifying persuasive or influence based communication. Thus, we searched for Persuasion as a key term and one 
or more of the following: Dialog; Language; Communication; Conversation; Interaction; Interpersonal; Rhetoric; 
conversational moves; Functional linguistics; Dialog acts or speech acts; Linguistic analysis. There were no inclusion or 
exclusion dates for published articles. We were specifically interested in one-to-one conversation or dialog, so we 
excluded articles concerned with one-to-many or mass media communications.

ii. We aimed to annotate approximately the same number of utterances from each dataset, but the length of 
conversations differed between datasets. We thus annotated more transcripts where transcripts were shorter in 
length (Persuasion for Good, Speed Networking) compared to where transcripts were longer in length (Perverted 
Justice, SWBD-DAMSL).

iii. These participants responded to all items with the same score regardless of the question asked, usually either a 
score of ‘1’ or ‘7’, suggesting inattention or response bias.

iv. Participants completed some additional personality scales which are not relevant to the focus of the present 
study.

v. Harmfulness was not related to effectiveness, r (164) = .10, p = .19, or lack of choice, r (164) = .11, p = .15. 
Effectiveness was not related to covertness, r (164) = .08, p = .28, and lack of choice was not related to covertness, 
r (164) = .04, p = .57.

vi. We also conducted the two-step cluster analysis with all variables included (influence, harmfulness, effectiveness, 
lack of choice, and covertness) which generated 3 solutions with 3 clusters, and 2 solutions with 2 clusters, but 
Silhouette scores were only at .3 for all solutions, indicating poor classification.

vii. Replicating the findings in Table 2, there were also significant main effects for strategy, showing differences 
between strategies on ratings of influence, F (6, 1415) = 40.79, p<.001, ηp2 = .15, harmfulness, F (6, 1415) = 39.21, 
p<.001, ηp2 = .14, effectiveness, F (6, 1415) = 2.88, p =.009, ηp2 = .01, choice, F (6, 1415) = 4.16, p<.001, ηp2 = 
.02, and covertness, F (6, 1415) = 23.27, p<.001, ηp2 = .09.
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