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It is widely believed that a communication,
if inadvertently overheard, iz more likely to
be effective in changing the opinion of the
listener than if it had been deliberately ad-
dressed to him. Intuitively, the advantages
of an overhearing situation for effective in-
fluence seem so obvious that it is accepted as
virtually proven. Berelson (1950), for ex-
ample, gives two reasons for the presumed
extraordinary effectiveness of overheard com-
munications. He states that,

in suck exposure defenses against new ideas are
presumably weaker because preconceptions are not
s0 pervasively present, Finally, there may be other
psvchological advantages centering arcund the
gratification of “overhearing” something “not meant
for you,” a consideration that also weakens the
resistance to “propaganda” (since “it would not be
propaganda if it wasn’t intended for you) (p. 458).

This last parenthetical remark iz amplified
by Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953) as
follows:

Remarks such as those overheard in subways and
other crowded public places would be especially
effective in this respect because under such circum-
stances it is quite apparent that the speaker has no
intention to persuade the bystanders (p. 23).

In short, on an intuitive level, there seem to
be three factors which increase the effective-
ness of overheard persuasive communications.

1. Because of the accidental nature of the
communication the listener is caught, so to
speak, with his defenses down.

2. It is more powerful because the listener is
not supposed to hear it,

3. The speaker cannot possibly be seen as
intending to influence the listener.

Let us see to what exteni there is experi-
mental evidence to support these intuitively
plausible assertions. On the first factor,
namely, lack of defenses when the communi-

1The authors would like to express their ap-
preciation to the Ford Foundation for its support of
this research,
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cation is unanticipated, there are some sup-
porting experimental data. It has been shown
(for example, Allyn & Festinger, 1961;
Ewing, 1942) that if a person expects a com-
munication to disagree with the opinion he
holds, he does erect defenses, tends to reject
the communicator, and is less influenced than
if he hears the same communication without
having been led to expect disagreement, It
should be pointed out, however, that these
studies did not involve accidental communica-
tions. There is no evidence in the }terature
that there would be fewer defenses fo an
accidental communication than to a purpose-
ful one, provided the listener did not expect
disagreement.

On the second factor, the gratification of
hearing something one is not supposed fo
hear, there is no evidence at all. To our
knowledge no studies which bear on this have
been done.

On the third factor, however, there is some
evidence. There are studies in the literature
which have investigated the effectiveness of
communications from biased and unbiased
sources, A biased source may he seen as
having some ulterfor or personal motive for
wanting to influence the listener. Hence, the
difference in effectiveness of communications
irom biased and unbiased sources may he
seen as relevant to the factor of whether or
not the speaker is seen as “intending’ to in-
fluence the listener. The evidence on this
point, however, is ambiguous. Kelman and
Hovland (1953), for example, find that when
a communication is ascribed to a selffishly
motivated communicator there is less in-
fluence. Hovland and Mandell (1952), how-
ever, find no difference in the amount of
opinion change when the communication is
ascribed to a partial or impartial person. This
latter finding is of particular interest since
the lack of difference in effectiveness existed
in spite of the fact that the listeners rated
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the impartial source as having done a better
job and having been more fair and honest.

Clearly, the evidence for the assertion that
overheard communications are especially ef-
fective in changing opinions is less than
adequate. The first of the two studies to be
reported in this paper was designed to pro-
vide some better evidence on this point. In
order to narrow the field of possible inter-
pretations, the study was designed to avoid
entirely any differences which might be due
to direct versus indirect persuasive com-
munications, Thus, two conditions were set
up in the experiment. In both conditions a
subject listened to two persons carrying on
a conversation. The only difference between
the two conditions was that in one the sub-
ject thought that the speakers knew that some
people were listening, while in the other the
subject thought that the speakers were un-
aware that anyone at all was listening. The
exact details of the experiment follow.

ExpPERIMENT T
Procedure

During a lecture in the introductory psychology
course at Stanford University, students were in-
formed that, as part of the course, they were
required to sign up for a 15-minute tour of the
social psvchology laboratory’s ohservation room.
The next day, in one-half of the recitation sections,
arrangements were made with students to tour in
groups of 2-4, Students in the other sections were
told arrangements would be made with them later
in the term—these students were then utilized as
a control group. One hundred subjects actually took
the tour; 84 subjects comprised the control group.

