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NOTE 
1. The expression "knowledgc of results" 

(KR), as used in this paper, is more correctly 
referred to as "augmented knowledge of results." 
The pursuit-rotor task inherently provides S with 
considerable knowledge of his performance, smce 
S could directly öllserve visually the contact of 
the stylus with the target as weil as hear the 
c10sure of a relay whenever the stylus made 
eontact with the target. Thus, inforrnmg S of his 
time-on-target only "augmented" this KR. 
Nevertheless, for simplicity of description, the 
E's statement to S of his time-on-target is 
referred to as "KR" for the purpose of this 
paper. 

The reinforcing value of seeret information 1 

ROBERT FRANK WEISS and JOYCE 
JETTINGHOFF WEISS, University of 
Oklahoma, Norman, Okla. 73069 

Information was found to effectively 
reinforce an opinion response, and this 
result could be unambiguously attributed 
to reinforcement rather than to some other 
facilitating effect of information. Secret 
information and freely communicable 
information did not differ in their 
reinforcing effectiveness (N = 90j_ 

A variety of studies indicate that 
information may be used as a reinforcer of 
instrumental responses. Such studies show 
that response strength depends upon 
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informational reinforcement in human 
instrumental conditioning (Iones, 1966), 
verbal discrimination learning (Spence, 
1964), conditioning of attitudes (Weiss, 
1968), perceptual-motor performance 
(Brown, 1949), and even in the secondary 
reinforcement of white rats (Egger & 
MilIer, 1962) or fixed-ratio performance of 
pigeons (Hendry, 1969). 

Brock's (1968) commodity theory of 
the transmission and value of information 
proposes that recipients of information 
value secret information more highly than 
they do information that is freely 
communicable. Brock's research on the 
value of information and the research on 
informational reinforcement may be 
combined to yield the prediction that 

seeret information should 
reinforcer than freely 
i nforma tion, beeause 
information is more va!ued. 

be a stronger 
communicable 

the seeret 

SUBJECTS AND DESIGN 
The Ss were 90 female undergniduates. 

There were two experimental groups and 
three control groups, with 18 Ss in each 
group. Both experimental groups received 
the same information as reinforcement, 
one with secrecy instructions and one 
without. All three control groups made the 
response but were not reinforced. There 
was a no-information control group. Two 
other control groups were included against 
the possibility that the secrecy instructions 
or highly interesting information could 
facilitate performance by some means 
other than reinforcing that performance. In 
these two (one secret, one open) control 
groups, the Ss were exposed to the 
information, but the information was not 
used as a reinforcer. The information 
preceded, rather than followed, the 
instrumental response. Since presentation 
of the information was not contingent 
upon the S's making the instrumental 
response, any information effeets in these 
control groups would not be due to 
reinforcement of the instrumental 
response_ 

REINFORCERS 
A boundary condition of Brock's 

commodity theory states that "when 
prospective recipients are uninterested in 
particular information, commodity 
pro positions are inapplicable [Brock, 1968, 
p. 271] _" It was, therefore, necessary to 
develop an informational reinforcer that 
met this boundary condition 
unambiguously and that could plausibly be 
made seeret. The reinforcer chosen was 
information concerning (favorable) 
personality traits ostensibly measured by a 
psyehological test. Previous experiences 
with Ss, and informal interviews following 
this experiment, indicate that Ss are very 
much interested in receiving information 
about their personalities. 

The information was made secret for the 
secret groups by telling them that the 
information was highly confidential and 
that: (1) disc10sure could ruin future 
research because "if a person reads into the 
analyzer knowing which traits are being 
measured, his preconceived ideas will spoil 
the test"; and (2) only Ss who scored in 
the top 20% on a paper-and-pencil 
"discretion scale" were being trusted with 
the results of their tests. Moreover, all 
secret Ss were required to sign the 
statement, "I hereby swear (affirm) that I 
will maintain in confidence, and will in no 
way disclose any scores or results of this 
research," and this statement was signed in 
witness by the E. This procedure combines 
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several 01' Brock's criteria, inc1uding those 
which state that information will increase in 
value "the greater the restraints set by the 
communicator on further transmission" 
the greater the "amount of accompany~g 
reasons opposing disclosure," and, by dint 
of the discretion sc ale , "as the perceived 
number of co-recipients, relative to the 
total number of potential recipients, 
declines [Brock, 1968, p. 248, 250J." 

