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The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of presenting
organizational information through implicit and explicit rules on
sales-related target bebaviors in a retail selting. Resulis indicated
that when organizational information was presented in a specific
form, productivity was increased and maintained longer than when
presented in other forms. The data provided by secret shoppers gener-
ally resembled the findings of the data collected in the experiment.
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Worker performance is not only governed by direct contingencies found in
the workplace but is also at least partly under the control of rules (Agnew &
Redmon, 1992; Malott, 1992; Malott, Shimamune, & Malott, 1992; Rachlin,
1992). For instance, Baum (1994) asserted that more effective control over
workers’ behavior can be achieved by contingencies combined with rules,
rather than by contingencies alone. '

A rule is defined as a contingency-specifying stimulus that details the
relation between an antecedent, response, and consequence (Catania,
Shimoff, & Matthews, 1989; Malott, 1992; Schlinger & Blakely, 1987). Rules
may therefore be understood as a verbal description of a three-term (or
four- and five-term) contingency. However, the type of rule and history of
the employee with regard to the type of rule can have a bearing on the
behavior of the employee. Pelaez and Moreno (1998) outlined characteristics
of rules that may have an impact on the employee’s response. According to
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their taxonomy, rules may be explicit or implicit, simple or complex, accu-
rate or inaccurate, and can vary in terms of their source. Explicit rules detail
the contingency in terms of antecedents, behaviors, and their consequences
unambiguously, while implicit rules leave out some of the details with
respect to the contingency. The complexity of a rule varies as a function of
the extent to which the rule refers to dimensions or characteristics of stimuli
(such as color, shape, texture, etc.) and higher-order relations (relations
between two stimuli such as bigger than, brighter than, sharing of class
membership, etc.), which in turn can increase the difficulty for the rule in
acquiring stimulus control of behavior. Accurate rules correspond to their
description of the contingencies, while inaccurate rules are incorrect state-
ments of the contingency. Lastly, the source of a rule may be oneself or
another person or entity within the organization.

Goulding (2002) examined the effect of implicit and explicit rules on
completion of sanitation tasks by workers in a human service setting. Fol-
lowing baseline, a rumor (i.e., a vocal statement from the supervisor) was
initiated among participants. For example, one worker was told that “I have
heard through the grapevine that [director of the building] will be checking
the toilets to see if they are being cleaned. I think this came from [CEO].”
This was expressed to a randomly selected participant by the supervisor.
The participants at the setting then completed a questionnaire to reveal the
spread of the rumor and the self-generation of rules (i.e., the generation of
rules by the participants regarding the contingencies). Next, a memo from
the director of the facility explicitly specified a rule relating to the comple-
tion of sanitation tasks by the participants. The dependent variables in this
study were associated with the number of sites adequately sanitized by the
participants. The results demonstrated that group productivity increased more
immediately and was maintained longer when information was presented in
the explicit and documented form of communication (rule), as opposed to
when it was presented as a rumor. Moreover, when presented as a rumor,
some employees engaged in the self-generation of rules.

The present study evaluated the effects of presenting implicit (i.e., rumor)
and explicit (i.e., memo) rules on sales-related target behaviors in a retail
clothing store. More specifically, the impact of these two types of communica-
tion on customer greeting, productivity, and off-task behaviors was examined.
This experiment served to systematically replicate Goulding (2002).

METHOD

Participants and Setting

Participants included seven full-time and part-time employees at a specialty
retail store. All were female ranging in age from 17-26. The participants
~ were employed at the store from a period of 8 months up to 7 years. The



40 R. A. Jobnson et al.

store location was approximately 1500 sq ft and contained only one entrance
for customers. The service section, where participants conducted their res-
ponsibilities, consisted of two primary areas: (a) the counter area, where the
computer was located and items were purchased; and (b) the sales floor
area, where customers shopped and participants provided assistance to
customers.

The primary responsibilities of the participants in the sales area con-
sisted of (a) greeting customers when they entered the store; (b) procuring
merchandise from out-of-reach areas for the customers (e.g., using a pole to
get down a bathing suit displayed high up); (c) unlocking fitting rooms for
customers; (d) obtaining shoes for customers (shoes were displayed in front
but were located in the back room); (e) merchandising (e.g., reconfiguring
wall space when new merchandise arrived); and (f) straightening (e.g.,
refolding t-shirts) all sales items.

