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foot in the door phenomenon ap psychology definition refers to a persuasive technique widely studied in
social psychology that involves getting a person to agree to a small initial request in order to increase the
likelihood of them agreeing to a larger request later. This concept is a key topic in AP Psychology, where
it is examined as a classic example of compliance and attitude change. Understanding the foot in the door
phenomenon provides insight into how behavior can be influenced subtly over time, highlighting the
connection between initial commitments and subsequent actions. This article explores the detailed AP
Psychology definition of the foot in the door phenomenon, its origins, psychological mechanisms, real-
world applications, and its significance in social influence research. The discussion also covers related
concepts and examples to deepen comprehension of this important phenomenon. The following sections
will offer a structured breakdown for ease of understanding.

Definition and Origins of the Foot in the Door Phenomenon

Psychological Mechanisms Behind the Phenomenon

Applications in Real-World Settings

Related Concepts in Social Psychology

Research Studies and Evidence

Definition and Origins of the Foot in the Door Phenomenon
The foot in the door phenomenon is defined in AP Psychology as a compliance tactic that involves making
a small request to which a person is likely to say yes, followed by a larger request related to the initial one.
This approach leverages the principle that agreeing to a small request increases the probability of agreeing
to a larger request later. The term itself is metaphorical, describing the act of literally getting one's foot in a
door to prevent it from closing, which parallels gaining initial compliance that opens the way for further
influence.

Historical Background
The foot in the door technique was first identified and named in the early 1960s by psychologists Jonathan
Freedman and Scott Fraser. Their foundational study demonstrated that individuals who agreed to a minor



request were more likely to consent to a subsequent, more significant request. This discovery originated
from experiments involving householders agreeing to place small signs in their windows, which increased
the likelihood of later allowing large signs in their yards. This early research laid the groundwork for
understanding compliance strategies in social psychology.

Psychological Mechanisms Behind the Phenomenon
The foot in the door phenomenon operates through underlying psychological mechanisms that influence
human behavior and decision-making. These mechanisms explain why initial compliance makes
subsequent requests more acceptable and highlight the cognitive and social processes involved.

Self-Perception Theory
One of the primary explanations is rooted in self-perception theory, which suggests that individuals infer
their attitudes from their own behavior. When a person agrees to a small request, they begin to see
themselves as helpful, cooperative, or consistent with the behavior demonstrated. This self-perception
increases the likelihood that they will comply with a larger request to maintain a consistent self-image.

Commitment and Consistency Principle
Another central mechanism is the commitment and consistency principle, a concept popularized by
psychologist Robert Cialdini. After agreeing to an initial request, people feel an internal pressure to act
consistently with their prior commitment. This desire for consistency motivates compliance with
subsequent requests that align with the initial behavior. This principle is a cornerstone in understanding
how attitudes and behaviors are stabilized over time.

Social Norms and Reciprocity
Social norms also play a role in the foot in the door phenomenon. Agreeing to a small request can create a
sense of social obligation or reciprocity, wherein individuals feel compelled to continue cooperating to
uphold social expectations. This enhances the effectiveness of the technique by tapping into socially
ingrained behavioral tendencies.

Applications in Real-World Settings
The foot in the door phenomenon is not only a theoretical concept but also a practical tool used in various
fields such as marketing, politics, healthcare, and everyday interpersonal interactions. Its ability to increase
compliance has made it a preferred strategy for influencing behavior ethically and effectively.



Marketing and Sales
In marketing, sales professionals often use the foot in the door technique by first asking customers to agree
to a small, low-risk offer or trial. Once the customer consents, they are more likely to agree to a larger
purchase or subscription. This approach reduces resistance and builds a foundation of trust and commitment.

Political Campaigning
Political campaigns utilize this phenomenon by requesting minor forms of support initially, such as signing
petitions or displaying small campaign stickers. These small acts of support increase the likelihood of voters
later agreeing to more significant actions like donating money or volunteering.

Healthcare and Public Health
In healthcare, practitioners might ask patients to make small behavioral changes before encouraging more
substantial lifestyle adjustments. For example, suggesting a short daily walk before advocating for
comprehensive exercise routines leverages the foot in the door effect to promote healthier habits gradually.

Everyday Social Interactions
On a daily basis, individuals use the foot in the door technique to gain favors or assistance by first making
small requests. This gradual approach often leads to increased cooperation and stronger interpersonal
relationships.

Small initial requests lower resistance

Builds rapport and trust

Encourages gradual attitude and behavior change

Facilitates long-term compliance

Related Concepts in Social Psychology
The foot in the door phenomenon is closely related to other concepts in social psychology that explain how
people are influenced and persuaded. Understanding these related ideas helps contextualize the
phenomenon within a broader framework of social influence tactics.



Door in the Face Technique
The door in the face technique contrasts with the foot in the door phenomenon. It involves making a large,
often unreasonable request first, expecting refusal, followed by a smaller request. The smaller request
appears more reasonable by comparison, increasing the likelihood of compliance. Both techniques rely on
sequential request strategies but use opposite approaches.

Lowball Technique
The lowball technique involves initially securing agreement to a request at a low cost or commitment
level, then increasing the cost or demands after the agreement is made. It exploits the desire to stay
consistent with prior commitments, similar to the foot in the door effect.

Compliance and Conformity
Foot in the door is a form of compliance, which is behavior influenced by direct requests. It differs from
conformity, where behavior changes due to real or imagined group pressure. However, both compliance
and conformity are critical in understanding social behavior and influence.

Research Studies and Evidence
Numerous studies have confirmed the validity and effectiveness of the foot in the door phenomenon.
These investigations provide empirical support for its use as a reliable method of increasing compliance and
influencing behavior.

