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Summary

The main purpose of this article is to present the principle of reciprocity as one 
of the main techniques of persuasion commonly used in e-commerce. In the first 
part of the article, the principle of reciprocity is defined and studies indicating its 
impact on human behaviour is discussed. The principle has been mostly popularised 
by the publication of R. Cialdini; nevertheless, it is emphasised that the first studies 
in that topic were conducted in the 1960s by Alvin Gouldner. In the following sec-
tion, the basic techniques for the principle application is discussed. Then, based on 
different examples, application of the principle in e-commerce is widely discussed. 
At the end of the paper, the common application of the principle in e-commerce is 
clearly stressed. A clear cognitive gap is identified, referring to the lack of empirical 
data on the actual impact of the principle of reciprocity on e-commerce effective-
ness.
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Introduction

The principle of reciprocity is one of the main techniques to influence people distin-
guished by Robert Cialdini. The author in his best-selling book identified six manipulative 
techniques (Cialdini, 2014, p. 36-75) i.e.:
 - Reciprocity,
 - Commitment and Consistency,
 - Social Proof,
 - Liking,
 - Authority,
 - Scarcity.

The abovementioned principles find their application in the daily life of almost every 
human being. Moreover, customers often do not realize that they are under their influence. 
Undoubtly, this situation is a consequence of, among others, aspirations of retailers to seek 
new ways to increase their sales and their constantly growing knowledge of human behav-
iour. Cialdini’s principles represent in this case an invaluable tool for any enterpreneur, in-
cluding those who operate in Internet. Accordingly, the main aim of this article is to present 
norm of reciprocity as one of the main technique of persuasion used in e-commerce. Specific 
aims include: an explanation of the reciprocity principle working mechanism, an exempli-
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fication of studies within the indicated field, a presentation of e-commerce companies who 
successfully use the reciprocity norm.

Source material and research methods

Implementation of the aims adopted in the article required the use of data from both, 
secondary and primary sources.

In the case of secondary sources, the primary method of data collection carried out by the 
author were literature studies. The main emphasis in their area has been put on discussion 
about the conducted research on the subject. On their basis, the norm of reciprocity has beed 
defined and its working mechanism has been presented.

Used in the article primary sources were collected using the non-survey method i.e. the 
observation method (Kaczmarczyk 2011). The subject of observations were the activities of 
companies operating in e-commerce, especially the way of presenting the offer to customers. 
The data collected from primary sources enabled the realization of the objective of identify-
ing areas of application of the reciprocation norm in e-commerce.

The norm of reciprocity as a technique of persuasion

The rule of reciprocity implies that if a person does a favor to the other, a bond between 
the persons will be created, which in result will cause the recipient to reciprocate the favor 
(the recipient will feel a strong sense of commitment). At the time, in which a person is do-
ing a favor to the other with a hidden aim of achieving something in return in a future – the 
norm becomes a tool of manipulation.

The principle of reciprocity has been undoubtly highly popularized through R. Cialdini’s 
book „Influence The Psychology of Persuasion”. Nevertheless, the term itself is present in 
the literature since 1960 when Alvin Gouldner, did describe it in his article (Gouldner 1960). 
Gouldner stressed the importance of reciprocity to the sustainability of social systems. The 
norm was also the subject of discussion in later works, where it was emphasized that the ex-
istence of a specific chain of commitments is not only the essence of what makes us human, 
but also an element binding individuals in highly effective teams (Cialdini 2014). The norm 
of reciprocity is the subject of many scientific fields, from anthropology, through psychol-
ogy, ending with economics. As Marcel Mauss pointed out in his work (Mauss 1954), the 
obligation to give, the obligation to receive and the obligation to reciprocate occurs in almost 
ever human culture. The fact that these obligations are deeply rooted in human cultures is 
one of the main determinants of the principle strenght – which in a certain sense is a natural 
human impulse. Another important determinant that should be named in this very moment 
is also the simple fact that request rejection has a negative effect on a person who refused 
and is creating umpleasant psychological tension which also results in condemnation from 
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the social group (Wedekind, Milinski 2000). Both determinants make defense against the 
infulace of the norm very difficult.

