
Persuasive Communication Research
Persuasion research has focused on several aspects 
of communication that influence effectiveness, includ-
ing the source of a message, medium of the message,
aspects of the audience, aspects of the message, and
the target behavior or attitude. The source of a mes-
sage, including expertness, trustworthiness, and 
attractiveness can all influence effective delivery of 
a persuasive communication (Ajzen 1992, Oskamp
1991, Winter and Koger 2004). For example, commu-
nicators who are known experts, or introduced as
experts on the topic of the message, are more influen-
tial than nonexperts (Cialdini 2001, Oskamp 1991).
Perceived similarity between the communicator and
the receiver of the message also influences persuasion

(Cialdini 2001, Zimbardo and Lieppe 1991). Trust of the
managing agency as a message source appears to be
essential in how information is perceived (Cvetkovich
and Winter 2002, Cvetkovich and Winter 2004, Winter
et al. 1999).

The medium of the message (for example, com-
paring the effectiveness of spoken versus written mes-
sages) also influences its effectiveness. For example,
when comparing mass communication versus personal
communication, researchers have found that face-to-
face, or personal communication, is superior to other
methods of information dissemination (Oskamp 1991).

Aspects of the audience (including their attention
to the message, for example see McCool and Cole
(2000)) also affect the effectiveness of a message.
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Abstract
This paper reviews some key research findings on communication that are applicable to recreation management.
Research on persuasive communication provides a valuable background for understanding the best approaches
to communicating with recreation visitors. The source of a message, medium of a message, aspects of the audi-
ence, and aspects of the message have all been examined in persuasion research and are briefly summarized.
Research regarding sources of information accessed by recreation visitors and general publics, and their trust 
in these sources, is discussed. Once visitors arrive onsite, signs are an important means of communication in
recreation management. Research that examined the wording of messages in signs is reviewed. When address-
ing a diverse public, international signage is sometimes recommended. But studies show comprehension of inter-
national symbols varies among visitors. Innovations that met the communication needs of ethnically and racially
diverse publics are briefly discussed to present alternative means of communicating with recreationists. Finally,
key lessons from these reviewed areas are presented for management application. As the nation’s population
becomes more diverse, successful communication strategies are essential to public land management. 
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Some personality characteristics, such as self-esteem
and intelligence, seem to have a curvilinear relation-
ship with persuasibility. Those with self-esteem that
falls to the lower or higher ends of the population dis-
tribution for this characteristic tend to be less easily
influenced by persuasive messages than those in the
mid-range of the normal curve. Personality characte-
ristics may also influence recall of a message and the
likelihood of yielding to the message (Oskamp 1991).
For example, having high intelligence may greatly
improve the retention and understanding of a mes-
sage, and at the same time, make one less likely to
change one’s behavior (Oskamp 1991). 

Aspects of the message itself (for example, the 
relative effectiveness of fear appeals versus other
types of messages) have been examined. Fear appeals
seem most effective when paired with a specific
behavioral instruction on how to avoid a negative 
consequence (Oskamp 1991). 

The target behavior has also been examined in
persuasion research, with a focus on the persistence
of attitude change and how that influences action
(Oskamp 1991). Finally, messages are most effective
when attitudes are weak or nonexistent about a partic-
ular topic (Oskamp 1991). (For a summary of research
on the use of persuasion in recreational settings to
effect behavior changes see Roggenbuck (1992).)

Communication and Diversity
Communication techniques are linked to issues of 
equity in recreation access for potential and actual
recreation visitors. People of color have reported a
lack of information about recreation opportunities as a
constraint to recreation participation (Crano et al. 2005,
Scott et al. 2004, Tierney et al. 1998). A lack of infor-
mation onsite has also been reported as a constraint in
outdoor recreation participation among ethnic minori-
ties (Winter et al. 2004, Winter and McCollum 2002).

Information Sources Used and Trusted
Information sources that recreationists and potential 
recreationists rely on and trust often differ among 
ethnic and racial groups. In several studies, onsite
recreationists reported family and friends as their 
primary source of information about recreation oppor-
tunities and the recreation setting where they were
contacted (Chavez et al. 1993, Chavez et al. 1994,
Parker and Winter 1998, Simcox and Hodgson 1993).
Hispanics/ Latinos typically rely more on their family
and friends for information than do Whites and other
ethnic/racial groups. A similar reliance on family and
friends as the primary source of information about
recreation opportunities was found in a telephone sur-
vey of residents in the Los Angeles basin (Crano et al.
2005). Again, the proportion of Latinos relying on fam-
ily and friends was higher than for other ethnic/racial
groups. Reliance on other sources showed greater
variation by ethnic/racial group. For example, Blacks
were more likely than other groups to rely on church
as a source of infor-mation. In that same study,
respondents were asked which source of information
they trusted the most. The greatest proportion of
respondents chose the Internet and computers as 
their most trusted source. However, in the Crano et al.
(2005) study, as with primary sources used, some var-
iations in trusted source by ethnic/racial group were
found. The second most-trusted source among all
groups except Whites was family and friends.