The duties of the participants working behind the counter area included
(@) ringing up customer sales (i.e., removing sensors from merchandise and
processing the sale); (b) handling customer questions (e.g., “Do you carry
brand X?"); (c) assisting customers with all merchandise displayed behind
and in the counter cases (e.g., hats, stickers, sunglasses, and accessories);
(d) putting away product (e.g., items returned to counter from dressing
rooms) and new items received in shipment; (¢) merchandising (e.g., reor-
ganizing cases and wall); and (f) handling any additional tasks assigned
from management (e.g., making price changes on a specific item, printing
tags, checking inventory quantities, running reports, etc.). The participants
were not formally assigned to specific jobs as it was expected that they be
engaged in some type of activity (i.e., being productive) at all times.

Materials

A video camera, including a voice recorder, was installed in the work
setting approximately 9 months prior to this study. The camera recorded the
entire counter area and the front half of the sales floor area and was used to
collect data throughout the study. Other materials included (a) data sheets
used for recording greeting, productivity, and off-task behavior; (b) a
pretyped memo that specified a rule; (¢) three participant surveys (rumor
condition questionnaire, rule condition questionnaire, and a function ques-
tionnaire); and (d) a secret shopper survey.

Independent Variables

The independent variables were two types of rule statements: Implicit/
Rumor (i.e., rumor) or Explicit/Rule (i.e., memo). The Implicit/Rumor was a
rumor such as “I've noticed some suspicious shoppers in our store and
I'wouldn't put it past Kip to have customers looking at our greeting and
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productivity,” which was communicated to a randomly selected participant
by the store manager. The Explicit/Rule was a memo (from the CEO of the
company) specifying a rule associated with the dependent variables.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables were customer greeting, productivity, and off-task
behavior. In addition, two types of customer surveys (customer satisfaction and
secret shopper) were conducted randomly during each phase of the study.

OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS

Greeting was measured by recording the occurrences of participants’ greeting
responses based on opportunities to respond (i.e., how many of the custom-
ers that entered the store were greeted). To be counted as a greeting, the
participant must have initiated the opening word or phrase within the first 5 s
of the customer entering the store. If the customer and participant greeted
each other simultaneously, the interaction was counted as an occurrence. Pro-
ductivity was defined as participants engaging in work-related activities in pre-
viously described service areas without a prompt from a manager, customer,
or another employee. Off-task behavior was defined as a participant standing
around and talking and/or not engaging in any work-related activities.

Interobserver Agreement

A second observer independently coded 30% of all phases throughout the
study. Interobserver agreement was computed on an exact agreement basis
of 1-min intervals for each hour-long session. Each 1-min interval box on the
data sheet was marked with a check mark if there was an occurrence and
left blank if there was not an occurrence of each target behavior. An agree-
ment was scored if both observers scored the same alternatives (i.e., both
occurrences and nonoccurrences) for each interval. Interobserver agreement
was calculated by dividing the number of agreements by the sum of agree-
ments plus disagreements, and multiplying the result by 100%. Interobserver
agreement was 94% (range = 80-100), 92% (range = 80—99), and 88% (range
= 80-98) for greeting, productivity, and off-task behaviors, respectively.

Design and Procedure

An ABC (i.e., Baseline, Implicit/Rumor, Explicit/Rule) design was utilized to
determine the impact of implicit versus explicit rules on employee behavior.
Twelve 1-hr sessions were randomly conducted every two weeks through-
out the duration of the study. :



42 R.A. Jobnson et al.

Group Productivity Target Response

Baseline Implicit/Rumor Explicit/Rule
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FIGURE 1 Mean probability of occurrence for productivity target response (range brackets
added).

Implicit/Rumor Condition

Once baseline (A) levels of performance were observed, the Implicit/Rumor
condition (B) was implemented. At the beginning of this phase, the store
manager initiated a rumor by randomly selecting a participant and describ-
ing, ambiguously, a change in the work content. Note that this form of com-
munication was considered implicit, as it did not explicitly specify a
contingent relationship between a specific behavior and the antecedent or
consequent events of that behavior. Once productivity measures returned to
baseline levels and were found to be stable (defined as three consecutive
data points that did not depart more than 15% from the mean of all previous
sessions of that phase), participants were asked to complete a questionnaire
to assess procedural integrity and dissemination of the rumor. Upon com-
pletion of the questionnaire (see Figure 1) and before the next phase (C)
was implemented, data continued to be collected until stability was observed.