One of the first attempts to prove the strenght of reciprocity rule was the experiment 
conducted by Dennis T. Regan in 1971 (Regan 1971). The main question that Regan tried 
to find answer to in his experiment was: „Will receiving a favor make a person more likely 
to comply with a request from the favor-doer?”. In order to achieve the experiment goals, 
subjects (i.e. 81 freshman males of Stanford University) were randomly assigned to the six 
different experimental conditions that were designed based on three different favor treat-
ments and two different levels of liking. Liking was manipulated by the fact that half of the 
subjects saw confederate behave in a pleasant and resonable way, while the other half saw 
him behave unpleasantly or even in a nasty manner. Favor was manipulated by the fact that 
one third of the subjects were subsequetly given a soft drink by the confederate, another third 
were given a soft drink by the experimenter, the rest of the subjects did not receive a favor. 
One of the most important was the last part of the experiment in which all subjects were 
asked by the confederate to purchase some raffle tickets – this way, the number of tickets 
purchased has become the measure of the subject’s compliance. The results did prove that 
a favor will strongly increase compliance with a request (on the other hand, worth noticing 
is the fact that liking as factor that could affect compliance was not supported by the results).

The experiment from Dennis T. Regan, through the years, was followed by many other 
studies, that confirmed the norm of reciprocity and its influence on human behaviour, eg.: 
 - In 1976 Phillip R. Kunz and Michael Woolcott (Kunz, Woolcott 1976) did publish the 

results of studies in which they sent Christmas cards to people they had never met, as it 
turned out most of the recipients responded by mailing back Christmas cards. It should 
be also noted that results of their experiment did show that each of the main factors taken 
into account (location of receiver, receiver status, card quality, and sender status) had 
a significant effect on responses.

 - In 2000 group of researchers (Singer, Hoewyk, Maher 2000) took an effort to carry out 
experiments about incentives and how they influence response rates to surveys. The stud-
ies did show that prepaid incentives, (i.e. in this case small financial reward) paid to 
respondents before they actually answered survey, increased the response rate.

 - In 2002 (Strohmetz, Rind, Reed, Fisher, Lynn 2002) another two experiments were con-
ducted to evaluate the impact of giving an unexpected gift (i.e. candy when delivering 
the check) on the tip percentages received by servers. Experiment 1 found that customers 
who received the gift tipped more. Experiment 2 found that tips varied based one the 
significance of the gift (i.e. amount of candies given) and the manner it had been offered. 
Both of the results proved again the strenght of reciprocity.
There is no discussion as to whether reciprocity norm influences human behaviour or 

not. In fact any further studies in the area lead to very similar conclusions – proving that 
reciprocity can be sucessfully used in order to achieve different goals. Where most of the 
experiments differ is the resarch subject and the field of studies. Examples of reciprocity 
use can be found in various areas of interest including politics, fundraising, negotiations. 
Nevertheless, one of the most commonly studied field is retail.
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In the second case, the subject A does the favor 1 to the subject B and does not want 
anything in return. After waiting some time, the subject A returns to the subject B with the 
request 1. The subject B is under psychological pressure because of accepting favor 1 and 
not reciprocating it back then. As a result the subject B decides to recopricate by fullfilling 
the request 1 (See Graph 2). 

The basic tactics to use the norm of reciprocity

There are three basic tactics to use the norm of reciprocity (Cialdini 2014). 
In the first case the subject A formulates the request 1, which is very high (almost ridicu-

lous). The subject A expects that the request 1 will be rejected by the subject B due to the 
request character. After the actual rejection of the request 1, the subject A takes another at-
tempt, this time by formulating the request 2, which is much smaller in relation to the request 1. 
The subject B takes into account that it has already rejected the request 1, and that the request 
2 is actually much smaller than the requests 1. This situation creates strong psychological 
tension and as a result, the subject B decides to fullfill the request 2 (See Graph 1.). 

Graph 1
Rule of reciprocity scheme 1 – Lowering requests 

 

 
 

Subject A Request 1 Subject B Excessive Rejection 

Subject A Request 2 Subject B Less 
excessive Acceptance 

Source: Own work based on: Cialdini (2014).