Freedman and Fraser (1966) Experiment
The seminal study by Freedman and Fraser demonstrated that homeowners who agreed to a small request
(posting a small sign in their window) were significantly more likely to agree to a larger request (placing a
large billboard in their yard) compared to those who were only asked the larger request. This experiment
remains a foundational piece of evidence in AP Psychology curricula.

Subsequent Replications and Variations
Following the original experiment, many researchers have replicated the foot in the door effect across
different populations and settings, such as workplace compliance, health behaviors, and charitable donations.
These studies consistently show higher rates of compliance when requests are structured sequentially,
beginning with smaller commitments.

Limitations and Boundary Conditions
Research also identifies limitations to the foot in the door phenomenon. For example, if the initial request is



perceived as manipulative or if the time gap between requests is too long, the effect may diminish.
Additionally, individual differences in personality and cultural background can influence susceptibility to
this technique.

Initial small request increases likelihood of larger compliance1.

Works best when requests are related and reasonable2.

Depends on perception of sincerity and fairness3.

Effectiveness varies across contexts and individuals4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the foot-in-the-door phenomenon in AP Psychology?
The foot-in-the-door phenomenon is a compliance tactic in social psychology where agreeing to a small
initial request increases the likelihood of agreeing to a larger request later.

How does the foot-in-the-door phenomenon relate to attitude change?
The foot-in-the-door phenomenon can lead to attitude change because agreeing to a small request can create
a sense of commitment, making people more likely to agree to larger requests consistent with their initial
behavior.

Can you provide an example of the foot-in-the-door phenomenon?
An example is when a person first agrees to put a small sign in their window supporting a cause, and later
they agree to place a large billboard in their yard for the same cause.

Who first identified the foot-in-the-door phenomenon?
The foot-in-the-door phenomenon was first identified by psychologists Jonathan Freedman and Scott Fraser
in 1966.

Why is the foot-in-the-door phenomenon important in social influence?
It demonstrates how small commitments can lead to larger behavioral changes, highlighting the power of
gradual persuasion in social influence.



How is the foot-in-the-door phenomenon different from the door-in-the-
face technique?
The foot-in-the-door technique starts with a small request followed by a larger one, while the door-in-the-
face technique starts with a large request that is usually refused, followed by a smaller request.

What psychological principle underlies the foot-in-the-door
phenomenon?
The principle of consistency underlies the foot-in-the-door phenomenon, where people strive to behave
consistently with their previous commitments.

Is the foot-in-the-door phenomenon effective across cultures?
Research suggests that the foot-in-the-door phenomenon is generally effective across cultures, but cultural
norms about compliance and persuasion can influence its strength.

How is the foot-in-the-door phenomenon applied in marketing?
Marketers use the foot-in-the-door technique by first asking consumers to agree to small requests, like
signing up for a newsletter, which increases the chances of later purchases or larger commitments.

What role does the foot-in-the-door phenomenon play in AP Psychology
studies?
In AP Psychology, the foot-in-the-door phenomenon is studied as an example of compliance and social
influence, illustrating how behavior can be shaped by gradual requests.

Additional Resources
1. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
This classic book by Robert Cialdini explores various principles of persuasion, including the foot-in-the-door
technique. It explains how small initial requests can lead to larger commitments, shaping behavior and
decision-making. The book combines research findings with real-world examples to illustrate how
compliance is gained.

2. Social Psychology
Authored by David Myers, this comprehensive textbook covers fundamental concepts in social psychology,
including the foot-in-the-door phenomenon. It provides detailed definitions, experimental studies, and
practical applications of compliance techniques. The book is widely used in AP Psychology courses for its
clear explanations and engaging content.



3. Yes!: 50 Scientifically Proven Ways to Be Persuasive
Written by Noah J. Goldstein, Steve J. Martin, and Robert B. Cialdini, this book offers practical strategies to
increase compliance and influence others. It highlights the foot-in-the-door technique as a key method to
gain agreement by starting with small requests. Each chapter presents research-supported tips for effective
persuasion.

4. Applied Social Psychology: Understanding and Addressing Social and Practical Problems
This book delves into how social psychological principles, like the foot-in-the-door phenomenon, can be
applied to real-life issues. It discusses how small behavioral commitments can lead to significant changes in
attitudes and actions. The text is ideal for readers interested in the practical impact of psychological theories.

5. The Power of Persuasion: How We're Bought and Sold
Robert Levine's book examines the mechanisms behind persuasion, including compliance techniques such
as foot-in-the-door. It describes how marketers, politicians, and others utilize these methods to influence
decisions. The book provides a critical look at ethical considerations in persuasive communication.

6. Social Influence
Kelman and Hovland's work presents a thorough analysis of social influence processes, with detailed
coverage of compliance strategies like the foot-in-the-door effect. It reviews seminal experiments and
contemporary research to explain why people conform to requests. This book is valuable for understanding
the psychological basis of influence.

7. Persuasion: Social Influence and Compliance Gaining
This text explores various techniques used to gain compliance, including the foot-in-the-door phenomenon.
It integrates theory with practical examples to show how small initial requests lead to larger behavioral
changes. The book is useful for students and professionals interested in communication and psychology.

8. Handbook of Social Psychology
A comprehensive reference edited by Susan T. Fiske, Daniel T. Gilbert, and Gardner Lindzey, this
handbook covers a broad range of social psychological topics, including detailed sections on compliance and
persuasion techniques like foot-in-the-door. It is an essential resource for advanced study and research in
social psychology.

9. The Psychology of Attitude Change and Social Influence
This book examines the processes behind attitude change, focusing on methods such as the foot-in-the-door
technique to achieve compliance. It offers insights into how small commitments can shift beliefs and
behaviors over time. The text combines theory, research, and application in the field of social psychology.
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