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Interpersonal contexts can be complex because they can involve two or more

people who are interdependent, each of whom is pursuing both individual

and shared goals. Interactions consist of individual and joint behaviors

that evolve dynamically over time. Interactions are likely to affect people’s

attitudes because the interpersonal context gives conversation partners a

great deal of opportunity to intentionally or unintentionally influence each

other. However, despite the importance of attitudes and attitude change in

interpersonal interactions, this topic remains understudied. To shed light on

the importance of this topic. We briefly review the features of interpersonal

contexts and build a case that understanding people’s sense of psychological

safety is key to understanding interpersonal influences on people’s attitudes.

Specifically, feeling psychologically safe can make individuals more open-

minded, increase reflective introspection, and decrease defensive processing.

Psychological safety impacts how individuals think, make sense of their

social world, and process attitude-relevant information. These processes

can result in attitude change, even without any attempt at persuasion. We

review the literature on interpersonal threats, receiving psychological safety,

providing psychological safety, and interpersonal dynamics. We then detail

the shortcomings of current approaches, highlight unanswered questions,

and suggest avenues for future research that can contribute in developing

this field.

KEYWORDS

psychological safety, interpersonal interactions, self presentation, attitude change,
persuasion, attitude strength

Introduction

Carla had a tough day at work. She had a vast number of things to do and could
not get all of them done. Carla feels her manager puts too much pressure on her and is
thinking about quitting her job. After work, she meets her friend Cheryl at their favorite
coffee house and tells her all about it. Cheryl listens to Carla attentively, gives her time
and space to speak her mind, helps clarify the problem, and asks questions that show
understanding. As Carla sips her coffee and tells her story, she recalls another instance
when she was under even more pressure at work but had no problem dealing with it
because she enjoyed her job. As the conversation continues, Carla realizes the main
problem is not her manager but rather her drop in motivation.
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Although people engage in this type of interaction on a
daily basis, interactions are far from straightforward. Individual
participants have their own goals (Carla wants to vent her
frustration, Cheryl wants to support her friend) as well as
shared goals (to develop and maintain their friendship and
enjoy a night out). These interactions are dynamic over time
and involve conversational turn-taking, where each participant
responds to the other’s verbal and non-verbal behaviors and
provides opportunities for mutual influence. The idea that such
interactions can influence both parties is the focus of the present
study. Although many factors can determine the amount and
direction of influence in interpersonal interactions, this review
centers on one construct we suggest is central to understanding
influence in an interpersonal context: psychological safety.
Below, we explore the role of psychological safety from
three perspectives: (a) reducing self-threat and uncertainty, (b)
how and why receiving psychological safety from others can
change the attitudes of an interactant, and (c) how providing
psychological safety to others can change the attitudes of the
providers. Then, we discuss attitude change in the context
of interpersonal dynamics, followed by a discussion of the
limitations and unanswered questions in this research area, and
provide suggestions for future research.

In the empirical literature, the dominant approach to
studying attitude change is to present participants with
a persuasive message such as an ostensible advertisement,
newspaper editorial, or political speech, and then measure their
responses to this stimulus (Maio et al., 2018). By manipulating or
measuring aspects of the recipients’ preexisting beliefs, attitudes,
or mindsets (e.g., initial attitude, expectations, mood), aspects
of the source (e.g., expertise or attractiveness), aspects of the
message itself (e.g., strength of the arguments or types of
arguments used), and various combinations of the above, much
has been learned about processes underlying attitude change.
This approach has led to contemporary models of persuasion
such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM; Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986) and the Heuristic-Systematic Model (Chaiken
et al., 1989) that have decades of empirical support. Despite the
many strengths of the dominant approach, it largely ignores an
essential context for persuasion: interpersonal interactions.

Interpersonal interactions present a novel context for studies
on attitude change. The dynamic nature of interactions means
that any of the parties to the interaction can be the source
or the recipient of a message at any given time. In addition,
rather than only internally processing a fixed message, in
an interpersonal context, recipients can overtly express their
agreement or disagreement directly to the source, counterargue
specific points, ask questions of the source, or any of a range of
other verbal or non-verbal responses (e.g., nodding, changing
the topic, looking at their phone, etc.). Recipient responses
can then affect the source, resulting in a change in behavior,
including persuasive strategies, or their own attitudes. A full
review of all of these factors is beyond the scope of this

paper. Instead, we focus on psychological threat and safety in
interpersonal interactions.

A psychological threat involves the perception that some
aspect of the self (e.g., one’s freedom, inclusion, health, or
importantly held views) is in jeopardy. Threats can take
many forms in interpersonal interactions. These can include
the possibility that one’s inclusion is in jeopardy, which can
come from very clear cues of rejection or ostracism, or from
uncertainty or ambiguity about one’s inclusion in the interaction
(e.g., prior to an interaction with a new person, one’s potential
for inclusion is unknown; Han et al., 2015). Threats can
also come from information conveyed in an interaction that
negatively implicates oneself (e.g., messages indicating that
one’s existing behavior is unhealthy; Sherman et al., 2000)
or directly attacking one’s views or autonomy, e.g., when an
interaction partner explicitly tries to persuade, this threatens
the attitude under attack as well as one’s freedom to hold it
(Rosenberg and Siegel, 2021). Threats like these can undermine
psychological safety.

Psychological safety is often defined as the perception that
it is safe to voice one’s opinion and take interpersonal risks
without fear that such risks will backfire (Edmondson and Lei,
2014). In a psychologically safe environment, people feel they
will not be rejected for being authentic and expressing their
thoughts. This type of atmosphere involves the parties’ positive
intentions toward one another and engaging in constructive
disagreements (Edmondson, 1999). However, we conceptualize
safety more broadly to include a sense of acceptance and
inclusion by one’s interaction partners. We build on Carl Rogers’
notion of an atmosphere of safety (Rogers, 1980). According
to Rogers, speakers feel safe expressing themselves authentically
without fear of being judged by their listeners in an atmosphere
of safety. There are many ways that interactions with others
can undermine psychological safety, for example when people
want specific outcomes such as getting others to accept their
proposal. The dependence of these outcomes on the interaction
partner(s) means that these outcomes will be contingent on the
other person and thus are uncertain. However, when a person’s
interaction partner tries to force them to change their attitude,
the persuasion attempt may threaten their sense of freedom
and autonomy (Brehm and Brehm, 1981). These uncertainties
or threats undermine the person’s psychological safety, leading
them to experience a state of anxiety. The potential threat people
experience in these interactions can lead to a range of self-
presentational attempts and defensive responses (Kunda, 1990).