Graph 2
Rule of reciprocity scheme 2 – Postponing requests

 

 

 
 

Subject A Favor 1 Subject B Acceptance 

Time frame between Favor 1 and Request 1 

Subject A Request 1 Subject B Psychological 
pressure Acceptance 

Source: like in Graph 1.
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Graph 3
Rule of reciprocity scheme 3 – Concession for concession

 

 

 

 

 
 

Subject A Concession 1 Subject B Acceptance 

Acceptance Subject A Concession 2 Subject B 

Subject A Concession 3 Subject B Acceptance 

Acceptance Subject A Concession 4 Subject B 

Subject A Common position AB Subject B 

Source: like in Graph 1.

In the third case, the reciprocity principle is used as a technique for negotiations to 
achieve desired end state. Individuals participating in the negotiation process, i.e. the subject 
A and the subject B, both make consessions in relation to their proposals based on the rule 
“concession for concession”. The process continues until reaching a solution acceptable to 
both parties.

Given the scope of this article, it should be noted that each of the tactics described above 
is applicable in the field of retail, as a result it is also applicable for e-commerce. At the 
same time, relatively, the most commonly used technique is the one presented on Graph 2. 
(confirmation of this statement are the observations that are presented further in the paper). 

Examples of the reciprocation principle use in e-commerce

There are many different tools to use reciprocity principle in e-commerce (See Table 1). 
It should be noted that most of them have been known for a long time for their use in station-
ary commerce and retail (where they are part of the marketing mix e.i. the promotion tool). 
In general it is possible to distinguish two main groups of reciprocation tools that are widely 
used in e-commerce.

The first group includes all kinds of free gifts that e-shop/e-service can offer to its cus-
tomers. This may encompass special offers (in a form of discount or any other sales promo-
tion), product samples (both in material and electronic form) and other gifts (often small 
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surprises delivered with an ordered product). Looking at different e-commerce websites, it 
is very hard to find any exception of a company that would not use these tools to increase 
its conversion rate. One of the biggest e-commerce businesses, i.e. Amazon.com may be 
used as a benchmark in this case (Yacubovich 2015). Amazon in its offer is making a lot of 
concessions, where one of the most obvious is offering free shipping along with reduced 
price (Picture 1). Another form used by Amazon is Amazon Prime (Picture 2) service where 
those who decided to subscribe it, “in addition to Free Two-Day Shipping, also enjoy access 
to thousands of movies and TV shows, ad-free music, unlimited photo storage, and Kindle 
books”. To strenghten the effect of reciprocity, customers can start 30-day free trial, after 
which they need to pay for the service continuation 99$ a year. Importantly, enrolling in the 
program is also opening up many new possibilities for further personalization (i.e. more 
personalized gifts).

Table 1
Methodes of reciprocation use in e-commerce  

Tool group Tools

Free Gifts

•	 Special (discount) offers
•	 Product samples
•	 Other gifts
•	 Access to free information

Customer contact

•	 Appreciation cards/notes 
•	 E-mail marketing
•	 Engaging customers through social media
•	 Points collecting programs

Source: Own work.

The second group of tools is strongly connected with nurturing a contact with customers. 
There is no doubt that Internet gives almost unlimited capabilities for the personalization – 
including fully personalized contact with customers. One of the simplest tool used within 
the group is an appreciation card/note that given e-shop/e-service can either add to a deliv-
ered product/service or mail to a customer during any part of purchase process. To name 
an example of perfectly using the tool it is worth to look at Jawbone.com, a world-leader 
in consumer technology and wearable devices, building hardware products and software 
platforms powered by data science. To appreciate their customers, the company has a hab-
it of inserting in its deliveries a handwritten thank-you cards. (Picture 3). Worth noticing, 
the action taken by Jawbone led automatically to engaging customers through social media 
(Picture 4). Naturally, once discussion has moved to social media channel, another possibili-
ties have arisen. The last tool in the indicated group i.e. e-mail marketing may be used in 
a variety of fashions. The tool itself is relatively complexed (when compared to the other in 
the group). Nevertheless, the value of succesful e-mail campaign should not be underesti-
mated (Królewski, Sala 2014) as its ROI often reaches even 3800% (i.e. 1 PLN invested can 
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Picture 1 
Reciprocity norm on Amazon.com

 
 Source: Own work based on: Amazon.com (2015).

