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Informing vs Persuading
by HaroldS. Williams

Programs in government and non-profit groupsoften beginwiththe premiseof education. Wespeak
of theneedto" educate” peopl eto many things—i ncluding thedangersof smoking and teen pregnancy,
theproblemsof solidwasteandthe potentialsof adrug-freelife. Atfirst blush, who could disagreewith
suchanobleintent? But weneed tolook deeper to see how thehigh road in concept becomesthelow
roadinresult.

When peoplespeak of educating others, theprobability isvery highthat they donot haveinformation
gainastheobjective. Noristhegoal knowledgeor evenwisdom. Theirintentisnotssimply toinform,
but to persuade. They want to get peopleto do something that they arenot doing now, or to prevent
themfromdoi ng somethingthey might otherwisedo.

Thepoint of thisparadigmisto show just how far apart arethe purposesof educatingtoinformand
educatingto persuade. Whenthedi stinctionisappreciated, anumber of strategicimplicationsfor
program plannersandimplementerswill follow.

Theparadigmshapesupasfollows:

I nforming Persuading

Focusondata Focusondatause
Endswithknowledge Endswithbehavior
Objective(facts) Subjective(meanings)

What peopleare presumed to need What peoplewant andwill use
Beginswithanswers Beginswithquestions
Extolsvirtues Sdllsbenefits

Thedifferencesarekey. Tobegin, theinforming mind-set seesinformationasitscommodity. Public-
sector and non-profit prevention programschurn out factsand figureson every imaginableissue. Many
millionsof dollarsarespent annually onvideos, pamphl ets, speeches, workshops, and other means
repeatedly usedtodisseminatedata.

Theassumptionisthatif peoplebecomeknowledgeableonagivenissue, they will dotheright thing.
Thiscoretenetisclear but misguided. Fromdiversesocial scienceresearch studiescomesakey
finding: informationisrardly sufficienttochangebehavior. Eval uationsof prevention programsinmany
critical socia problemareasconcludethat unlessother stepsaretaken, thelikelihoodislowthat a
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person hearingthemessage—whether ondrugs, illiteracy, pollution or another topic—will respondwith
anew behavior. Further, thisremainstrueevenif thepersongetsandretainstheinformation!

Thepersuading mind-set startsand endsnot with databut withthe personwho must useitif "education™
istosucceed. It recognizesthat theroleof informationisnomorecritical thanmany other factors—
suchasrecipient val ues, senseof options, peer pressure, andwantsand desires—indetermining
responsivebehavior.

Informingfocusesontheobjectiveworldof factsandfigures. Theproblemisthat peopleact noton
databut onwhat it meanstothem. Management consultant Zig Ziglar makesthispoint by tellingastory
fromEuropeanhistory. Aristotlebelievedthat if twodifferent weightsof thesamemateria were
droppedfromauniformheight, they wouldfall at different speeds. Thisbelief wastaught atthe
University of Pisa. Y earslater, Galileoarrived not only to challengethistheory but proveequal drop
ratesby ademonstrationfromtheL eaning Tower of Pisa. Heconvincedthestudentsandteachers
beyondany doubt. But Aristotl€’ stheory continuedto betaught at that university. Galileohad
informed them but had not persuaded them.

Informing, likemuch of current education, isbased onapremisethat istidy but self-limiting: the
educator knowswhat thestudent needs. Itisself-evident, accordingtothisview, that peopleneed
jobs, self-esteem, literacy, connectionto parksand cultural assets, or whatever elsewehavetooffer.
Inreality, what peoplewant andwhat they are preparedtouseisoftenvery different fromwhat others
think they should have. Themost fundamental premi seinmarketingisthat what thecustomer wantsto
buy ismoreimportant thanwhat thevendor wantstosell. Thisisastruefor social andhuman services
asfor computer softwareand cars.

Itisnot necessary toend upwithwhat apersonfirstdesires, butitisessential tostart there. Theentry
pointisquestions, not answers. Until welearnabout theconcernsandissuesasseen by potential
recipientsof our "educating,” much of what wetel| themwill proveirrelevant. Whentheinformer
focusesonvalueand virtuesof agiven courseof action, hisor her speech canbeendless. Whenheor
shefocuseson benefitsmeaningful totherespondent, thewordsarefewer but far moreeffective.