Although threat and psychological safety are related in many
cases, we do not perceive them as two ends of a continuum.
As noted above, threats in an interpersonal context can take
many forms, including threats to inclusion, threats to autonomy,
and threats to one’s attitudes or beliefs. We view psychological
safety as promoting inclusion and acceptance, and a person’s
inherent value. In other words, a person may be in an interaction
that is psychologically safe but which may still threaten an
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attitude or a belief held by that person. Furthermore, the
absence of a threat in the interaction does not necessarily
mean the presence of psychological safety, such as when a
person is not at risk of being rejected but is also not fully
included or accepted in an interaction. Put differently, a threat
can co-occur with psychological safety. In an atmosphere of
safety, tough conversations can take place, including ones that
challenge important views, thus often eliciting feelings of threat.
However, when people experience psychological safety, they feel
understood and accepted and maintain their autonomy, even
when disagreements and conflict are part of the interaction.

This definition of psychological safety intersects with the
desire to feel understood and appreciated during an interaction
(Reis and Gable, 2003), which is different from having one’s
attitude verified (cf. Swann, 1990). Feeling understood promotes
psychological safety (Itzchakov et al., 2022a). Individuals can
feel understood in an interaction even when their attitudes
and values are not verified (Reis et al., 2017). For example,
romantic partners in a happy relationship can have their
attitudes on a topic threatened and challenged while still
maintaining psychological safety during the disagreement
(but see; Tynan, 2005). In addition, feeling understood in a
romantic relationship helps prevent the adverse consequences
of interpersonal conflicts (Gordon and Chen, 2016).

Interaction partners who provide their partners with
psychological safety free them from concerns of rejection and
judgment. This allows for speakers to introspect on their
attitudes in a non-defensive manner, which can lead to a
broader and more complex perspective on the topics under
discussion (Rogers, 1980). Providing psychological safety helps
its recipients by, for example, increasing their vitality (Kark and
Carmeli, 2009) and creativity (Carmeli et al., 2010). Providing
psychological safety does not mean that interactants necessarily
agree with each other, but rather that they acknowledge each
other’s autonomy and inherent value.

How do people communicate psychological safety? A
variety of behaviors has been suggested. A prominent behavior
is high-quality listening. High-quality listening is defined
as being attentive, responsive, and non-judgmental to one’s
interaction partner, demonstrating curiosity and attempting
to understand one’s partner, and validating one’s partner’s
point of, even when expressing disagreement (Kluger and
Itzchakov, 2022). Psychological safety can also be achieved in
a difficult conversation between long-term romantic partners
or close friends when the partner demonstrates unconditional
acceptance (Waldron and Kelley, 2005) or when individuals feel
that their partner is responsive to their needs, desires, and core
values (Reis et al., 2004).

As should be clear from this discussion, psychological safety
and interpersonal threats are related. The more an interaction
partner feels psychologically safe to self-express, the less
interpersonal threat this individual will perceive. Nevertheless,
the two constructs are not simply two ends of one continuum.

Although safety is more likely in the absence of threats and vice-
versa, the absence of threats does not guarantee psychological
safety. Furthermore, as many of the studies reviewed below
demonstrate, a sense of psychological safety can coexist with
conditions that normally elicit threats. This observation is one of
the key reasons for studying psychological safety. For example,
a sense of psychological safety in work teams leads people to
be more likely to be open to colleagues who challenge their
views, which would typically induce a sense of threat (Argyris
and Schon, 1978; Edmondson, 1999).

We organize our review into five sections. The first
section describes how interpersonal interactions can pose
threats, such as by threatening belonging needs or one’s
attitudes, and describes how people respond to these potential
threats. The second section describes how the experience of
psychological safety can influence one’s attitudes in attitude-
relevant conversations; that is, how and why attitudes change
when speakers feel that they can share their message without
being judged or criticized by the recipients. The third section
describes situations where the communicator of a message
provides psychological safety to the recipient. The fourth
section describes studies on interpersonal dynamics with
potential implications for attitude change. Finally, we discuss
the limitations and open questions in the literature and suggest
avenues for future research. Our review is necessarily limited,
but we attempted to be as thorough as possible by searching
key databases (Psychinfo, Web Of Science, and Google Scholar)
with multiple combinations of keywords (e.g., interpersonal
persuasion, interpersonal influence, etc.), in addition to the
research we were already aware of.

Interpersonal threats

Individuals are fundamentally motivated to feel that they
belong in social settings (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Leary
and Gabriel, 2022). This need to belong motivates people to
seek connection, inclusion, and positive regard from others.
Fear of an upcoming interaction can threaten one’s need to
belong, especially when the relationship is not firmly or securely
established. This can have a range of implications for people’s
attitudes. For example, when interacting with a new person,
recruiting attitudes that might help the person “fit in” is one
potential self-presentational strategy since attitudinal similarity
predicts interpersonal liking (Byrne, 1961) even outside of
laboratory settings (Montoya et al., 2008). Consistent with
this strategy, Cialdini et al. (1973) found that when people
anticipated interacting with someone whose opinions differed
from their own, they shifted their opinions toward their
prospective partner’s attitudes. A study by Tetlock et al. (1989)
suggests that this strategy tends to be adopted when one is not
pre-committed to a particular viewpoint and one’s interaction
partner’s attitudes are known.
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The motivation to fit in and have a smooth interaction
can be particularly strong when a member of an advantaged
group interacts with a member of a stigmatized group. Members
of advantaged groups often worry about misbehaving in
interactions with members of disadvantaged groups (Shelton
et al., 2005b), thus increasing the potential psychological threat
of intergroup interactions. Norton et al. (2012) argued that
these concerns might elicit agreeable responses and make it
particularly difficult to decline a request from a member of a
stigmatized group. For example, in study 2, White participants
received a persuasive message from a Black or a White
confederate either in person (where these motives would be
activated) or on video (where they would not be). Participants
were only found to be more persuaded by a Black than a White
confederate in the in-person conditions. Thus, concerns about
having a smooth interaction and avoiding rejection can lead
people to endorse attitudes shared by an interaction partner.

