
Building trust and acceptance

How to build trust so communications are accepted and can achieve behaviour change.

First published 29 November 2023

Practice points

1. Decide how to assess whether the source of the message will be perceived as credible and

legitimate.

2. Decide what message characteristics will be used to make the message relatable, authentic,

factually sound and widely accepted.

3. Consider using positive message framing and priming to reduce defensiveness.

Importance of trust
For communications to be effective in achieving behaviour change the messages must be

accepted. This requires trust.

Acceptance of messaging requires trust in both the source of the message and the message itself.

The audience must believe the information presented in the message and must consider any

request or command to be legitimate and reasonable, given whom it is coming from. Research

evidence points to some useful principles to apply in order to build trust in a message.

(Pornpitakpan, 2004; Giffin, 1967; Albarracin and Shavitt, 2018; Crano and Prislin, 2006; Cialdini,

2016).

The following list is not exhaustive but contains principles that are likely to be helpful in a policing

context.

Features of the message source

Credibility

Messages should be seen as coming from a source that the audience identifies with and respects

as knowledgeable, competent and unbiased (Cialdini, 2016). In some cases, this may be chief

officers or direct supervisors. People who have experienced sexism, or those who have changed
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their beliefs and behaviours, can also be impactful.

The source and the message should be tested together in audience research, because different

sources will be more or less credible depending on the message.

Legitimacy

When messaging contains commands or requests, the source must be seen as having legitimacy.

This may be because they are in a position of authority or by virtue of their personal experiences or

needs.

Features of the message itself

Connection

Messages that resonate with personal experiences or feelings can help to build trust. Personal

stories can be powerful tools for changing perspectives and can help make information more

relatable. However, audiences must also be able to identify with the source (Cohen, Atad and

Mevorach, 2023). For example, personal testimonies should involve people with whom the

audience can identify and say ‘that could be me’.

Authenticity

The delivery of the messaging must come across as authentic and not scripted. This can be

assessed in audience research by directly asking participants to judge how real or contrived the

delivery seems to them (Petraglia, 2009).

Social proof

People are more likely to believe and act on messages they see have been approved by other

people with whom they identify (Cialdini, 2016). Messaging can therefore usefully refer to other

people who take the same view.

Repetition

It has been well established that simply repeating messaging increases how likely it is to be

accepted (Cacioppo and Petty, 1979). Campaigns should therefore use every opportunity to
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present the messaging to audiences, ideally with multiple sources, using the same or similar

wording to enhance the sense of familiarity.

Data and evidence

When making factual claims, it can help to present data and evidence that the audience can

understand and relate to, and that they find convincing (Williams and others, 2023). This can

include providing facts and figures embedded in a simple narrative (Krause and Rucker, 2020).

Addressing defensiveness

It is common for audiences who receive communications they find challenging to become

defensive. This can be a result of cognitive dissonance – an uncomfortable feeling that occurs

when we have beliefs that conflict with each other (Harmon-Jones and Mills, 2019). Audiences

would need to accept this uncomfortable feeling in order to believe the message and act on it.

Instead, audiences may seek to reduce cognitive dissonance by:

denying the truth of the message

downplaying the importance of the message

finding reasons as to why the message does not apply to them

accepting the message but finding a reason why they cannot act on it

It is difficult to counter these reactions through short, persuasive messages, such as posters,

emails and videos. One way to prevent them is to focus on positive features of what one is

requesting and on what can be done in the future. For example, instead of leading with messaging

along the lines of 'sexist jokes are wrong, no excuses', consider something like 'we work together to

make our workplace inclusive and respectful, so there’s no room for sexist jokes'.

Another way to reduce defensiveness is to develop messaging that supports the audience’s sense

of autonomy and choice. Officers and staff who believe they have choice over their actions have

been shown to have lower levels of prejudice (Weinstein and others, 2023).

Positive priming

When presented with uncomfortable information, advice or requests, people are more likely to go

along with it if it is accompanied by positive, affirming statements about them as people (Sherman,
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2013).

Research has shown that when presenting challenging information or asking someone to change

their behaviour, it can help to precede the information or request with some kind of affirmation of

the audience’s positive characteristics – for example, ‘you work hard every day to deliver a

professional service’ (Cohen and Sherman, 2014; Sweeny and Moyer, 2015).

It might also involve encouraging the audience to reflect on their positive core values. There is

some evidence that reflecting on values can increase the impact of anti-sexism messaging (Knasel,

2019) and can help encourage people to become active supporters against sexism (Drury and

Kaiser, 2014).
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