Whilethisessay speaksto* educating” beyond schools, anumber of peopleinformal educationare
comingtothisunderstandingaswell. Classroomsfilledwithlecturesandrotememorizationare
gradually givingway to sessionsof activeinguiry andimplementation by students. For example, while
school sbelievethat many young peopleneed physi cs, those sameyoung peoplearemuchmorelikely to
say that what they want to know aboutiscars. A few bright physi csteacherssol vethisby recognizing
that thestudy of acar anditspartscanincludevirtually every key principleof physics.

Oneteacher discoveredreci pient meaning whenfaced withthetask of getting hisstudentstomemorize
apassageof theU.S. Constitution. Hiseffortsat both mechani cal and humanisticapproachesfailed.
Then, by looking closely at theworld of thestudents, hecametotherealizationthat most of themwere
perfectly capableof memorizing—if only thecontext weretheirsand not his. Heaskedthekidstoform
into groupsand to do the passagesasarap song. Almost everyone passed!

Somereadersmay resi st theinformingto persuading shift onethical grounds. Persuadingismanipul ative
comparedtotheel evated ground of education. My responseisthat theintent of persuading cloaked as
"educating" isthegreater worry.

TheNew Framework for Per suading

Theparadigmof persuading needsaframework that may at first glanceseemanuneasy fitinthepublic
sector. Theframeworkiscalled marketinganditisuseful for threereasons. Thefirstisitsinsistence
that theclients, patients, students, offenders, and at-ri sk personswhom publicand non-profit groups
served beconsidered ascustomers. " Customer" isauseful terminconnotingthechoicesthat recipients



of social and other publicprogramsactually do have. They may chooseor not chooseto getthe
information. They may chooseor not choosetoretainit. They may chooseor not chooseto useit.
Indeed, programofferersareactually dependent onvoluntary actsof potential customerstobeachieve
theirresults.

Thesecond advantageof marketing comesfromtheinclus venessof definition. Marketingmeansthe
design, pricing, promotion, distribution, and sal eof i deas, goods, and servicesto createexchangesthat
satisfy bothofferer andrecipient. Marketing startswiththeproblem of shaping productsthat will meet
customer needsandwants, not astheproblem of selling someonesomething entirely predetermined.
Many formsof public-sector "educating” presumethat theproduct isperfect and, indeed, if thereare
defects, they must liewiththeuser!

Asathirdfactor, marketing connectsproduct with customer inanexchangeprocessthatisrarely
successful whenviewed asexpl oitation. Unlessthecustomer alsowins, theexchangegenerally won't
happen. Andif itdoeshappen, itwon'’ tlast. Marketingisat heart cooperative, not competitive.

Marketingastheframework for persuading hasthreesuccessivee ements.

1 Informing. Peoplearegivensufficientinformationthat they areabletodraw aconclusionand
becomeinterestedindoing so. Inthemarketingframework, informationismorethrough
compd lingexamplesandillustrationsthaninstatistical profiles.

2. Convincing. Inthisstep, customersput together informationtoformconclusionsconcerning not
only belief but dispositiontoact onbelief. Thereci pient now hasconnectedinformationbits
intoapattern—aconvictionandadisposition.

3. ActionPrompting. Thedispositiontodosomethingisnow trandl atedintobehavior. Persons
convincedthey shouldget ajob, fight drugs, loseweight, stop abusing, etc., now act ontheir
conviction. They dosomething.

Anexamplefrommy worldof fundraisingat TheRenssel aervillel nstitutemay hel pput thesestepsin
perspective. Toraiseover $500,000annually fromadiverseset of donors, westart by informing them.
Through newsdl etters, annual reportsandthelike, wetell peoplewhat Thel nstitutedoesand stressthe
resultsof our work. Whileinformationisnot enough, itisanessential starting point. Wemust ensure
that alively and compellingtonewill lead peopletoreadit. If they don’t, thenext stepsareprobably
irrlevant.

Our next stepisconvincingthosepeoplewho getinformedto support us. For contributionsto come,
thosewhomweinformmust decidethat Thelnstitute’ sprograms: a) deservetheir support, andb) are
moreworthy of support than otherstowhichthey might giveinstead. Whenthishappens, peopleare
disposedto contribute. Thissteptakesfollow-upby us. Itwill not happen solely fromour mailing.