However, shifting one’s attitude to coincide with those
of an interaction partner is not an effective way to “fit
in” when one’s interaction partner’s attitudes are unknown.
Cultivating flexibility may be more beneficial to achieving
acceptance in such situations, because people will be ready
to respond appropriately regardless of their partner’s attitudes.
Consistent with this idea, Tetlock et al. (1989) found that people
engage in a more complex and integrative thought when the
attitudes of a prospective interaction partner are unknown and
there is no preexisting commitment to a particular viewpoint.
Pillaud et al. (2013) provided supportive evidence that people
cultivate ambivalence on controversial issues when pursuing
self-presentational motives. In such contexts, ambivalence
might communicate thoughtfulness and competence (Pillaud
et al., 2018) and give a person flexibility to agree, at least in part,
with aspects of the partner’s attitudes. Thus, these outcomes in
the form of more complex thinking and ambivalence may give a
person greater flexibility to find a way to be included and avoid
possible social rejection.

Concerns about fitting in are not the only potential threat
in interpersonal interactions. In particular, if an interaction
partner disagrees, the disagreement itself might be a threat,
at least if the attitude is personally meaningful. Under
these conditions, defending one’s attitude may have higher
motivational priority than concerns over inclusion. This notion
has been supported in various findings in which participants
responded to disagreements over important or committed
opinions by bolstering their preexisting views and becoming
more extreme (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1976; Tetlock et al., 1989).

It is worth noting that research has examined other strategies
people use to prepare for interactions, which can vary as a
function of their interaction goals. For example, knowing that
they have to share the reasons for consumer preferences in an
interaction might lead a person to rehearse their main points
prior to the conversation (Schlosser and Shavitt, 1999). This
strategy could enable the interaction to proceed more smoothly,

but the situational activation of a subset of attitude-relevant
knowledge can also shift people’s attitudes (e.g., Schwarz,
2007). Critically, Schlosser and Shavitt (2002) found that
rehearsal can lead to moderation, polarization, or no change in
people’s attitudes depending on evaluative connotations of the
rehearsed information.

Some of the studies discussed in this section raise questions
as to how the desire to fit in actually influences people’s attitudes.
For example, when people shift their attitudes toward those of a
potential interaction partner, the observed change may merely
represent a shift in people’s reports of their attitudes but not
their internally endorsed attitudes. In other cases, such as when
people selectively activate particular aspects of attitude-relevant
knowledge (e.g., by rehearsal), the shifts in attitudes may reflect
actual changes in how people evaluate the target object, at least
at the moment. However, even when people are only using self-
presentational strategies, the roles they play can still become
internalized (Jones et al., 1981). These internalized shifts can
occur through a range of psychological processes(e.g., selective
accessibility, dissonance reduction; Rhodewalt and Agustsdottir,
1986).

Ironically, a threat to an important attitude can actually
promote interpersonal attitude change in some situations, such
as via an influence technique known as paradoxical thinking.
Paradoxical thinking is an attempt to change a person’s attitude
by providing consistent yet amplified and exaggerated messages
to the recipient’s initial point of view. The goal of paradoxical
thinking is to make attitude holders perceive that their initial
attitude is irrational (Hameiri et al., 2014). This appears to be
particularly effective in individuals who already have extreme
views as long as the amplified position is not too extreme
(Hameiri et al., 2018). An important driver of paradoxical
thinking is that recipients feel their identity has been threatened
(Hameiri et al., 2018). Thus, by increasing the self-threat using
extreme questions or statements, conversation partners can
moderate the extent to which their speakers hold extreme
attitudes (Bar-Tal et al., 2021).

As noted, a disagreement on importantly held attitudes
is potentially threatening and may lead people to double
down on their preexisting views. This will generally have
negative implications for interactions (Frimer and Skitka, 2020),
because, as described below, high-quality interactions often
flourish in the presence of curiosity and receptivity to another
person’s point of view.

Receiving psychological safety

Interaction partners can receive feedback conveying
psychological safety from their partners in various ways in
interpersonal interactions. For example, when listeners are
verbally or non-verbally engaged, ask questions, and attempt to
understand the speakers’ views, perspectives, and experiences,
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the speakers feel psychologically safe to share their experiences
authentically (e.g., Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2018; Weinstein
et al., 2022). This psychological safety can, in turn, reduce
anxiety and defensiveness and promote open-mindedness,
self-reflection, and humility. In discussing one’s attitudes, we
should note that a communicator could receive psychological
safety from their audience or provide it to them. We discuss
both situations below, beginning with situations where the
audience provides a speaker with psychological safety.

As the message source

The most extensive research on audience provision of
a signal of psychological safety is the research by the first
author and his colleagues on high-quality listening (Castro
et al., 2016; Itzchakov et al., 2016, 2018a, 2020). High-quality
listening occurs when an interaction partner shows engagement
and genuine interest in the speaker’s perspective and attempts
to understand it (Kluger and Itzchakov, 2022). In a typical
experimental paradigm, individual participants are asked to
speak about their attitude toward a selected topic while
interacting with another person (e.g., a confederate or another
participant) whose non-verbal and verbal behaviors vary in
terms of the quality of listening provided (e.g., average or
moderate-quality listening vs. high-quality listening). Although
these studies are generally conducted in person, sometimes as
part of formal listening training, comparable effects have been
obtained with written scenarios and video chat paradigms (e.g.,
Berkovich and Eyal, 2018). Note that high-quality listening
does not mean that speakers perceive that their listeners agree
with their attitudes. Rather, they should feel that they are
free to express themselves without being judged or evaluated.
Furthermore, listeners, through verbal (e.g., question-asking,
reflection) and non-verbal behaviors (e.g., posture, eye contact),
help speakers gain more self-insight and can often foster greater
complexity in their attitudes.

The findings show that speakers who feel they have received
high-quality listening (vs. more typical or even distracted
listening) are less defensive (Itzchakov et al., 2017), feel less
self-presentational concerns (Itzchakov et al., 2018a), believe
they have gained more insights into their attitudes (Itzchakov
et al., 2020), and feel a higher sense of relatedness toward their
listeners (Weinstein et al., 2021). The implications for speakers’
attitudes are interesting. High-quality listening leads speakers
to think more deeply and self-reflectively about their attitudes,
resulting in changes in how they think about the topic. Speakers
who feel they have received high-quality listening reflect on both
sides of an issue report higher objective ambivalence (seeing the
issues as having both positive and negative components) and less
extreme attitudes (Itzchakov et al., 2017).

