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ETHOS, CREDIBILITY AND COMMUNICATION

IN THE REAL WORLD*

-

James C. McCroskey

Since the topic of one of the chapters of my book is Ethos, or

source credibility, and since most of you here have been examined over
that, I do not think that I will waste your time by telling you some of

the same things that you have already read; rather, I would like to talk

about some ideas relating to source credibility that are not in the'boo~

. .

I approached source credibility in that book primarily as a tool

for a communicator to use; saying that if you have credibility with an
audience, you will influence that audience; if you do not have credibil-

ity with them, you tend to have a relatively minimal impact. The re-

search in this area is probably the clearest of any research that exists

in the field of communication, almost all the studies come out with the

same conclusion: A high credibility source produces more attitude change
or behavior than does a low credibility source. I am sure most of you
probably remember the classic study by Haiman at Northwestern where he

presented the same speech to three groups of students.l He told one

group the speaker was a surgeon general of the U.S., he told another one

that he was a Northwestern University sophomore, and a third group that
he was a secretary general of the American Communist party, and to no

one's shock or amazement, the surgeon general was more effective in get-
ting people to accept the idea of socialized medicine than was the Uni-

versity sophomore or the Communist. That basic study has been replica~

many times with different sources, different topics, and different audi-

ences; it has been done with groups of college students, it has been done

with high school groups, it has been done in a small group setting, it

has been done in a mass audience setting, it has been done with adults,

male and female, and so forth. The results almost invariably are the

same, except in.a few studies where the research was so badly designed

the researcher could not find any difference even though it was probably
there. . .

This group of studies, of course, was looking at things that almost

everybody would consider relevant, that is, if a person is a Communist::.
talking about socialized medicine, somehow that is relevant to whether
or not he is for socialized medicine. It is a socialistic type program,

ergo Communist affiliation is related. Or if a person is talking about
capital punishment and he is an ex-murderer, we should not be terribly'

surprised that he is against capital punishment; we may consider him to'
be somewhat of an expert on it since he may have faced it, but we tend .

to put his character down.

*Text of a speech presented at the University of North Carolina

Speech Festival, December, 1969.

Dr. McCroskey (D.Ed. Pennsylvania State University) is Associate
Professor of Speech at Illinois State University..-
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, There has also been quite a bit of research on what I call "objec-

tively irrelevant" factors of ~redibility. You may recall a piece of
research by Mills and Aronson. They did what I call the "pretty-girll

ugly-girl" study. This study is particularly fascinating because it re-

lated to something that was being considered objectively irrelevant.

Whether or not a girl is attractive or unattractive should have no bear-

ing upon whether or not we agree with her position. If she says some-

thing is true, what she looks like really should ~t make any difference.

Nevertheless, in their study, Mills and Aronson found that it did make a

difference. What they did was to take a group of college students who

were in psychology classes which required them to participate in an ex-
periment. They told the students that they were developing a new atti-
tude measure and wanted the students to fill out the instrument. They

indicated that in the past they had found that if somebody read the ques-

tion and explained what he thought the question meant, that they got
more valid data, so they requested a volunteer to read the questions.

In each condition the same girl was selected as the volunteer, she read

each question and then gave her view as to how people should respond to

it. In one case the girl, who apparently was an intrinsically attrac-

tive girl, was made up to look very nice, and in the other condition

they made the girl really look bad. The experimental subjects were all
male college students, and when the pretty girl said that w~, should all

agree with this because it is true, the boys tended to agree;" but when

the ugly girl said the same thing they tended to take the opposite posi-

tion. If she was for it, then obviously it was bad because she was ugly

and ugly people just do not have good ideas--this kind of reaction.

The results of. this study and several others of the same type indi-

cate that source credibility is certainly an extremely complex' phenome-

non. Some people in speech feel that they and people in psychology and

sociology are the ones that are doing all the research on ethos or cred-

ibility. Actually, some of the most significant research on credibility

is not published. It is the research done by the practicing politician.

