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Introduction to Persuasion and Influence
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Two questions have persisted throughout human history: "What makes people change another person's mind?" (How are people persuaded?) and "Why do individuals decide to change their minds or alter their behavior?" (How do people make decisions?) These questions process psychological processes, from basic perception to the development of complex reasoning and intelligence.

Persuasion is an active form of social influence that seeks to change beliefs, feelings, or behaviors. Persuasion typically involves attempting to change the beliefs, feelings, or behaviors of another person one-on-one, as opposed to mass audience persuasion, which occurs during person-to-mass media interactions, such as in large social movements and political propaganda. Influence is a broader term that refers to how people affect our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors within a social context. Influence includes compliance, conformity, obedience, leadership, and group processes. Topics such as prejudice, aggression, and close relationships can all be considered under the influence umbrella because they are ways we affect and are affected by others. In this chapter, we focus on traditional persuasion. It is a powerful activity; it can free prisoners from jails while making free people feel like prisoners.

Definition and Importance of Persuasion

NONVERBAL PERSUASION can be an effective and influential force. Persuasion can be employed to influence a number of outcomes. Persuasion is a staple of polemical and many other types of writing as well as advertising, political speeches, commercials, and letters to the editor. Group members persuade through public debate and often must persuade in order to continue in organizational conduct. Our practices, then, are rife with persuasion. Individuals attempt to influence the actions and attitudes of others in everyday conversation. Successful employment of influence techniques requires a facility with the tools of persuasion. About 45 of every 60 minutes each day are spent communing. Few skills are more important.

Persuasion can be viewed as an amalgam of science and art. Knowledge about and appropriate use of persuasion is beneficial in many avenues of life. Persuasion is the process by which a message induces change in beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors. It is closely related to the concept of influence, which refers to change across a wide range of topics. Unlike demagogues who tend toward hidden or distorted purposes, persuaders attempt to use openness to make convincing claims. Most information is engaged and created with an intent to influence. Persons can process subliminal messages that can prime individual activity automatically, barring dissimilar attitudes.

Historical Perspectives on Influence

IN THE MIDDLE AGES, philosophers and theologians like Thomas Aquinas attempted to define and explain willpower, freedom, and rule following and began to consider their implications for morality and moral actions. As the philosophical questions about influence were being raised and explained, concepts relating to human nature, personality, motivation, groups, and the like were the province of the philosophical and humanistic classical tradition. These early ideas formed the basis for the more scholarly study of influence relationships. By the nineteenth century, modern empirical social psychology began. Scientists interested in the psychology of decision-making and response selection first began to develop and test various hypotheses about influence and persuasion. However, even these early attempts at research and theorizing about these matters owed much to the earlier philosophical arguments and commonplace observations found in the literary record.
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