The presence of objective ambivalence typically
leads people to feel ambivalent (subjective ambivalence;

Priester and Petty, 1996), but the sense of acceptance by
the listeners in these studies was shown to actually lead to
a decrease in subjective ambivalence and a decoupling of
the typical relationship between objective and subjective
experiences of conflict (i.e., people did not necessarily feel
conflicted when they hold opposing evaluations). Furthermore,
the additional reflection on their attitudes may lead speakers
who are listened to well to have a clearer sense of what their
attitudes are (Itzchakov et al., 2018a). Attitude clarity is one
form of attitude certainty (Petrocelli et al., 2007), one of the
best-studied predictors of “attitude strength” (see Luttrell and
Sawicki, 2020). Attitude clarity increases the strength of an
attitude (Petrocelli et al., 2007) and people’s willingness to share
their attitudes with others, but, unlike forms of certainty in
which a people think that their viewpoint is the correct one, not
attempts to persuade others or forcefully promote their attitudes
(Rios et al., 2014). Thus, higher levels of attitude clarity, which
can emerge when people receive high-quality listening, may
increase the utility of an attitude for the attitude holder without
leading to potential negative social consequences of some
strongly held attitudes.

In the above cases, people did not change the valence
of their attitudes, even though the structural properties or
metacognitive perceptions of them changed in response to
receiving high-quality listening. Prejudice is a prime example
of an attitude that listening can change. People’s prejudices
often reflect defensiveness (Stone et al., 2011) and entrenched
views that people are unwilling to reconsider. A sense
of psychological safety when talking about one’s outgroup
attitudes may lead people to let down these defenses and
reconsider their evaluations. In a series of studies, receiving
high-quality listening when talking about one’s negative
outgroup evaluations lead to a moderation of these evaluations
(Itzchakov et al., 2020).

Relatedly, Voelkel et al. (2021) tested the role of political
inclusion in prejudice reduction during conversations. Inclusion
refers to the extent to which speakers feel free to voice their
opinions, and is associated with psychological safety (e.g., Sherf
et al., 2021). Speakers who felt a sense of inclusion from listeners
who belonged to an outgroup reported lower prejudice toward
the outgroup than speakers under control conditions (Voelkel
et al., 2021). These effects were found using an imagined
conversation and computer–mediated interactions. Although it
is difficult to generalize beyond the specific groups examined in
this study, this finding is consistent with the idea that receiving
psychological safety from a member of an outgroup can shift a
person’s attitudes toward that outgroup in general.

Attitude change can also be fostered in the presence of
perceived responsiveness. Perceived responsiveness emerges
when individuals feel that others are respectful, encouraging,
and supportive (Reis, 2012). Reis et al. (2018) found that when
individuals feel that others are responsive toward them, they
exhibit less ego-defensiveness and higher levels of intellectual
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humility and can recognize that their beliefs might be wrong
(Leary et al., 2017). Moreover, perceived responsiveness was
shown to increase objective attitude ambivalence and intentions
to act in an open-minded manner (Itzchakov and Reis, 2021).
Although perceived responsiveness and listening are forms
of social support that share several similarities, they are not
isomorphic. For example, listening requires a conversation,
whereas perceived responsiveness can be conveyed without
a conversation, such as through giving a present or a hug
(Itzchakov et al., 2022a).

Psychotherapy research has also examined the importance
of psychological safety during conversations in attitude change.
Specifically, motivational interviewing is often deployed to help
clients explore their minds and attitudes. During a motivational
interview, the listener, usually a licensed psychologist, a social
worker, or other professional, focuses on understanding the
client’s point of view by reflective listening that brings up
the client’s concerns (Miller and Rose, 2009), which helps
make clients aware of their ambivalence (Miller and Rose,
2015). The safe atmosphere that the listener provides during
motivational interviewing enables clients to explore their
ambivalence with less resistance, making attitude change
possible. For example, a meta-analysis found a moderate effect
of motivational interviews on adolescents’ attitudes toward
using drugs (d = 0.44, 95% CI = [0.2;0.67]) (Li et al., 2016).

As the message recipient

There are many ways that communicators’ attitudes can be
changed when they are the recipient of psychological safety.
However, the situation can sometimes be more complex when
the communicator provides psychological safety to a message
recipient. A persuasive message itself can be a potential threat
to a recipient, because it can attack a personally important
viewpoint or it can threaten individuals’ sense of autonomy. As
we describe below, message sources that validate their audiences’
attitudinal autonomy are likely to achieve better outcomes,
because this reduces the recipients’ perceptions of threat while
also supporting their psychological safety.

Kalla and Broockman (2020) examined the conditions
under which face-to-face canvassers can effectively produce
attitude change. For example, they examined attitudes and
policy preferences toward transgender people’s rights. Their
intervention was multifaceted, but some features promoted a
sense of understanding and psychological safety between the
canvasser and the participant, such as the non-judgmental
sharing of personal narratives. Their intervention successfully
changed attitudes toward transgender people for at least
3 months post-intervention. Although the multifaceted nature
of their intervention makes it harder to draw firm conclusions
about the conditions for change, the provision of psychological

safety to the audience appears to be one of the key ingredients
for its success.

Studies have also examined interpersonal behaviors that
communicators engage in that can affect the openness and
receptivity of their audience (Minson and Chen, 2021). For
example, communicators who express interest in learning about
their recipients’ viewpoints elicited more open-minded (or less
defensive) responses from their audiences (Chen et al., 2010).
Although not typically enacted in interpersonal paradigms,
evidence indicates that other behaviors by communicators that
signal their own receptivity to their audience’s viewpoint, such
as delivering a two-sided message (Xu and Petty, 2021), can
similarly impact the receptivity of their audience (see Hussein
and Tormala, 2021). Such cues to receptivity by a communicator
may signal to the recipients that their viewpoints are valid
to have and express even if the communicator disagrees with
them. This should support audiences’ autonomy and may
further convey acceptance and psychological safety, because the
recipients of a receptive communicator may feel that they will
not be socially rejected because of their attitudes (see Itzchakov
et al., 2022b).

Receiving psychological safety is also crucial for an
attitude change in group discussions. When individuals lack
psychological safety, they are less likely to express their attitudes
(O’Donovan and McAuliffe, 2020). When individuals feel safe
expressing themselves, discussions encompass a broader range
of attitudes shared, opening an avenue for attitude change.
One form of group discussion that can promote psychological
safety and, hence, attitude change is listening circles (or council;
Zimmerman and Coyle, 2009). A listening circle is structured
to shift a discussion from being unstructured and opinionated
to a receptive process of speaking and listening. In a listening
circle, there is structured turn-taking where those who are not
speaking are instructed to listen in an open-minded and non-
judgmental manner. Listening circles can enable individuals
to resolve their differences by increasing the psychological
safety of group members (Zimmerman and Coyle, 2009). Three
field quasi-experiments compared the effects of listening circle
workshops to alternative workshops. Employees who attended
the listening circle workshop reported less social anxiety (similar
to higher psychological safety), leading to higher objective
attitude ambivalence and lower attitude extremity toward the
work-related attitudes that they discussed in the listening circles
(Itzchakov and Kluger, 2017).