The reason that this research is so significant is because the practic-

ing politician looks at credibility as not something to be used but'

something to be attained. A political contest is in essence a contest

in credibility and the audience will vote for the person at elect~on' .
time whom they perceive to be the most credible. 'The voters define what

credible is, so the strategy for the politician is to find out what the

audience wants and identify himself with those wants and needs.~~'Obvi-
, ously there are ethical considerations that come in here, but'let us dis-'

regard them for, the time being.;. many politician~ do~~',;.:"',:, '~,""f,',:,:;
'::' .~,.~ ",' '::' ! ~: -' ";';""."-,?:... ~:' :;', ,- ",,<-,:-:,> '.:~:,::", ~ >:, :"':-: ',' :~ ~ ~::',- , ~.:.::;'' ,!. ,.' '.','- -:-"',;: ~,,: :' : :~...

':~What does 'a politiciall'do if he'has enough money? He will get a
pollster to find out what the attitudes of the people are. Following
the consistency theories, I am sure you are familiar'with those, if a
person speaks in favor of something the audience favors, what does the
audience do in terms of their attitude toward the speaker? They will
increase it. This is why you will rarely find, in a campaign year at "

least, a politician advocating something to which the majority of his
constituents are opposed. This would be a rare event, something that :,

would qualify that candidate for the second volume ,of Kennedy's ,Profiles

.!!!.Courage; but not for one of the political leaders of' society; , We see

;the phenomenon then in our everyday politics, such as Senator Gore's;'
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recently proposed amendment to the Senate tax bill. Senator Gore faces

a very tough re-election campaign in Tennessee, and he knows that almost

everybody in Tennessee arid elsewhere feels. that taxes are too high.-.'::':-

What could he do better to gain friends and supporters than to endorse a

tax cut by means of increasing the standard deduction from $600 to $800

dollars? It was an extremely shrewd political move, and one that is ca~
culated to increase his credibility. In other words, he is not using

his credibility to get that amendment passed, but he is advocating the
amendment in order to increase his credibility.

When' we look' at politicians, we may raise some ethical questions.
Should the politicia'n seek something that the audience likes and announce

that he feels, the samg way. ' How about Hitler? The people of Germany
were antagonistic' towards Jews, so should have Hitler gone for the 'anti-

Jewish position? Or in certain areas of the United States, should the

wise politician take an anti-Negro position? In the politician we some-
ttmes see this kind of behavior and it bothers us, but it is not only the

politician who treats ~credibility as a thing to be achieved, rather-than
'used. Businessmen, in fact whole business corporations, operate in this

way~ How many of you have seen programs on TV that have been sponsored
by organizations such as US Steel or AT&T? Did you run right out and

buy some steel? Or put a~ extra telephone in? Probably not. The pitch
that these people. are making is not to sell. the product but to sell them-
selves, and this is i~ essence what any public relations firm's objec-

tive is! They are hired to enhance the credibility of the person or

group who hires them--so the politician will hire them, the business cor-

poration will hire them, the individual small businessman in many cases

will hire them. Much of our advertising is not designed to sell pro-

ducts, it is designed to sell people and corporate entities.

In our interpersonal relations this also happens. I had an excel-

lent example of it just this morning. I was taking a tour around cam-

pus and visiting various places. .We went over to the computer center
to find out what facilities were available. The young man who was there

began by saying that he really did not know much about how to give a
tour because he had not done that before. Then he proceeded to demon-

strate that he knew a great deal about computers. After five minutes it
must have been obvious to him that I did not understand what he was talk-

ing about. When he talked about input and output, I could follow; when
he talked about an "algol invertor" I was lost. Well, he did not stop

at that point; rather he went on 10 or 15 minutes more, giving me this

detailed explanati~n of the Triangle computer and the local computer and

the entire facility. He took me to a diagram that showed the whole

thing. For that entire period all I was doing was saying "Yes," "Uh-
huh," and shuffling a lot. But he was trying to make a point, the sort