When subjects reported for the tour, the me-
chanics and common uses of the observation room
{a small booth from which one could look into
a larger rvoom through a one-way mirror and
could Iisten through earphones) were explained.
Subjects were told that a common technique for
analyzing group behavior was “blind listening.”
The experimenter explained that they would be
told more about, and given a chance to try, this
technique later. After thesc instructions the experi-
menter took the subjects to the observation room,

As the groups began walking down the corridor
toward the ohservation roam, the experimenter
remarked casually,

Since the large observation room is rarvely in
use for cxperiments, graduate students usually
use it as a lounge, There's almost always somcone
in there,
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One-half of the groups were given instructions to
convince them the graduate students would know
they were listening; the other subjects were Jed
to believe the graduate students would be wnaware
of their presence,

For the Regular condition, subjects were told that,

A couple of graduate students are in there now.
'L tell them we're coming through.

Upon reaching the end of the corridor, the experi-
menter stuck her head into the large room to the
right of the small observation booth, and said to
the two graduate students within,

Hi Some Psych I people are coming through.
Would vou mind just continuing your conversa-
tion so we can try a little blind listening?

For the Overheard condition, the experimenter
said instead,

I think a couple of graduate students are in
there now. If we're quiet, we can probably get
into the observation booth without their hearing
us.

The experimenter then led the subjects quietly past
the large room into the booth, shut the door of the
hooth, and looking through the one-way mirror at
the graduate students, who had not Iooked up, said,

Well, T guess we tade it.

In both conditions, as subjects watched the
graduate students talking, the experimenter described
some of the technigques of blind listening. {Noticing
incomplete sentences, pauses, ctc.) Subjects were
then told to try a little blind listening. Curtains
were drawn over the one-way mirror, and ear-
phones passed out. (Instruction in this “technigue”
had been so sketchy and uninformative that sub-
jects really had nothing to de bul listen casually.)

The “conversation” all subjects heard through the
earphones was actually a taped 6-minute persuasive
communication, On this tape, two speakers discused
the commeon “misconception” that smoking causes
lung cancet. A series of (nonexistent) studies were
described which showed there was no relationship
between smoking and cancer when all confounding
factors were eliminated. In fact, the data were said
te suggest that smoking might even be benelicial
since it released tension.

The degree to which the subjects agreed with
the communication was assessed a week later, A
mimeographed questionnaire purporting to he from
the National Institutes of Health was given to the
100 experimental and the 84 control subjects during
the regular class recitation sections by a second
experimenter. The “medical survey” included four
questions concerning students’ opinions about the
causal relationship between smoking and cancer.

About 10 minutes after this health questionnaire
was caompleted, the first experimenter entered the
classroom and passed out a second questionnaire
asking students to evzluate the tour she had con-
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ducted. These dafa were presumably “to be used in
planning next quarier’s demonstrations.”

Fourtcen of the 100 subjects in the experimental
conditions indicated on this second questionnaire
that they thought the conversation they heard from
the observation booth was a prepared recorded con-
versation, The data from these !4 subjects were
discarded.

Following the collection of data, the true purposes
of the experiment were explained to all subjects.

Results

The answers to the four questions on the
Health Questionnaire which concerned their
opinions about the link between smoking and
lung cancer provided a measure of the relative
extent to which the persons in our various
conditions were influenced by the persuasive
communication they listened to in the guise of
a conversation, Since all the questions yielded
comparable results, we summed the responses
to all four questions to provide one measure
of agreement with the communication. On
each question an answer was given a higher
score the more it agreed with the position
that the link between smoking and lung
cancer was nof proven—the position ad-
vocated by the communication. Table 1 pre-
sents these data for the three conditions.