Parallels to self-affirmation

According to Self-Affirmation Theory, individuals become
defensive when faced with information that threatens their
self-views as good and moral people who act according to
social norms (i.e., self-integrity; Sherman and Cohen, 2006).
Individuals restore their self-integrity by promoting values,

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.932413
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-932413 July 26, 2022 Time: 11:15 # 7

Itzchakov and DeMarree 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.932413

beliefs, and roles that are central to their identity (Sherman and
Cohen, 2002). When individuals’ self-integrity is affirmed, they
gain psychological safety (Lepper and Woolverton, 2002).

Self-affirmation is a possible exception to the general lack
of research on psychological safety in persuasion (e.g., Sherman
et al., 2000; Briñol et al., 2007). In self-affirmation research,
an essential aspect of the participants’ self is affirmed (e.g., by
writing about a personally important value), after which they
are presented with an unrelated but potentially threatening
persuasive message (e.g., about health risks). Research generally
finds that self-affirmation reduces defensive responses and
increases attitude change (e.g., Epton et al., 2015). Although self-
affirmation generally occurs outside of an interpersonal context,
it may provide some similar benefits or operate via some
mechanisms that are similar to psychological safety. As with
psychological safety, self-affirmation is hypothesized to bolster
one’s sense of inherent worth (Steele, 1988), reduce defensive
responding (Sherman and Cohen, 2006), and broaden one’s view
on the topic under discussion (Critcher and Dunning, 2015). It
is possible that receiving psychological safety in an interaction
affirms one’s inherent social value.

Perceived consensus

Another interesting variable to consider is the sense
of psychological safety communicated when individuals’
interaction partners agree with them. Agreement on the part
of many people is typically referred to as consensus. Such
agreement validates an individual’s viewpoint and reduces
concerns that their position will be challenged and changed.
Petrocelli et al. (2007) found that when participants were
provided with (bogus) information that the majority of other
participants shared their attitude, they reported higher levels of
attitude correctness. This validation, in turn, can lead people to
engage in more advocacy (Cheatham and Tormala, 2015) but
also attempt to force their attitude on others (Rios et al., 2014).
Prislin et al. (2011) examined shifts in group consensus with
speaker’s viewpoints in an in-person group context and found
that if a group shifted its opinions to align with the speaker’s,
the speaker became more certain.1 This shift toward consensus
also prompted speakers to change their verbal and non-verbal
behaviors in ways perceived to be more persuasive.

According to Prislin et al. (2000), Prislin and Christensen
(2002), shifts in group consensus like those just described have a
range of implications for both group processes and attitudes. For
example, when group members change their attitude from the
initial majority position to a minority position, they experience
decreases in their perceptions of similarity with the group,

1 This specific study did not examine attitude correctness, but based on
previously cited studies, correctness is the most likely form of certainty
that would be affected in these conditions.

lowered expectations for positive conversations, and increased
expectations for negative interactions (Prislin et al., 2000; Prislin
and Christensen, 2002). In other words, a shift away from
consensus seems to threaten people’s belongingness needs. In
contrast, when group members change their attitude from a
minority position to a majority position, their tolerance for
the opposite attitude decreases (Prislin et al., 2000; Prislin
and Christensen, 2002), suggesting that in such situations,
group members are less likely to provide individuals who have
dissenting viewpoints with psychological safety.

However, it is worth considering whether consensus
information actually provides psychological safety. In one sense,
consensus protects people’s attitudes from a threat to self-worth
by providing some external validation for the legitimacy of
their viewpoint. On the other hand, although the focal attitude
and its relationship to the self may be “safe,” an interaction in
which a person’s sense of inclusion is contingent upon having
a particular attitude (shared or unshared with the group) may
not provide psychological safety. This situation might even lead
to more narrow-minded thinking such as self-censorship (Janis,
1972) and rejection of divergent views.

Providing psychological safety

The previous section reviewed studies on the effect of
receiving psychological safety on attitude change. In an
interpersonal context, when one receives psychological safety,
one’s interaction partner (or partners) provides psychological
safety. Providing psychological safety is characterized by
behaviors such as engaging in high-quality listening, showing
empathy, and providing emotional support. An important
construct in this context is perspective-taking, which involves
imagining how another person would feel, which offers the
potential to increase others’ sense of psychological safety
(Cho, 2022).

Perspective-taking

When people take the perspective of others, they have the
potential to provide them with psychological safety. Contrary
to the research on listening and attitudes that has so far
focused on attitudes of the psychological safety receiver (i.e., the
speaker), perspective-taking research often examines attitudes
of the psychological safety provider or of both sides if the study
includes an actual interaction. For example, Bruneau and Saxe
(2012) had Israelis and Palestinians converse with each other.
They found that the attitudes of Israelis toward Palestinians
became less extreme when they engaged in perspective-taking
during the interaction. However, the Palestinians’ attitude
toward the Israelis became less extreme when they received
psychological safety by being listened to. This difference was
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attributed to the power differences between the groups. The
Israelis were considered the high-power group (who may not
consider the perspectives of others). In contrast, the Palestinians
were considered the low-power group (who may not receive
psychological safety from others). Thus, different groups have
different emotional needs depending on their roles in a conflict
(Shnabel et al., 2009), although research has not yet fully
unpacked this issue.

Other studies have manipulated perspective-taking toward
the target without an interaction. For example, Muradova and
Arceneaux (2021) manipulated perspective-taking toward a
person whose attitude was the opposite of the participants’
own attitude. The findings indicated that imagining the
feelings and thoughts of the target facilitated more reflection
and empathic feelings of concern, leading participants
to shift their attitudes toward that individual. However,
instructing people to give psychological safety by taking another
person’s perspective may not necessarily increase accurate
interpersonal understanding. Eyal et al. (2018) found that
participants perceived that engaging in perspective-taking
would increase their interpersonal accuracy. However, they
found that in some conditions, perspective-taking decreased
interpersonal accuracy in various tasks, including consumer
attitudes, while increasing confidence in judgment. Their
study highlights the importance of learning about another
person’s perspective through a conversation rather than
simply relying on preexisting knowledge or stereotypes. They
found that getting another person’s perspective through
conversation increased interpersonal accuracy, whereas
utilizing existing knowledge without a conversation did
not. Although engaging in perspective-taking can provide
psychological safety to another person via increased sense of
mutual understanding, it appears that perspective-taking that
is responsive to an actual interaction partner is more likely to
achieve understanding.