of thing that you and I do also, he kept demonstrating his competence in

order to impress me. He succeeded. I am firmly convinced he knows what

he is doing. He has hi&e credibility with me. If I wanted to find out
anything about that computer center, I would certainly go find that

young man. And yet all that talking .that he did was to one end: not to
inform me about the computers--the first few minutes he may have done
that--but after that he was trying to impress me with his knowledge

about the system, and of course he was successful in that attempt.
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Do we ever do anything similar? I think we all do, every day.
When we sit down in the union building or the cafeteria with our friends,

what do we talk about? Sometimes we are trying to influence them on is-

sues, but normally it is just social conversation. And why do'we bother

to engage someone in social conversation? Why do you bother to say good

morning to someone? If someone says good morning to you, why not tell

them to go to blazes? We communicate to establish a good relationship

with the other person. We naturally sense that credibility is important,
even if we have never heard of the term. In fact, people who do not do

this we call ftdeviants." We say they are victims of anti-social behav-

ior patterns, and if they are bad enough we institutionalize them or give

them therapy. _.::-.: ,_. ::':,~::;~:-.:,:.:i~f:;.' ."
-

..

What is the impact of all of this in the total scheme of things?

We have said that credibility is an important tool in public speaking

and it is important as a target result of communication inorder to .

achieve other ends. ,Very often in our society and in other societies

throughout the world, there is an attempt to gain mass.,influence., We

might ask, ftHow does this occur?" The research in mass communication,

I think, clearly indicates that it does not occur primarily as a result

of the mass media. People learn from the mass media, but the mass media

does not appear to be a major force in causing them to change~heir at-
titudes. For example, if we wonder where people learn about major news

events, the answer is simple. For the most part, the more important the

news event, the more likely it is that people hear about it by TV or

radio. The somewhat less important news event will be read about in the
newspaper. 3 If it is an event that is considered not newsworthy for the

general public, we learn about it on a face-to-face basis. If Ginny fell

down and broke her ankle yesterday, it probably will not be in the paper,

but we will hear about it because Mary will tell us.

So the most important news and information come from the mass media.

This would tend to suggest, of course, that the mass media is very in-

fluential on our attitudes and behavior. Research suggests just the op-

posite, that this input of information does not have much impact in it-

self. Rather the main thing that influences our attitudes and behaviors

is interpersonal communication.

We tend to engage in interpersonal communication with people most
like ourselves, and we tend to assimilate the attitudes of these people.

Let us consider two terms for a moment: homophily and heterophily.

These are actually opposite poles of one continuum. ItHomophilylt refers

to the similarities between two people, Itheterophilylt to their differ-

ences. Maximum heterophily exists when two people in a communi~ation

situation are maximally different from one another on any given variable

or group of variables. Maximum homophily exists when the two persons are

almost identical on one variable or many variables. When we interact in

our everyday lives, the persons that we seek to communicate with are
those like us: we seek to establish a state of homophily and we tend to

avoid heterophilous situations. If we know the person we have an oppor-

tunity to communicate with is different from us, we tend to avoid that

transaction. Let us take a hypothetical example. Other things being

equal, you walk into a room and there is one student and one professor

there. Which are you going to talk to? Not very often are you going to
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go to the professor unless you are trying to get a few extra points to-
ward your grade. Normally you will talk to the student. If another prof
walks in, who is he going to talk to? Probably the professor. .~

If I want to influence a mass of people out in society, I may choose

to transmit my message on the mass media. Should I expect the majority

of the people to accept my views? I should not. The very fact that I

go on the mass media indicates something distinctive about me. People
that are on the mass media are perceived as set apart from the rest of

us--we do not tend to identify with them. We try to find people closer

to us with whom we can dientify. Thus the change agent (anyone working

to produce change in a society) always has difficulty effecting change,
because he is in this heterophilous state. The change agent is a pro-.

fessional or semi-professional, he is normally more educated than the

people he is trying 'to influence, he usually is economically better off,
and so forth. Let us take an example. We send an American to Latin j.