Explicit/Rule Condition

At the beginning of the Explicit/Rule condition, a memo from the CEO of
the company was distributed among participants, which explicitly specified
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a rule associated with the dependent variables. The memo stated: “I have
recruited secret shoppers to visit our store on a random basis and record
your performance in areas of customer greeting (e.g., saying “Hello” to
customers who enter the store within 5 s) and productivity (e.g., customer
service, shipment, merchandising, etc.). This means that a high level of
customer greeting and productivity should be occurring at all times. Your
performance in these areas will be included in a group evaluation that will
be provided in the form of group feedback.” Once measures stabilized
(criterion defined above), a questionnaire was delivered to assess that the
participants received and read the memo.

Data Collection and Analysis

The occurrence and nonoccurrence of the target behaviors were scored by
- observers viewing the videotapes. A partial interval scoring procedure was
used with 1-min intervals. Each individual participant was included in at
least four of the sessions during each condition throughout the study. The
occurrence of greeting responses based on the opportunity to respond was
recorded at the individual level and analyzed at the group level; the number
of customers greeted by participants was divided by the total number of
customers entering the store during the session. Data are presented in
group format at the request of the Institutional Review Board (IRB), which
oversaw the implementation of this study. Range brackets around group
averages were used to indicate intersubject variability in responding.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 1 depicts the mean probability of occurrence of productivity
measures across each phase. Figure 2 represents probability of off-task
responses at the group level. Figure 3 displays mean probability of occur-
rence of customer greeting measures. During the baseline phase, the proba-
bility of productivity and greeting target responses was low, at .09 and .03,
respectively, while off-task behaviors were high, at .66. With the introduc-
tion of the Rumor/Implicit condition, the overall level of productivity
increased slightly to .11. Greeting responses increased from .03 to .07. This
slight bump in probability was due to an initial increase in responding dur-
ing the first half of the phase, followed by a return to baseline levels during
the second half. Similarly, the implementation of the rumor during the
Implicit/Rumor condition appeared to have a slight impact on off-task
behaviors, decreasing from .66 to .62.

The most notable effects on all target behaviors were observed in the
Explicit/Rule condition. During this condition, productivity measures increased
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Group Off-Task Target Response
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FIGURE 2 Mean probability of occurrence for off-task target response (range brackets
added).

substantially over the previous Implicit/Rumor condition from .11 to .60;
greeting responses increased in probability from .07 to .44; off-task behaviors
were half as likely to occur (decline from .62 to .34). With regard to self-
generation of rules (collected through distribution of two questionnaires),
the results of this study were similar to the ones reported by Goulding
(2002). In that regard, a majority of the participants (2 out of the 3) who
heard the rumor engaged in self-generation of rules. For example, two
rules generated during the implicit rumor condition were “it’'s something
professionals do” and “always be working to your advantage and greeting
customers.” These data suggest that participants’ self-generated rules did not
correspond with what was stated in the rumor. On the other hand, during
the explicit rule condition five out of six participants generated accurate
rules. Some of the self-generated rules during the explicit rule condition
included the following: “this is the basic greeting rule within 5 seconds,” “at
this job we always try to have positive greeting,” and “greet customers upon
arrival and help them as necessary.”

Secret Shoppers

As shown in Figure 4, productive behaviors were recorded by the secret
shoppers as 33%, 39%, and 72% of the observations during each condition,
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FIGURE 3 Mean probability of occurrence for customer greeting target response.
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respectively. Greeting responses were rated by secret shoppers as 0%, 33%,
and 67% of the observations across conditions. Lastly, off-task behaviors
were observed by secret shoppers in 78%, 50%, and 50% of the observa-
tions for each phase. The results provided by secret shoppers resembled the
video observations collected in the experiment.

In general, our results demonstrate a systematic replication of Goulding
(2002). When presented with an explicit rule describing contingencies
operating with respect to employees’ sales-related behaviors, these behav-
iors improved substantially, compared to only a modest increase in the
responses during the Implicit/Rumor condition. In addition, during the
Implicit/Rumor condition, target behaviors did not maintain over time (i.e.,
productivity levels returned to original baseline levels). In contrast to Goul-
ding (2002), in which target behaviors eventually returned to baseline levels
of performance even during the Explicit/Rule condition, our results demon-
strate a longer maintenance of target performances following the explicit
rule condition. This sustained effect may have been a product of participant
and customer interaction that may have allowed for the influence of natural
contingencies (e.g., social reinforcement provided by shoppers) on target
behaviors. This type of social influence was absent in Goulding’s study
because participants worked with inanimate objects. Nevertheless, the
sustained effect of explicit when compared to implicit rule (within a similar
time interval) in this study further substantiates the assertion that the more
explicit the rule, the longer its effect would be on listener's behavior
(Houmanfar & Johnson, 2003; Pelaez & Moreno, 1998). In addition, the
potential of negative financial effect associated with return to baseline level
of performance in this phase prevented the continuation of our experimen-
tal manipulation.