Perspective-taking can also be considered a self-persuasion
technique. Self-persuasion occurs when individuals introspect
on a topic and change their attitudes without input from
external sources (Petty et al., 2003; Maio and Thomas, 2007).
Most studies have found that perspective-taking promotes
attitude change typically by prompting people to become more
positive (or less negative) toward a person (or the person’s
group) whose perspective has been taken (Tuller et al., 2015).
However, Catapano et al. (2019) found that perspective-taking
can backfire when disagreement is involved. Specifically, they
found that individuals were less open to opposing views and
less willing to change their attitudes when they had to put
themselves in the shoes of a person who held an attitude
that conflicted with theirs. Moreover, the backfiring effect of
perspective-taking was amplified when individuals perceived
the target person’s attitude as the opposite of their own but
lessened when they took the perspective of someone who
had similar values.

All the studies described above used instructed perspective-
taking. Although adopting another’s perspective is one path to
understanding them and providing them with psychological
safety, this may not be a natural strategy people engage in,
especially when others are dissimilar to the self. In studies
with instructed perspective-taking, such as in Catapano et al.
(2019), participants who put themselves in another person’s
shoes by generating arguments opposite to their own values
felt cognitive dissonance, which hindered their attitude change.
Thus, people may not naturally take the perspective of someone
too dissimilar from them. Furthermore, the richness of the
input is likely to affect the impact of perspective-taking on
attitude change. Specifically, perspective-taking might be easier
with more complex and interactive stimuli such as through
conversation or using virtual reality, because people can ask
questions to “get” the perspective of others and thus understand
them more (Herrera, 2020). On the other hand, minimal static
stimuli may not allow for the rich perspective-taking that would
promote attitude change more strongly.

Interpersonal dynamics

Most of the studies discussed so far have focused on
the effects of giving or receiving psychological safety on one
side of an interaction. They often implement experimental
paradigms to standardize the other half of the interaction to
be consistent across conditions. This is a considerable strength
from an experimental design standpoint, because it allows for
much stronger statements about cause-and-effect relationships.
However, the tradeoff is that this standardization limits the
natural dynamics that can emerge in real-life interactions.
Although not all of these dynamics have been studied in
the context of attitudes and attitude change, the findings are
strongly suggestive of the need to understand these dynamics
if researchers want to understand how interactions affect
people’s attitudes.

One key dynamic of real social interactions is reliance on
reciprocity. There are strong social norms toward reciprocity in
general (Gouldner, 1960). For example, when people are listened
to well in dyadic conversations, they reciprocate by listening
back to their conversation partner (Kluger et al., 2021). When
the behavior that is reciprocated promotes psychological safety
(e.g., asking questions to achieve a deeper understanding), the
outcomes are very different from when the behavior that is
reciprocated increases perceptions of threat (e.g., stating that
one’s partner is “wrong”).

Reciprocity

Reciprocity plays a significant role in interpersonal
persuasion. Cialdini et al. (1992) found that when individuals
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acknowledge that their partner persuaded them, they end up
being more likely to persuade their partner. Cialdini et al.
(1992) argued that this could be at least partially attributed
to the fact that the partner was reciprocating openness to
influence. However, if initial resistance is acknowledged,
partners reciprocate with resistance of their own.

One key aspect of reciprocity during conversations is
question-asking. Suppose Kim asks Annie a question that shows
interest in what Annie has said. In this case, Annie is likely
to reciprocate by listening well to Kim and asking her good
questions in return because question-asking expresses interest
in others (Cojuharenco and Karelaia, 2020). This process
can increase openness to attitude change. Chen et al. (2010)
found that when individuals engaged in an online conversation
that involved a disagreement, asking an elaboration question
increased the favorability of people they converse with toward
them and their willingness to engage in future conversations
with them. The people they converse with also reciprocated
by acting more receptive. Relatedly, when individuals used
receptive language, they received less aggressive responses and
prevented attitudinal conflicts from escalating (Yeomans et al.,
2020). Yeomans et al. (2020) also found that the messages
of communicators who exhibit receptiveness (i.e., provide
psychological safety) were perceived as more persuasive. Finally,
in speed-dating, individuals who asked their partners more
questions were perceived with a more favorable attitude, and
their interest was reciprocated by getting invited on more dates
(Huang et al., 2017).

Identity threat

When members of different ethnic groups interact, the self-
identity of the socially disadvantaged group is often threatened
because of concerns of being wrongly judged in a stereotyped
manner (Shelton et al., 2006). When disadvantaged group
members are concerned about being the target of prejudice
from their interaction partners, they lose psychological safety,
resulting in negative experiences (Shelton et al., 2005a). As
a result of this threat, members of disadvantaged groups
who interact with outgroup members who possess prejudiced
attitudes experience impaired cognitive functioning (Murphy
et al., 2012). Interestingly, societally advantaged group members
often have concerns about being perceived as prejudiced, and
as a result, their efforts to control the potential expression of
prejudice can lead them to also feel cognitively and emotionally
exhausted from the interaction (Richeson and Shelton, 2007).
Furthermore, conditions for experiencing threats that might
undermine safety appear to differ, at least for Black and White
interactants in an American context (Trawalter and Richeson,
2008). The implications of these dynamics for an attitude change
in interracial interactions have not been examined. However,
the cognitive cost of these interactions could have a number of

implications. For example, depleted individuals may not have
resources to provide psychological safety to their partners, may
be less able to resist persuasive messages (Wheeler et al., 2007;
Burkley, 2008; Itzchakov et al., 2018b), and less able to generate
messages of their own.

Thus, overall, understanding psychological safety in
interpersonal interactions must consider the dynamics of
interactions. Reciprocity norms and prejudice concerns that
unfold over the course of an interaction constitute a subset
of factors that can alter the trajectory of an interaction.
Understanding these dynamics is needed to better grasp the
implications for people’s attitudes in interpersonal contexts.

General discussion

In this study, we reviewed attitude change from an
interpersonal perspective and focused on the role of
psychological safety in interactions. We noted that interpersonal
interactions could pose a variety of psychological threats, which
can lead people to behave inauthentically or defensively to deal
with the threats. We then described how receiving psychological
safety can reduce the threats and discussed implications for
attitudes and attitude change. We reviewed the evidence on
attitude change when individuals provide psychological safety.
Finally, we reviewed the research on interpersonal dynamics
such as reciprocity that can affect attitude change.