TRAINING PROCEDURES 
Ideally, the effects of the secret and 

open informational reinforcers should be 
studied by using them to reinforce some 
simple, well researched motor response, 
known to exem plify conditioning 
principles. However, the necessity of 
meeting the conditions of commodity 
theory by having both clearly interesting 
information and an effective and plausible 
secrecy manipulation had to be the 
paramount consideration. It is difficult to 
imagine wh at interesting secret information 
could plausibly be provided as 
reinforcement for bar pressing, but the 
informational reinforcers described above 
could be plausibly presented in the course 
of an attitude-conditioning experiment. 
Informational reinforcement has been used 
successfully in previous 
attitude-conditioning experiments (e_g., 
Scott, 1957; Weiss, 1968). The experiment 
was represented to the Ss as a study of 
"speech patterns, personality, and decision 
making." Speech patterns and personality 
were ostensibly assessed by instructing S to 
read four short passages into the 
microphone of a very impressive-Iooking 
"electronic speech analyzer." This speech 
analyzer provided the personality scores 
used as reinforcement. One of the passages 
read was a persuasive communication, and 
the response to be learned was the opinion 
stated in the communication. Thus, the 
person first made the opinion response to 
be learned and then received reinforcing 
information about his personality. In order 
to study "conditioning" rather than "habit 
reversal," the persuasive communication 
was directed at a fictitious opinion topic, 
on which 97% of a sampie of similar Ss had 
no initial opinion ("The Bonda fossil was a 
bird"). 

Details of the training procedure 
included the following. The reinforcing 
information on the single training trial was: 
"You score very high on the 
self-confidence dimension. Your score is in 
the 96th percentile ... you are not a 
hysterical person because your hysteria 
score falls in the 10th percentile, meaning 
90% of the people tested scored higher 
than you." In order to minimize suspicion 
over the favorability and extremity of the 
personality scores, the training trial was 
preceded by a dummy trial ending with the 
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information: "You scored in the 75th 
percen tile on pretentiousness; the tendency 
to lmpress others with a false front '" 
your score on the restlessness scale falls in 
the 53rd percentile." All personality scores 
were systematically varied ±2% from S to S 
in order to minimize suspicion in the S 
pool. Secret Ss were reminded of the 
secrecy immediately before the 
information was presented; delay of 
reinforcement was held constant across 
secret vs nonsecret groups by an interval 
timer in the "speech analyzer ," which 
always delivered the scores to th e E 20 sec 
after the reading. 

The contingent vs noncontingent 
presentation of the information was 
arranged in the following manner. A trial 
consisted of reading two passages, of which 
the persuasive communication was the 
second. The Ss were told that each pair of 
passages consisted of one standard passage 
that could be scored now and one new 
passage on which research had just begun 
and therefore could not yet be scored. 
Scores were reported immediately after the 
"standard" passage was read. The 
persuasive communication was represented 
to the reinforced Ss as the standard 
passage, so that they received their 
personality scores immediately after 
reading the persuasive communication. 
Conversely, the first passage was 
represented to the noncontingent
information controls as the standard 
passage, so that they received their scores 
after the first passage and before reading 
the persuasive communication. 

TESTING PROCEDURE 
Following training, a latency measure of 

opinion-response strength was obtained. A 
statement of the opinion (preceded by 
seven buffers) was shown behind a 
transparent mirror-glass screen, and S 
signified his agreement (if he agreed) by 
pressing alever. When an opmlon 
statement appeared, an electric timer 
automatically began to measure latency of 
agreement (to .01 sec), stopping 
automatically when the lever was pressed 
(speed = l/Iatency). The timing equipment 
was located in aseparate control room and 
was not visible or audible to the Ss who 
did not know they were being timed: If an 
S did not respond within 30 sec, his speed 
of agreement was considered to be zero. Ss 
who did not agree did not move the lever. 
The testing procedure was represented to 
the Ss as a decision-making test_ 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The mean agreement speeds of the 

no-information control group (.149) and 
the noncontingent-information controls 
(.188) did not differ significantly (t = .86). 
The personality information did rein force 
the opinion response: The mean speed of 

the two reinforced groups (.261) was 
significantly faster than that of the 
no-information controls (t = 1.99, df= 52, 
P < .03, one lai!) and the 
noneontingen t-informa ti on eontroJs 
(t = 1.66, df= 70, P =: .055, one tail). The 
secret information was not, however, any 
more effective a reinforcer than the freely 
communicable information, with the slight 
nonsignificant difference in the means 
actually being in the opposite direction 
from that predicted (seeret = .255, 
open = .267). The results thus offer no 
support for the writers' 
integration of reinforcement principles 
wüh commodity-theory principles. It is 
important to note that this experiment 
does not test commodity theory itself but, 
rather, a noveJ extension of it; commodity 
theory (Brock, 1968) does not itself treat 
of the reinforcing function of information. 
The superiority of the reinforced groups 
over the controls does, however, offer 
novel support for informational rein
forcement principles and especially for 
the application of these principles to 
opinion-change research. In particular, the 
presence of the noncontingent control 
groups in the experiment permits the 
results to be clearly aUributed to 
reinforcement rather than to some other 
facilitating effect of information. 
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