Butif | relax at my desk waiting for big bucksto comein, I’ msureto bedisappointed. Thegap
between belief and actioncanbegreat. M ost pathsarepaved withgoodintentions. | must now
convert convictiontobehavior by promptingaction. Inmarketingterms, thisstepiscalled"thesale.”
Atleastfor potential donorsof larger amounts, | needtofindaway tosay tothem: "I’ mdelightedyou
findusworthy of your support.” Thislast step makesthedifferencebetweenagifttousoragiftto
someoneelse...ortonooneatal.

A number of strategiesaredefined by thisprogression. Herearefivewhicharebroadly relevant to
publicserviceprograms.

1.  Knowingwhentoendastepisasimportant asknowingwhentostartit. Thetimingissuein
classroomeducationisknowingwhentobegin. Thresholdsaredeemedimportantinsuggesting
"readingreadiness’ andthelike. Inpersuading, thekey islesstoknow whento conclude.




Thereisalmost noendtothefactsandfigureswemight communicateand help otherstoretain
inthestepof informing. Fromapersuading perspective, however, thereisalevel of information
that i ssufficient toenabl epersonsto becomeconvinced. Continuingtoinform peopleoncethat
pointisreachedisactually counterproductive. Clarity becomesconfusion; databecomes
overload.

If informinghasitsuseful limits, convincing hasitsend point—whenaconvictionisreached.
Onceaperson hasreasoned, analyzed, felt or in other wayscometothedesired conclusion, he
or sheisdisposedtoact. Additional timespent ondevel opingtheconvictionmay well leadto
new guestionsor areconsi deration of decision. Advocatesareamongthosewho canlinger too
long. They aremorepreoccupiedwiththeprincipleof understanding rightsthanthebehavior of
meetingneeds. Othersfall inthiscategory becausethey believethat convictionwill invariably
leadtobehaviorif onlyitissufficiently strengthened andenforced.

Thefinal step, prompting action, recognizesthat thereisapeak point at which apersonismost
likely toact onhisor her conviction. Oncepast, readinessactually declines! Salespersons
(includingevangelistsandfundrai sersjust asreadily asthosewho sel| carsor computers) have
madeascienceof knowingjust whenthecustomer ismost likely to buy theproduct. They
carefully waitfor that momenttoclosethesale.

Personswhowould"educate” peopleto do something tendto beanchoredinthetimel essand
durablenatureof theproblemswhichthey, ashelpers, face. Theyfail tounderstandthat the
worldof thosewhohave(and occasionally cause) problemsisnot so constant. Interveners
frequently fail tounderstandthat, if theendpointisactionrather thanaccrual, lesscancertainly
bemore.

Persuading buildson choice. Whenadvertising comparesthegood or servicepromotedwith
other brands, it recogni zesthat peopledo havechoicesandthat itisuseful toacknowledgeand
speak tothem. Wemakeamistakewhenwethink of those served by government and non-
profit groupsasbeing acaptiveaudienceforcedtolisten and respond, whether by necessity or
mandate. Whilemoney may not beneeded, peoplehaveachoiceconcerningtime. They may
attendyour program, watch TV, play poker, enjoy their kidsor anything el se.

Evenif aprogram could haverequired attendance, thiswould not behel pful. Indeed, thereis
littlebasi sfor formingaconclusionof any kindif nochoiceisat hand. Onesimply followsthe
oneavailablepath. Eveninformal education, lessonsthat assumeonly oneright answer are
generally lesseffectivethanthosethat enablelearnersto activel y engagecontent toanalyzeand
concludeinmorethanoneway.

I nconvincing, thestructuremovesfrom optionsto choi ce. Reci pientsapply reasoningand
judgment todraw aconclusion concerning thecontent andtheir dispositiontoit. Choice-
makingisdecision-making. Inthiscontext, thepersuader must oftenfindaway tocall the
guestion. Whether it’ schoosing onecar over another or yesor noto drug use, peoplecan
continually seek moreinformationand defer deciding unlesspromptedtodo so.

Sincechoiceistoleadtoaction, itisimportant to show theconnection betweendecisionand
thebehaviorsneededtoimplement or expressit. If conviction precedesthisunderstanding, itis
at best an attitudein search of abehavior. Peoplecanhold many of those. Expression of
choiceisespecially critical inthatinmost instancesthechoi cemadeisnot s mply abehavior but
achangeinbehavior. Peoplearenot only asked to do something new, but to stop doing
somethingold.