This review makes four contributions to the literature on
attitude. First, it highlighted the importance of interpersonal
processes and dynamics in attitude change that have been
relatively neglected in traditional research on attitudes. Second,
it highlighted ways in which attitudes can be changed in the
absence of persuasive attempts, such as merely by adopting
another person’s perspective or having another person provide
psychological safety. Third, it posited psychological safety as a
key unifying factor in many forms of influence in interpersonal
contexts and highlights the crucial role psychological safety can
play in promoting attitude change in interpersonal dynamics.
Finally, it proposed several key consequences of psychological
safety, including reduction in defensive processes and increase
in self-reflection, intellectual humility, and openness, which may
enable psychological safety to exert its effects on attitudes in
interpersonal contexts.

Although we reviewed a wide range of studies and unified
them under the umbrella of psychological safety, we believe that
psychological safety as a construct has largely been overlooked
in research on interpersonal persuasion. Seminal theories
have suggested that when individuals feel psychologically
safe, they become more open-minded, leading to possible
attitudinal change (Rogers, 1980; Brehm and Brehm, 1981;
Miller, 1983). In contrast, when psychological safety is lacking
(especially if there is a threat), individuals tend to become
more defensive, which reduces the likelihood that attitudes will
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change (Heller et al., 1973; Brehm and Brehm, 1981). A great
deal of research has focused on psychological threats, but we
hope this review will stimulate research to better understand
psychological safety, particularly because it appears to attenuate
or, at times, reverse many of the previously documented
effects of threat.

Several topics were intentionally not reviewed in this
study. These include compliance and conformity (Cialdini and
Goldstein, 2004), behavioral mimicry (Mazar et al., 2022),
distraction during persuasion (Petty et al., 1976), attitudes
toward interaction partners or the groups they represent (Paluck
et al., 2019), narrative persuasion (Green and Brock, 2002),
and word-of-mouth persuasion (Herr et al., 1991). Although
potentially relevant to interpersonal communication and
attitude change, these topics were excluded because they do not
generally involve receiving or providing psychological safety.

We believe that our study contributes to the literature on
attitude and persuasion by positing psychological safety as a
core organizational concept to understand how a range of
interpersonal contexts may influence people’s attitudes. This
review helps integrate otherwise disparate effects and processes
that influence attitudes in interpersonal contexts. Importantly, it
also sheds light on important unanswered questions that could
guide future research.

Unanswered questions and future
directions

The vast majority of studies reviewed here focused on
one side of interpersonal interaction (e.g., the individual who
receives psychological safety or the individual who provides
it). As noted above, paradigms that attempt to systematize one
side of an interaction have huge benefits for causal inferences
about the effects of psychological safety. These studies are
also well-explained by existing theories of persuasion, such as
the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986),
which could account for many of the results reviewed by
positing that one key role that psychological safety can play is
by leading to an increase in the extent of (unbiased) elaboration.
Although some studies have examined the reciprocity of
psychological safety-promoting behaviors (Lakey et al., 2010),
examining attitude change in all the interactants is largely
unexplored, particularly through the lens of psychological
safety. For example, when a speaker receives psychological safety
from a listener and consequently becomes less prejudiced or less
extreme, do similar effects occur for the listener?

Given that social support constructs are usually reciprocated
within the dyad (e.g., Malloy et al., 2021), listeners who observe
speakers becoming more open-minded may also challenge their
preexisting attitudes. Such effects may depend on the initial
(in)congruence between the dyad members’ initial attitudes.
Alternatively, because providing psychological safety is an

effortful process that directs attention away from the self,
providers of safety may not change their attitude at all because
they do not have the cognitive and emotional capacities to
introspect about it. If listeners do change their attitude, it
might be because depletion or distraction opened them up
to persuasion (e.g., Wheeler et al., 2007) but via different,
lower elaboration processes than the changes facilitated by
psychological safety.

In addition, although most of the research studies reviewed
in this study deal with psychological safety in interpersonal
interactions, threats to belongingness needs are also relevant.
They have not been studied extensively in the context of
attitudes and attitude change. As reviewed above, most attitude
research studies related to interpersonal threats (e.g., belonging
or one’s attitudes) have examined potential threats in anticipated
interactions. Less is known about how threats in ongoing
interactions (e.g., non-verbal cues of rejection or disapproval,
verbal expressions of disagreement with important attitudes)
can influence psychological and interpersonal processes and,
hence, attitudes. It seems likely that just as safety can decrease
defensive responding, such threats may also increase it.
However, if there is a threat to inclusion or belongingness, are
there ways in which people’s attempts to restore belongingness
might differ from what would be predicted from the mere
absence of safety? Almost certainly, the effects of such threats
would depend on a host of other factors such as sense of
psychological safety prior to the threat-inducing event and
congeniality of the interactants’ attitudes. For example, when
preexisting psychological safety exists in an interaction, a
potential threat might be challenged or explicitly acknowledged
(“I can tell from your facial expression that you disagree,
why is that?”), whereas the same potential threat could lead
to further disengagement and self-censorship in the absence
of initial safety.

The effects of attitude change on interaction dynamics
themselves have also received scant attention in the literature
on attitudes. Prislin’s studies on influence in a group is a notable
exception. For example, when speakers find that the attitudes
of a group have shifted from initially opposed to being more
congruent with their own views, the speakers’ confidence and
comfort in the group increases (Prislin et al., 2011). Other
studies have examined shifts in group consensus and found a
host of effects on variables such as group identification and
openness to dissent (Prislin et al., 2018). However, a small
number of studies have examined how one person’s attitude
change in a dyadic interaction affects aspects of the specific
interaction and the relationship. As with group interactions, the
effects of such shifts are likely to depend on the extent to which
the new attitude is congruent with the interaction partners.

An additional open question is related to the stability
of attitude change. The studies we reviewed primarily
examined a single time point. Although this is a common
practice in social psychological research, it is unclear
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whether and how long interpersonal attitude change can
hold. Kalla and Broockman (2020) suggested that direct,
non-judgmental interpersonal influence can be persistent. They
obtained a lasting albeit small effect size of d = 0.08. Although
this effect was small, it may not be atypical of “real world”
(i.e., non-laboratory) attitude change, e.g., it is larger than
the average effect of political campaign ads (Coppock et al.,
2020). An exciting avenue to consider would be to compare
this form of influence with impersonal persuasion. Because
psychological safety leads to greater reflection on people’s
attitudes, the increased thought might also increase attitude
strength, as is characteristic of high elaboration conditions
(Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).