It is clear from an examination of Table 1
that the conversation between the two
praduate students was an effective persuasive
communication. While the control group (who
did not hear the conversation) shows an
opinion score of 11.4, those in the Regular
condition have a score of 13.6, and those in
the Overheard condition have a score of
14.5. The differences between the Control

TABLE 1

OpivtoNs CONCERNING THE LINK BETWEEN
SuorING AND Lune CANCER

Condition Smokers | Nonsmokers | Total
Students not participat- 11.8 11.2 114
in the demenstration (24)2 (00) (84}
(Controls)
Regular 13.6 13.6 13.6
12) (36) (48)
Overheard 15.3 14.2 14.5
(9 (29) (38}

& Number in parentheses ig the number of cases on which the
cell mean is based.

397

condition and each of the experimental groups
are both highly significant. We are, however,
more concerned with the difference between
the two experimental groups. As seemed
plausible and as most persons would have
expected, the Overheard condiiion produces
more opinion change than the Regular con-
dition. The difference is significant at the
08 level of significance (¢ = 1.76). In other
words, if a person feels that the speaker does
not know that anyone s listening he is in-
fluenced more than if he thinks the speaker
knows someone is listening.

A difference which is of such borderline
significance statistically, however, is not en-
tirely satisfactory. We, hence, attempted to
gain further insight into the data by doing
some further analyses. Because of the content
of the persuasive communication, the first
variable which suggested itself for internal
analysis was, of course, the smoking behavior
of the subjects in the study. It seemed pos-
sible to us that, since smokers might be very
desirous of believing the content of the per-
suasive communication, they might have
changed a great deal, and equally, in both
experimental conditions thus, perhaps, at-
tenuating the difference. The analysis of the
data, however, revealed a very perplexing
finding. Not only was this suggestion not
true, but the opposite was true. Table 1 pre-
sents the data separately for smokers and
nonsmokers for the three conditions.

It is clear in this table that the differential
cffectiveness of the Regular and Overheard
conditions is due almost entirely to the small
group of smokers. FFor the nonsmokers there
is a very small difference between these two
conditions which is not significant. For the
smokers, however, the difference is signifi-
cant at better than the .10 level (£ = 1.88)
even though the number of cases is very
small. It is also clear that the smokers are
not more influenced than are the nonsmokers
in the Regular condition. These means are
almost identical, Tt is only in the Overheard
condition that the smokers, who presumably
would like to believe the content of the com-
munication, are actually more influenced than
the nonsmokers.

In an attempt to understand the reasons
for this surprising finding we looked at the
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data from the second questionnaire where
the subjects were asked how sincere and
honest they thought the speakers had heen.
Perhaps the smokers, for some reason or
other, attributed greater sincerity to the
speakers in the Overheard condition than did
the nonsmokers. The data show, however, that
this cannot account for the obtained result.
Everyone, it turns out, rates the speakers as
more honest and sincere in the Overheard
than in the Regular condition. In the Over-
heard condition the mean ratings are 6.4
and 6.1 for the smokers and nonsmokers,
respectively. The comparable figures for the
Regular condition are 5.6 and 4.8. Thus,
actually, the nonsmokers are the ones with
the bigger differential between the two con-
ditions in the rating of the speakers’ sincerity
but it is the smokers who show a differential
in how influenced they were. None of the
other questions that were asked on this sec-
ond questionnaire revealed any differences
at all in reactions to the two conditions.

The remaining alternative is that the ob-
tained result may be a chance difference. After
all, it seems somewhat implausible that the
Overheard condition should only be more
effective for persons who are behaviorally
involved in the issue. We, consequerntly, car-
ried out a second experiment which was more
adequately controlled and which was spe-
cifically designed to see if this implausible
finding was or was not correct,

ExpErIMENT IT
Procedure

Two groups of persons, wives of college students
living in an on-campus housing development, and
Junior and Senior women students living in dormi-
tories, were used as subjects in the experiment,
Two persuasive communications were employed.
One of them, “Student husbands should spend a
great deal more time at home,” was expected to
be an involving issue primarily for the married
women. The other, “Junior and Senior women
should be allowed to live off campus if they desire,”
was relevant only for the unmarried students living
in dormitories.