Trust in the Internet, found by Crano et al. (2005),
corresponds with a national survey on Internet users
and nonusers that suggests that importance of the
Internet is higher than other forms of media as an
information source (Lebo 2004). Results of that same
survey found that much of the information on govern-
ment web sites was thought to be reliable and accu-
rate (Lebo 2004). A cautionary note should be added
here about the Internet as a primary and trusted
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source of information. Research on access to the
Internet across the United States and within certain
ethnic/racial groups suggests that people of color are
less likely to use the Internet (particularly Hispanics
and Blacks) than Whites (Spooner 2003). Education
and income are also linked to Internet use; those with
less education and lower household incomes are less
likely to use the Internet (Spooner 2003). The bulk of
non-Internet users report that they do not use the
Internet because of a lack of a computer, or lack of a
computer good enough to access the Internet (Lebo
2004). Findings are inconsistent regarding actual lev-
els of use of the Internet and access to the Internet.
Lebo (2004) reported that over three-fourths of
Americans use the Internet, whereas Spooner (2003)
suggested that number is just over half of American
adults (59% males and 54% females used the Internet
in 2001). Only a portion of Internet use is for travel
information purposes; the primary use is related to
email.

Other work has demonstrated the reliance on eth-
nic media within some communities of color (Winter et
al. 2004). When a type of media source is reported as
common among groups, such as newspapers, one
cannot assume that the primary newspaper in an area
is the one most likely to be used by all groups. In other
words, tailoring the outlet to meet the needs of a
diverse audience is advisable.

Signs in Recreation Settings
Even though visitors and potential visitors rely on 
family and friends for information about recreation
opportunities and about specific sites, natural resource
managers rely heavily on signs for onsite communica-
tion. Signs are not necessarily the most preferred
mode of information dissemination among managers,
nor are they always assumed to be the most effective
(Johnson et al. 1994, Roggenbuck et al. 1997, Winter
et al. 1998, Wirsching et al. 2003). However, signs

serve an important function in resource management.
Signs have the potential to make acceptable behaviors
more salient in a setting, which is particularly important
to new site visitors unfamiliar with an area. From a law
enforcement standpoint, signs help assure that visitors
are informed of rules, regulations, safety concerns, and
other matters of import related to management and
visitor safety. 

Research has been conducted on the effective-
ness of signs, including aspects related to visitor
awareness of signs, comprehension of signs, and the
impact of messages in signs on visitor behavior, atti-
tudes, and opinions. Signs that are constructed in
keeping with the findings from research for effective
messaging are more valuable than those that are not.
For example, research suggests that placing too many
messages on trailside bulletin boards may lead visitors
to spend more time at the location, but visitor retention
of those messages is lessened (Cole et al. 1997).

A series of studies was conducted to explore what
might make a sign’s message more likely to have the
desired influence on visitor behavior. Part of the inter-
est was in ascertaining if messages had to be negative
to be effective. After all, is it not far more welcoming 
to post when a site is open for picnicking than when it
is closed? In the first study in this series, messages 
in signs in two states, covering an array of site types,
were classified (Winter et al. 1998). Number of signs,
likelihood of being viewed by visitors and compre-
hended, and type of message were coded. Coding of
messages focused primarily on message framing, from
a normative perspective. Norms (the implicit or explicit
expectations for behavior) can be powerful activators
of behavior because of their potential sanctions such
as through fines or threats of social disapproval. They
can be presented as either rules and regulations
(injunctive) or statements about the actions of others
(descriptive). Descriptive norms, or information about
the actions of other people, help define what is appro-
priate in a setting (Cialdini 2001).
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Both rules/regulations and statements about
actions of others can be presented either positively
(prescriptive) or negatively (proscriptive). A preponder-
ance of negatively worded rules and regulations was
found, particularly in urbanized locations. The second
step in the series was to explore what interpreters
(people who are experts in a specialized form of com-
munication and messaging that can be applied to sig-
nage) would consider as the most effective message
types (Winter et al. 2000). The results of that nation-
wide survey showed that respondents felt positively
worded messages (prescriptive) would be most effec-
tive. Because statements about the actions of others
were not found in very many signs in the first study in
the series, interpreters were only asked to rate state-
ments about rules and regulations. In the final study of
the series, an onsite experiment was conducted at the
Petrified Forest National Park (Cialdini et al., n.d.). The
targeted behavior was theft of petrified wood, which
although infrequent has been sufficient over the life of
the park to have a dramatic impact on the number,
variety, and quality of the Petrified Forest collection. In
this study, it was clear that the most effective message
in reducing theft of petrified wood was the negatively
worded sign (proscriptive-injunctive). It should be
noted that the sign was not rudely stated, as it includ-
ed “please” as well as a short justification for the rule
(“Please don’t go off the established paths and trails, in
order to protect the Sequoias and natural vegetation in
this park”). The most ineffective sign, that is the one
where the incidence of theft was the highest, contained
the proscriptive-descriptive message (“Many past visi-
tors have gone off the established paths and trails,
changing the natural state of the Sequoias and vegeta-
tion in this park”). Researchers suggest this difference
was a reflection of the power of the norm of theft being
so clearly stated.