Although intergroup relationships were beyond the scope
of this review, it would be interesting to test psychological
safety in these contexts. Numerous studies examined aspects
of psychological safety in intergroup interactions to understand
the experiences of interactants and identify conditions that
promote a sense of safety in intergroup interactions (e.g.,
Milless et al., 2022). However, less research have examined
whether and how these conditions extend to social influence.
Although we would generally predict that psychological safety
would reduce defensive responses and increase self-reflection,
open-mindedness, and intellectual humility, we recognize that
obstacles to achieving psychological safety are likely to be
greater in intergroup than in same-group interactions. These
barriers may vary depending on the specific historical or cultural
context of the groups’ experiences in a given society and
whether the topic is related to that context (e.g., a conversation
about the merits of affirmative action policies). Furthermore,
majority and minority group members may experience threats
in different situations (Trawalter and Richeson, 2008) and may
reciprocate each other’s experiences of threat and anxiety (West
et al., 2009), which again underscores the need to understand
interpersonal dynamics.

One key barrier to examining interpersonal dynamics is
the methodological tools to do so. To adequately examine
these dynamics, a host of variables should be considered,
including overt behavior (e.g., question asking), momentary
attitudes, and psychological experiences such as perceptions
related to safety, threat, and receptivity (for a discussion of
some possibilities with respect to receptivity, refer to Minson
and Chen, 2021). One major challenge to collecting real-time
data, and subjective perceptions in particular, is conducting such
studies without disrupting the flow of the conversation. Beyond
the dynamics of the dyadic interaction, researchers also need
to take broader dynamics and networks that may be relevant
to understanding people’s attitudes and their interaction goals
and expectations into account (Smith and Semin, 2004). For
example, a discussion among members of opposing political
parties, even if marked by psychological safety, is difficult to
understand without understanding the political identities and
dynamics that shaped their initial attitudes and will do so again
once the interaction has ended.

This review suggests that both psychological safety, which
promotes open-mindedness, and self-threat, which reduces
open-mindedness, can create attitude change under some
(although not the same) conditions. Hence, future research
should examine the moderators that account for the attitudinal
effects of these two different intrapersonal processes. The
properties of people’s attitudes might be one potential set
of moderators. For example, the attitudes of speakers who
had one-sided initial attitudes were less likely to change
than those who initially had two-sided attitudes in response
to high-quality listening (Itzchakov et al., 2017; Study 4).
On the other hand, paradoxical thinking, which operates
by increasing self-threat for its recipients, has mostly been
studied in the case of strong attitudes such as political
attitudes. The findings suggest that the intervention is more
effective for people with extreme (i.e. one-sided) attitudes
(Hameiri et al., 2018). Thus, initial evidence suggests that
at least some interpersonal influence techniques depend on
the properties of people’s initial attitudes. However, very
little research on this topic has been conducted, and only a
small subset of potentially relevant attitudinal properties has
been investigated.

Another intriguing issue is how interpersonal context affects
the creation and reception of a persuasive message. For example,
how does a sense of psychological safety change the messages
produced? Given that psychological safety seems to increase
open-mindedness and intellectual humility, are people less
likely to adopt forceful language in their messages and more
likely to use hedges? How might people’s interaction goals
(e.g., to persuade vs. to form a relationship) affect message
generation, and how might differences in messages affect
perceptions of psychological safety? In addition, do people’s
lay theories of influence in interactions map onto reality?
Certainly, anecdotal evidence suggests that people often adopt
approaches that threaten psychological safety, such as forceful,
persuasion-oriented approaches to topics they care greatly about
(e.g., merits of vaccination). Such approaches lead to conflict
and attitude entrenchment rather than intended change. Does
shifting people’s goals or mindsets for interactions change the
interpersonal dynamics as well as the outcomes for people’s
attitudes?

Finally almost all research on interpersonal influence
has been done in western cultures, where independent self-
construals (Markus and Kitayama, 2010) and loose social norms
predominate (Gelfand et al., 2006), and in which individual
attitudes are of high importance. Little is known about how
well the principles observed in western cultures would extend to
more collectivistic cultures or cultures with stricter social norms.
Examining a wider range of cultural contexts is critical for
understanding interpersonal social influence, because culture
shapes the expectations, norms, and scripts of interactions
(Kirkman et al., 2016). People from different cultures may
respond differently to the same behaviors in an interaction
because of the culture-specific meaning of those behaviors.
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Culture may also shape the meaning and importance of people’s
individual attitudes relative to information from the immediate
social context, thus shifting the potential constructs of interest
when exploring the effects of influence in interpersonal contexts
(Riemer et al., 2014). Future research should begin to investigate
influence in interpersonal contexts across cultures by examining
whether similar effects are observed in different cultural
contexts and, if so, whether similar psychological mechanisms
are responsible for these effects.

Limitations of current approaches

Many of the studies reviewed here did not include
actual or virtual interactions. Even though some classic
studies involved direct interactions among participants
(e.g., Janis and King, 1954), such paradigms are not
often used in contemporary attitude research. Most
studies analyzing interpersonal processes in persuasion
have used imagined or anticipated interactions. This
is understandable from a practical perspective. Face-
to-face interactions are hard to conduct and require
greater logistical and financial resources. These difficulties
often run counter to contemporary demands for greater
statistical power (for a discussion, refer to Finkel et al.,
2015).

Nevertheless, the major problem is that virtual and
imagined interactions lack ecological validity and limit
or eliminate interpersonal dynamics. Critically, people’s
expectations, attitudes, and predictions about how they
will behave do not always align with their actual behavior
(Webb and Sheeran, 2006; Kawakami et al., 2009), making
it difficult to generalize from imagined interactions to
real ones. One study that explicitly examined differences
between real interactions and video presentation of the
same information found meaningful differences (Norton
et al., 2012). However, despite the challenges of conducting
research involving real interactions, we believe that the
potential importance of the knowledge to be gained
– both in terms of our fundamental understanding of
psychological and interpersonal processes and society
more broadly – makes engaging in this research a
worthwhile endeavor.

Conclusion

This review sheds light on psychological safety as an
important ingredient of interpersonal attitude change. Receiving
or providing psychological safety can lead to a variety of

psychological processes that can influence attitude change,
which often leads to moderation of people’s opinions.
The findings suggest that psychological safety can affect
people’s attitudes even in the absence of an attempt to
persuade. Although there is a great deal of interesting
research studies examining influence in interpersonal contexts,
the literature is incomplete and is limited in a number
of important ways as described above. We hope that
this review will stimulate more research studies on this
important topic.
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