In terms of management styles of communication, participants reported
that they preferred the explicit rule presentation over the implicit rumor
presentation of information. Moreover, the self-generations of rules were
reported for both implicit and explicit conditions, yet the generated rules
were more accurate during the explicit condition. These findings were con-
sistent with results found by Goulding (2002). As suggested by Houmanfar
and Johnson (2003), when there is incomplete or inaccurate information
regarding work-related matters, employees are more likely to be off-task
and less likely to be productive.

Although the present results demonstrated the predicted change in
target behaviors, there were limitations associated with the implementation
of the present study. With regard to experimental control, the results of this
study should be viewed with caution, since a return to baseline level of per-
formance was not achieved following the removal of the explicit rule during
the Explicit/Rule condition and neither of the rule phases was replicated.
However, this study was a replication of a previous study (Goulding, 2002)
in which similar results using similar methodology were obtained with
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different participants in different settings. In short, replication across stud-
ies enhanced the validity of the results that would otherwise be examined
through multiple baseline manipulation. Moreover, the potential of
adverse financial effect generated by more than one return to baseline
level of performance was avoided by our discontinuation of the experi-
mental manipulation. Therefore, this limitation, which is an inherent part
of field experimentation, should be taken into account in the design of
future methodologies.

A sequence effect cannot be ruled out as Explicit/Rule condition fol-
lowed the Implicit/Rumor for all participants. Rumor may distort stimulus
control over time due to inaccurate or incomplete information (i.e., rules),
as suggested by Houmanfar and Johnson (2003). The distortion and reduc-
tion of stimulus control (effect of rule) over behavior was observed during
the Implicit/Rumor condition, as the brief increases in target responses
began to decrease in the latter half of the phase. It is difficult to withdraw
the Implicit/Rumor condition, but a loss or weakening of stimulus control
over responding was observed as time passed. Experimental control in
future studies may be enhanced through the utilization of other experimen-
tal designs such as multiple baseline, counterbalanced reversal, or use of a
control group site.

In conclusion, this study sheds light on which methods of organiza-
tional communication may be more effective than others within particular
contexts. When instructions are presented in different ways they may
impact performance differently, thus it is important that managers be aware
of how their verbal behavior may influence the behavior of their employees.
For instance, the variability of responding that is promoted by incomplete
instruction may hinder or promote effective performance, depending on the
organizational characteristics. For example, in some organizations (e.g.,
SONY, Microsoft, InteD), where creativity and problem solving are the basis
for business success, variability of responding and hence utilization of
heuristic rules by employees may be a more optimal set of conditions for
managers to promote, rather than those conditions occasioned by the use of
explicit and complete rules. On the other hand, incomplete rules may have
negative implications for management and employees in situations where
the consistent recurrence of certain performance patterns (e.g., customer
greeting, merchandising, manufacturing) is required and the variability in
responding generated by incomplete rules may have a negative impact on
productivity.
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Improving the Quality of Staff
and Participant Interaction in an
Acquired Brain Injury Organization
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Weekly observations of direct-care staff in a facility for persons with
brain injury yielded less than optimal interactional style with Jacility
residents. Following an observational baseline, staff were asked to self-
rate a 15-min video sample of their interaction bebavior with partici-
pants on their unit. They were then asked to compare their self-ratings
10 those of a supervisor, as well as view a video exemplar of appropri-
ate positive interaction bebavior. Elements of their interactional style
were highlighted and specific feedback was provided on how to
improve their performance. Intevaction style was then reevaluated via
an unobtrusive observer and yielded positive gains for all partici-
panis. Subsequent on-the-job feedback sustained performance gains.

KEYWORDS  video modeling, staff training, performance manage-
ment, brain injury

A major concern in human services settings is the quality of direct-care staff
performance, including staff interactions with the residents. A great deal of
research has been conducted to determine practical and effective methods
for improving direct-care staff behavior. Verbal and written feedback have
been used frequently because they are relatively cost-effective means for
intervention (e.g., Reid & Parsons, 1995). Another approach has been to
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