Therecipient’ sproblemmust besolved. Persuadingisusefully definedasproblem-solving.
What problem doesmy customer havefor whichmy program can becomeasol ution? Once




theproblemisdefined, someof thebenefitsof theprogram or messagebecomecritical; others
becomeirrelevant. Inweight reduction, for example, theproblemindividua sisrarely the
poundsthemselves. Rather, itistheperception of beingunattractivetoothers, being
uncomfortableingroups, or somethingelse. A clinical discussionof thefactsandfiguresof
obesity insuchtermsashealthrisk and mortality arenot likely toberelevant tothewantsof
many overweight people.

Dispositionisthelinchpinconnectinginterest and action. A personisdisposed todo something
whenheor sheisclear not only onwhat theinformation meansbut onhow it hel pstomakea
choiceandimplementit. Ingeneral, convictioninvolvesanemotiona aswell ascognitive
commitment. Ittiestofeelingsandvaluesaswell astofactsand proof. For thisreason,
effectivemarketersuseillustrationsthat will personally touchthelivesof thosewhomthey would
persuade.

A related distinctionisthecontinuum of objectiveinformingtonormativeconvincingto
subjectiveaction. Informationgainscredibility fromitsobjectivity, often defined asconstancy
over timeandplace. Attheconvincing step, databecomesmeaningful asitisanchoredtothe
belief sand val uesthecustomer holdsto beimportant. A choicethat must fly inthefaceof
previoudy held convi ctionscreatescognitivedissonance, andwill not likely bemadeor
implemented. Thus, alegidator whobelievesthat most peopl eon publicassistancearel azy will
not readily formtheconvictionthat anexpanded publicwel fareprogram should befunded. At
thesametime, abelief that tiestoanexistingdispositionwill predictably beembraced. That
samelegidator, for example, may believethat governmentistoolargeandintrusive, and support
asdlf-help programthat enabl espeopl eon publicassistanceto sol vetheir own problems.

Action—theexerciseof choiceoncemade—becomespersonal . Whileitisguided by objective
dataand shaped by normativemeanings, it happenssubjectively. Indeed, impul sesfor action
often best explain purchasingbehavior. At somepoint of evident readiness, theright car,
spouse, programor other choicecomesal ongandispromptly embraced. If explanationsare
needed, most of usarehighly capableof constructingthemafter thefact. Thelinebetween
rationaleandrationdizationisathinone.

| nformapopul ation, convincepeople, prompt actionfromindividuals. Informingcanandis
doneonamass-mediabasis. Oncedesigned, information canbewidely distributed. Y ouneed
not see, hear, or touch the personswithwhomyou communicate. For convincing, sometypeof
two-way communicationisoftenneeded...atelephonecall, avisit,ahighly tailored| etter.
Convincing oftentakesmeetingsor other activitieswhichbringtogether thosesel ected (and,
generally, self-selected) for interest. Atthispoint, namesbecomefacesandfacesbecome
differences. Atthelevel of promptingaction—thesal e, interpersonal movestopersona.n
generdl, thisisaone-on-onerel ationship.

Theincreased cost per person of convincing and prompting action suggestscareful resource
allocation. An"educational” campaignthat spendsal | itsmoney informing 20,000 personsmay
endupwithfewer resultsthan onethat startsby informingonly 5,000 persons, but withenough
timeandmoney | efttofollow-upwiththoseinterested to get at | east 500 personstodo
somethingdifferently asaresult.



Theseand other distinctionsamong thethreestagescan besummarized asfollows:

ThePersuadingProgression

Inform——> Convince———> Promptaction
options choice useof choice

what peopleneed what personswant whatindividua uses
interest dispostion behavior

objective normative ubjective
retaindata integratedata apply convictions
massmedia interpersonal media  persona media

Aswithall paradigmshifts, thechangefrominformingto persuadingisnot easy. Wemust beginby
questioning somecherished beliefs—includingthereality that informati onisnot enoughandthat
providersalwaysknow best.

If thisparadigminterestsyou, learnit by application. For yourself andfor others, apply theparadigmto
thisshiftitself. Howwouldyoumovefrominformingothersabout the persuading approachto
convincingthemtotry it andthen promptingthat action? Whento begin? Thenexttimeyou hear
someonesay, "Weneedto educatepeopleto....."
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