Two weeks before the experimental sessions,
prospective subjects were sent letters from the Na-
tional Institutes of Mental Research, informing them
that a natjonwide study of the therapy process was
being conducted, and inviting them to observe and
evaluate a regular therapy session. Final appoint-
ments were made with 41 married women and 40
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single students in follow-up telephone calls. Groups
of one t{o four subjects were scheduled at a time.
One-half of these groups were randomly assigned
lo the Regular condition; the remaining groups wete
placed in the Overheard condition.

After all the women in any group had arrived,
the supposed “purposes” of our study were discussed
at greater Iength. Subjects were told they were to
evaluate two therapists, the patient’s regular thera-
pist and a visiting psychiatrist who was consulting
with the patient’s regular therapist. Subjects were
instructed just to listen casually to the therapy
session in order to give us some very general im-
pressions at the end. It was explained to the sub-
jects that they werg to listen to the sessions from
individual lstening rooms connected to the therapy
room by a one-way speaker. Separate listening
rooms were used “since we wanted independent
judgments” and since they “obviously could not
sit #¢ the therapy room.”

At this point Regular condition subjects were
told,

Of course both the therapists and the patient
know you’ll be listening in today.

Those in the Owverkeard condition were told,

Of course, the therapists don’t know you’re
listening in today.

As they were led to their individual rooms, the
experimenter commented to Regular condition sub-
jects,

Now I'll run downstairs and tell the therapists
you’re here and turn on the main speaker.

Overheard condition subjects were merely told,

You'll be able to hear as soon as I turn on the
main speaker.

Instead of “turning on the main speaker,” the
experimenter actually turned on a tape recorder
which began playing a casual conversation between
the two “therapists,” through the subjects’ speakers.
The experimenter then returned to the subjects’
rooms, identifted the therapists’ voices, and re-
marked to the subjects in the Regular condition,

When I looked in downstairs, Bill [the patient]
hadn’t arrived yet.

Subjects in the Owerheard condition were told,
Bill apparently isn't there yet.

The experimenter then left the subjects alone to
hear the remainder of the tape. The “conversation”
between the two waiting therapists continued for
14 minutes. During his discussion of student prob-
lems, the visiting therapist spent 6 minutes delivering
the first persuasive communication, “Women should
be allowed to live off campus.’ The regular thera-
pist only commented in order to clarify and agree
with the arguments of the visitor. The regular
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TABLE 2
INDEX OF AGREEMENT ON RELuVANT AND IRRELEVANT IssUks FOR Marrien WOMEN AND
SINGLE STUDENES
Married women Single students
Issue
N Mean index score N Mean index score
Involving :
Control subjects 18 g% 18 7 571’I
Regular condition 20 ) _ _ 20 8.851, _ _
Overheard condition 2| 84 }P =L E=018 | 5y | glegp = 028 =245
Noniavolving
Control subjects 18 7.200 18 8.58=
Regular condition 20 8.4 11:: 20 81N
Overheard condition 21 8.75( 20 8.40 ™5

& Hugband issue.
b Dormitory issue.

therapist then began discussing a problem “common
to his patients.” During the next 6 minutes, he
presented the second persuasive communication,
“Hushands should spend more time at home.?”

At the end of this discussion, the patient arrived,
his therapy session began, and for the next 35
minutes both therapists limited their remarks to
“Yes,” “No,” and extremely obvious inierpreta-
tions. At the end of the 50-minute taped ‘“session,”
subjects were asked for their evaluations of the
therapists’ competence—supposedly the focus of our
study. The experimenter then gave them a question-
naire asking for their opinions on several problems
of concern to Stanford students and student-wives.
From a few of the questions in this attitude survey,
an Index of Agreement with each of the com-
munications presented by the therapists was
computed.

Control Group. In order to get some indication of
the attitudes of subjects who did not hear the tape,
the questionnaire was also mailed to 21 married
women and 20 single students selected in the same
way as our experimental subjects. Seventeen mar-
ried women and 17 students returned the com-
pleted forms., Since Conirol subjects answered the
questionnaire at home with unlimited time to com-
plete it, their responses may not be completely com-
parable to those of our experimental groups.