The series of studies discussed above and many
others reflect the complexity of selecting sign wording

and messages. Part of this complexity rests in trying to
present information to a diverse recreating public that
speaks and reads different languages. The challenge
to resource management has been to gauge which
segments of the population are, or could be coming to
recreation settings, and devise strategies to best com-
municate with them. In areas where visitation is
diverse, the use of international symbols has been
adopted. Ideally, signs containing international symbols
can surpass language barriers and offer a simple rep-
resentation that eases comprehension. However,
research on comprehension of international symbols
suggests that not all symbols are equally effective. A
series of studies found that while most international
symbols presented to recreationists were correctly
understood, others were either only partially, or poorly
understood (Chavez et al. 2004; Chavez et al.
2003a,b). Most troublesome is the finding that the visi-
tors who had the least difficulty comprehending the
symbols tended to be college-educated, White, and
repeat visitors. This finding suggests caution in adopt-
ing international symbols as a means to address a
diverse audience, particularly those new to an area.
Researchers suggest that textual messages may need
to be combined with the symbols to clarify the intended
message. However, if textual messages are presented,
they need to be in languages appropriate to the user
groups most in need of the information. Drawing from
research by Marin (1994), populations that speak a pri-
mary language other than English may be unaware of
the existence of signs and messages in a setting
unless they contain messages in their primary lan-
guage. New symbols developed for an area or unique
purpose may need to be developed in adherence to
International Organization for Standardization (ISO)
methods for standardization. It may also be necessary
to use other methods to communicate essential mes-
sages, such as face-to-face communication, and edu-
cational programs on- and offsite. (Chavez et al. 2004). 
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Innovations that Served a Diverse 
Audience
Although this paper has focused on sources of infor
mation, and particularly on signs and aspects of effec-
tiveness, innovations in communication approaches
that were designed to meet the needs of diverse 
recreationists are also of interest. The innovations
included the Forest Information Van and the Eco-
Teams (Absher and Winter 1997, Absher et al. 1997).
Both programs were developed in response to a docu-
mented gap between Forest Service communication
strategies and the needs and interests of diverse 
visitors, particularly Hispanics and Asians. Areas of 
the forests in southern California were seeing a dra-
matic increase in visitation by Hispanics and Asians.
Resource managers recognized a need to provide
information and education that would address their
unique needs. The Forest Information Van was a trav-
eling display that was moved throughout the Angeles
National Forest to locations that had a high minority
visitation (Absher et al. 1997). Personnel who staffed
the van were Spanish-English bilingual, as were the
colorful displays attached to the van. The van involved
taking the information directly to the sites and present-
ing it in a format that was personable and respectful of
culture. As such, it was an innovative way to improve
communication between the managing agency and 
the recreating public. 

The Eco-Teams was another innovation in commu-
nication (Absher and Winter 1997, Absher et al. 1997).
Eco-Team members were urban youth, hired to come
out to forest settings that tended to see a high level 
of minority visitation. The youth were people of color,
many who were Spanish-English bilingual. Eco-Team
members walked through sites, including along riparian
corridors, and would visit face-to-face with recreation-
ists. Conversations were brief and friendly, and Eco-
Team members would relay bits of information provided
to them at the start of the workday in a daily briefing.

Information was focused on safety, fire regulations,
and other important matters for the site. Team mem-
bers also handed out trash bags to assist with proper
disposal of garbage. Both innovations have disap-
peared from the forest landscape for a variety of rea-
sons, primarily a lack of adequate resources to
continue them.

Conclusions
This paper started out with the idea that communica-
tion about outdoor recreation opportunities on and off-
site is needed to fill the interests and desires of visitors
and potential visitors. Various modes of communica-
tion were discussed. The use of ethnic media by some
groups of color was also noted. Signage onsite that
relays rules and regulations, or seeks behavioral
change, was examined. One series of studies suggests
that signs are most effective when messages state the
prohibited act negatively (but politely). Another set of
studies suggests that international symbols may need
to be constructed through ISO development proce-
dures, paired with textual messages, and possibly
other means of communication. A brief description of
two innovations in communication shows the range 
of possibilities in addressing the need for effective
communication with a racially and ethnically diverse
recreating public.
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