America. He is an agricultural specialist. He wants to get the farmers

there to start using fertilizer. He is well-educated; the peasant far-
mers are not well-educated. All his life he has seen the values of fer-

tilizer. The farmers never heard of it before, at least in the form that

. the man is trying to push it. Now what is going to happen? The change
agent probably is going to have minimum impact. Not because the audience
does not see him to be credible in the sense of competent, but because

they do not perceive him to be credible in terms of similarity. This

seems to be an extremely important variable, this similarity variable.

For years, this country has sent technicians to Latin America, and inter-

nally Washington has sent experts into the rural community--rural agri-

cultural agents--in order to produce change. Changes often have been

Slow in coming.

Researchers have investigated this type of communication and deter-

mined that what is needed is somebody in between the change agent and ~e

intended receiver--Ifopinion leader" is the term that has come to be used

for this intermediary. We have to find the person to whom the receiver

looks for advice, change that person's mind, and when we do, he in turn

may change the intended receiver's mind. Take the members of a frater-

nity, for example. As outsiders we cannot expect to change many members'

minds--they would tend to reject us. But if we communicate with the

leader of the fraternity and alter his views, then he is apt to alter
the other members' views.

Diffusion can be a multi-step process--it does not have to go

through just one opinion leader, it can go through several. If, for ex-

ample, you wanted to change my behavior in terms of plumbing repairs, yo,

would have to, first of all, change the mind of my next-door neighbor, tc

whom I turn for all my advice on plumbing. I accept his view over that'

of a plumber (I figure 'the plumber has something to gain--my money). So

if the plumber wants to change my mind, he had better talk to my neig~

This is a concept that has many times been overlooked in massive communi

cation programs. If we ask whom I would perceive to be most credible

about plumbing, most people would pick the plumber because he is more

competent. True, but it does not always follow that his is the opinion

I actually will adhere to because the other variable, the similarity of
interest, the character dimension if you will, is much more important in
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many circumstances.
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There has been some interesting research done on this in an area
called "diffusion of innovations." This area represents the practical

application of almost everything that we are teaching in the field of

speech,and communication. We are talking about how you go out and in-

fluence somebody and communicate your ideas. This area of research is
looking at people who are actually trying to do just that. It is re-

search that looks at how they get agricultural innovation in Latin Ameri-

ca, how they get birth control adopted in India, or ho~ we get a bond

issue passed in Lansing, ~chigan. It is research in a'practical situa-

tion, and some of the things that hz'ue been discovered have been discov-
eredalmostby chance. . . :.,'~:;'- ',~.,',:'..: .,

One of the most interesting of these is what I call the "Case of

the Drooping Dhoti." In Pakistan they were going through an agricultur-

al innovation program. This particular part of--Pakistan has an extreme-

ly warm climate so the people there do not dress as we' do~"';They wear a
diaper-like garment called a dhoti that drapes around the waist. In

this program the change agents went to each village, found out who was

the leader of the village, and on each Tuesday afternoon they brought

the leaders into the nearby city to the University and gave them special

training. It was assumed that each leader would take back to his village

what he had learned and pass it along to the rest of the community. This

worked well for some time. They were having a magnificent ~pact in

this part of Pakistan. These agricultural innovations were being made

at an extremely rapid rate. All of a sudden, the program started to go

down. Innovations were being adopted slower and slower and finally they

just about stopped altogether. The people in the program did not under-
stand why. So the first solution was to bring the village leaders in
twice a week instead of once a week--and the results got worse. At this

point the directors of the program invited a communication specialist

from the U.S. to Pakistan to find out what was going wrong. He was there

for some time before he discovered the cause of the problem. One day he

was visiting in the class where they were working with these village
leaders and he noticed that the village leaders' dhotis were extremely

long. They hung way down below the knees. Afterwards he said, "I

thought you told me that these village leaders actually were farmers

themselves'-" They said, "That's true, they are farmers." He responded,

"Well, why don't they look like farmers?" Farmers wear their dhotis up

tight because when they are out in the fields if they are drooping they
will get dirty. Only people in the cities wear drooping dhotis because