Results

Each subject in the experiment heard two
persuasive communications, one of which was
supposed to be personally involving and the
other not. It is important to assess the extent
to which we were successful in accomplishing
our purpose in the design. On the question-
naire, subjects were asked how intensely they
felt about each of the issues and also how
often they discussed each of them. The results
show that the appropriate conditions were,
indeed, created. The dormitory women report

feeling more intensely about the “off-campus
living” issue than do married women (¢=
3.98) and report having discussed it much
more often (¢ = 8.32), On the “husbands at
home” issue, on the other hand, the married
women feel more intensely than do the dormi-
tory women (although not significantly so)
and report discussing the issue much more
often (2= 8.05).

We may then look at the results to see if
the findings from the first experiment do or
do not hold up. In order to present one
measure, for each issue, of exient of agree-
ment with the persuasive communication, the
answers to the relevant questions on the
questionnaire were summed. In all cases
higher scores were assigned to those responses
which indicated more agreement with the
position advocated in the communication,
Table 2 presents these data.

An examination of the data makes it clear
that we obtained precisely the same kinds of
results in this experiment as were obtained in
the first experiment. When the issue is one
which is immediately involving for the sub-
ject (“husbands at home” for married women
and “living off campus” for dormitory stu-
dents) there are large and significant dif-
ferences in the persuasive effectiveness of the
communication between the Regular and
Overheard conditions. When the issue is not
immediately involving, the differences be-
tween the Regular and Overheard conditions
are negligible and not significant.

For the dormitory issue, the interaction
between listening condition (OQverheard or
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Regular) and degree of subjects’ involve-
ment, was significant at p < .05 {F = 5.44,
df = 1/77). The interaction was not signifi-
cant for the “Husbands at home issue.”

It is worth emphasizing at this poinl that
the design used in this experiment is rather
well controlled. The types of subjects and
content of issues were chosen for the specific
purpose of testing the suggestion from the
first experiment and each subject i3, in a
sense, her own control. The same subjects
who are more affected by the “overheard”
conversation when the issue involves them
actively are not more affected by the “over-
heard” communication when the issue does
not involve them. The consistency of the
resulis we have obtained warrants rather
high confidence in the effect. The degree to
which the results are consistent may be seen
by looking simultaneously at the results of
both experiments, We have presented these
results graphically in Figure 1.

The data in Figure | are plotted, for all
three issues used in the two experiments, in
terms of presumed change of opinion as a
result of hearing the persuasive communica-
tion. In other words, the data are plotted in
terms of differences from the control groups
wio never heard the communication, The
solid lines indicate data from subjects for
whom the particular issue was an actively
involving one. The dashed lines represent the
data when the issue was not involving for
the subjects. The consistency of the data is
so immediately apparent in the figure that it
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hardly needs comnient. We may certainly
conclude that, at least when the position
advocated by the persuasive communication
is one which the involved subjects would like
to accept, overheard communications are more
effective for involved subjects and not par-
ticularly more effective for subjects not di-
rectly involved in the issue,

Discussion

There is clearly a problem involved in ex-
plaining these results. Let us say right now
that we have no explanation to propose in
any ftrue sensc of a theoretical explanation,
There are, however, some specific directions
into which one seems to be forced by the
data, and these are worth discussing,

We will begin this discussion by examining
what our results have to say about the three
“plausible” factors which have heen generally
presumed to make overheard communications
more cffective. Tt will be recalled that we
listed these and discussed them somewhat in
the introduction to this article. We will
examine them in relation to our data in turn.

1. Because of the accidental nature of the
communication the listeners’ defenses are not
prepared. This factor, whether or not it is
relevant to other situations, cannot conceiv-
ably account for our data. After all, we were
not comparing a “direct attempt to influence”
with an “overheard communication.” Neither
of our experimental conditions represented
direct attempts to influence the subject. In
neither case were they prepared for the com-
munication. There is also another interesting
point that should be made about the mean-
ing of the term “defenses,” a term widely
used in discussing resistance to persuasive
communications. If one does a study in which
one attempts to persuade persons of some-
thing which they do not want to believe, it
is intuitively plausible to think of the person
defending himself. But in our study we were
not doing this. Why would a smoker defend
himself against the opinion that smoking is
not harmful; why would a student living in
a dormitory defend herself against the opinion
that, if she wanted to, she should be allowed
to live off campus?