there they will not get dirty. What had happened was this: the farmers
who were the village leaders had developed real respect for the Univer-

sity people who were working with them. They tried to i~entify with the

instructors and one of the things they did was adopt their style of

wearing apparel--the drooping dhoti. So they wore their drooping dhotis
back to the community, and what did the other farmers think? "Well,

that's old George, he's putting on airs; he thinks he's big stuff going
in there Tuesday afternoons". Instead of being nearly homophilous opin-

ion leaders, the village leaders became very heterophilous with the

other villagers and little influence was forthcoming.

This, of course, has much broader implications than merely getting
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fertilizer adopted in Pakistan. Let me take, for instance, some cases

in our society where we attempt influence across a rather wide gulf. -+.
Take the white teacher in a black ghettoschool~' Here we have an ex-

tremely heterophilous situation. The teacher and each student have back-
grounds that are so unlike that they simply cannot understand the other

person's background. How then can we bridge this kind of gap? In some

areas they have adopted a program of teacher's aides. Especially in the

black ghetto areas, they will employ black students in high schools or
in colleges to come in on a part-time basis to work with the regular,;.

teacher. So the regular teacher communicates what he wants to the teach-
er aide and the teacher aide then tries to communicate. it to the student.

This often works exceptionally well, but in few places does it work long.

Why do you think it does not work long? Something happens to that black

student who is being used as a teacher aide. He does just exactly like
those farmers in Pakistan. The thing that made him valuable to begin

with was that he was nearly homophilous with the black elementary stu-
dent. But who does he want to identify with? .The. student from the.!...

ghetto, or the white teacher? . He starts identifying with the white,.~t-::
teacher and all of a sudden he becomes a white teacher with a black skin.

And what is the difference in his impact? Well, he has about the same

impact that the white teacher would have--none or at least very little.

He just washes out. In the programs that have been most successful what

they have had to do is keep getting new teacher aides. The other alter-

native, of course, is to prevent the idenitification of a teacher aide
with the regular teacher, to get him so that he understands that he is

being pulled toward the teacher and resists it. Many do not want to re-

sist it, figuring that the reason they are in the program is to learn to

be teachers. It is a persistent problem.

What have I been saying here? In essence, this problem of credibil-

ity is so large that at one point when you overcome it, the fact that you

overcome it presents another problem to be overcome. It is something'

against which we must be continually on guard in order to be able to cope

with it. As students we have the problem. In your everyday lives with

your peer group, you may not want to be looked upon as too bright, but

when you walk into the college classroom there is absolutely no limit to

your intelligence--you want to be perceived as maximally bright. This
makes you serve two masters, and the harder you work and the brighter you

get the more of your peer group you are going to find you have nothing w
common with and the harder it is going to be to communicate with them--

some of you may already see it when you go back home. Talk to the peop~

with whom you went to high school. You have changed, you have moved on

to identify with another society and when you do that you are divorcing

yourself, even though you ~ay not want to, from your original society--
"You can't go home again". You cannot go home and be influential like

you used to be. Sometimes it is a shock to a person when he goes back,:

to his old group, particularly if he came from an area like I did where

very few people go on to"college. When I go home now I have absolutely

nothing to talk to my former friends about. My attitudes are almost to-
tally unlike theirs, my values are unlike theirs, what I believe is trUth

is unlike what they believe is truth, and about the only thing I can do

is say "Let's go to the bar and get a beer" (we have that in common).

At that point I have a little homophily but am not too good a
communicator!
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I will draw this all to a close by saying that I believ~ credibility
is the central variable in all communication. It is there to be used and

if you do not use it you probably are not going to be effective. At the
same ttme it is there to be built because its existence will permit you

to be effective. I leave you with a question to which I do not expect an
answer: Given the communication environment we have just shared, what do

you think my purpose was today?
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