2. Because the listener is not supposed to
hear it, an overheard communication is
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more powerful. This factor, at least as speci-
fled, also cannot account for our results. In
the overheard conditions neither the subjects
who were or who were not involved in the
issue were “supposed to hear the communica-
tion,” Nevertheless, we obtain a difference
favoring the Overheard condition only when
the issue is one which is involving for the
subjects. One might argue that perhaps the
psychological interest aroused by hearing
something one is not intended to hear is
greater if the content is immediately relevant.
This, of course, is possible. But, if this is true,
it would seem equally plausible that psycho-
logical interest would be heightened equally
in the Regular condition if the content is
immediately relevant. Consequently, it is dif-
ficult to see why this factor alone would
make for a differential between our two
conditions,

3. Because the speaker does not know the
listener is there, the speaker cannot he seen
as intending to influence the listener. This
factor 'seems to be the one to which we are
driven in our search for an explanation of
our findings. Tt seems reasonable that if a
speaker is seen as intending to influence one,
then suspicions concerning possible ulterior
motives may serve to nullify the possible ef-
fectiveness of the communication. But how
does this apply to our data? Let us look at
our experimental conditions and examine to
what extent it would be possible, in any of
them, to impute “intention to influence” to
the speaker. First of 2ll, let us dispose of the
overheard conditions., Clearly, since the
speaker does not know anyone is lstening,
it is not conceivable that the listener, knowing
this, could imagine that the speaker intends
to influence him. In the Regular condition,
however, the situation is a little different.
Here the speaker knows that someone is
listening but does not know who. Since the
listener in the Regular condition knows he
has not hbeen personally identified by the
speaker, if the content of the communication
is not personally relevant, it would also seem
quite difficult to imagine that the speaker
was intending to influence him. Ii, however,
the content of the communication in the
Regular condition is of direct personal rele-
vance, then it is possible for the listener to
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feel that the speaker is, indeed, attempting
to influence him and has ulterior motives.

If this is correct, then one comes to the
conclusion that the difference between the
two conditions for those who were involved in
the issue exists because the effectiveness of
the communication in the Reguiar condition
was partially nullified by the possibility of
Imputing ulterior motives to the speaker.
When this possibility is eliminated, as in the
Overheard condition, those involved in the
issue change more in the direction of the
communication. This is, of course, to be ex-
pected since the communication urges them in
a direction they would like to move.

There is, of course, still the interesting
question, to which we have no answer, as to
why, when the involved subjects hear a com-
munication whick advocates a position they
would like to accept, they still tend to impute
ulterior motives to the speaker when this is
at all possible,

Clearly, these are suggestions for explana-
tion and for futher exploration rather than
actual theoretical explanation of the findings.
The results certainly indicate that the ef-
fectiveness of overheard communications is a
more complicated matter than has been gen-
erally assumed. If imputation of ulterior
motives to the speaker only comes into play,
or comes primarily into play, when the con-
tent of the communication is personally in-
volving, this may indeed account for the in-
consistency of previous experimental results
on this topic. And it may also be, of course,
that if the communication urges the listeners
in a direction in which they do not want to
move, quite different results might be
obtained.

SUMMARY

Two experiments were conducted (o assess
the effectiveness of overheard communica-
{ions:

1. When subjects touring an observation
room ‘‘overheard” a persuasive communica-
tion, they changed their attitudes more than
when they were told speakers knew they were
listening. Quite unexpectedly, those subjects
for whom the communication (smoking is
not harmful} was especially relevant and
involving (smokers) accounted almost entirely
for the difference between the two conditions,
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2. A sccond study was done to verify this
hnding. Two groups, married women and
women in dormitories, were each given two
communications, one concerning husbands
and one dormitory living. It was expected
that when the issue was an involving one for
the group, the overheard communication
would be especially effective. When the issue
was not involving, the difference between
the overheard and regular conditions was
expected to be small. The results completely
confirmed those expectations.
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