Picture 2
Reciprocity norm and Amazon Prime

 
 Source: like in Picture 1.

possibly bring 38 PLN of income). A simple example of reciprocity norm in e-mail can be 
seen in WarbyParker.com, a company selling glasses (Picture 5). In its e-mail, the company 
reminds a customer about an expiration of glasses prescription, moreover WarbyParker.com 
offers help with an appointment with an optometrist to get a new prescription.

handel_wew_5-2016.indd   155 2016-09-06   17:11:21



THE RECIPROCITY RULE IN ELECTRONIC COMMERCE156

Picture 3
Reciprocity norm on Jawbone.com

 
 Source: http://www.helpscout.net/blog/customer-service-tips/ [access: 07.12.2015].

Picture 4
Social media effect of Jawbone.com handwritten appreciation cards

 
 

Source: Own work based on: 
https://twitter.com/forsie/status/340277540415500288/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw [access: 07.12.2015].
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The last tool distinguished within the second group are points collecting programs. As 
a tool it is used in a manner in which a company rewards its customers for different actions. 
These actions may include: writing product/service review, sharing news about product/
service on social media, purchasing a product, taking a photo of customer using a product/

Picture 5
Example of WarbyParker.com e-mail marketing

 
 

Source: http://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/email-marketing-examples-list [access: 07.12.2015].
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service from a company etc. The PhilipKingsley.co.uk (an UK based hair care company) is 
an example of successfully implementing one of the most developed points collecting pro-
gram. The company offers variety of ways to earn points, moreoever it also introduces bonus 
points levels (Picture 6). 

Picture 6
Points collecting program in PhilipKingsley.co.uk

 

 
 Source: Own work based on: https://www.philipkingsley.co.uk/customer-services/loyalty-programme/ [access: 

07.12.2015].
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Conclusions

The principle of recoprication undoubtly is one of the most commonly used techniques of 
pesuasion used in e-commerce. It is possible to distinguish three main tactics fot its imple-
mentation i.e. lowering requests, postponing request, concession for concession, from which 
the second one is by far the most popularized in e-commerce. It is also possible to define two 
main groups of tools that could be used by companies operating in Internet i.e. free gifts and 
customer contact. Both of the defined groups tend to be used equally by e-shops/e-services. 
Often companies try to implement in their websites as many tools as possible – trying to 
increase their sales this way. Despite there are some „ultimate” solutions that try to build 
their position on the broadest possible use of reciprocity norm (eg. Amazon Prime service), 
most of the e-commerce businesses use the simplest solutions in form of free delivery op-
tion, „thank-you” message in e-mail sent or discounts for their customers. The examples 
presented within the paper prove however that more sophisticated approach can be taken 
even when it comes to simplest solutions (eg. handwritten gift cards from Jawbone.com).

There is no question if the reciprocity norm can increase customer retention and subse-
quently company profits. The Internet is full of blogs and articles about increasing conver-
tion rate on website in which reciprocity principle stands out as one of the best solutions. 
One of such websites is Nielsen Norman Group (Budiu 2014). Nevertheless it should be 
noted, that there is significant cognitive gap (similar to the one indentified previously by the 
author in his paper about principle of scarcity and its use in e-commerce (Lewicki 2015), i.e. 
the absence of any data that would show the effectivness of reciprocity in the form of profit 
or CR (Conversion Rate) value increase. Therefore further research in the field, that would 
help decrease the gap is required.
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Reguła wzajemności w handlu elektronicznym

Streszczenie 

Głównym celem artykułu jest przedstawienie reguły wzajemności jako jednej 
z głównych technik perswazji powszechnie stosowanej w e-handlu. W pierwszej 
części zdefiniowano pojęcie oraz odwołano się do badań wskazujących na siłę od-
działywania reguły. Reguła wzajemności została spopularyzowana głównie przez 
publikację R. Cialdiniego, podkreśla się jednak, że pierwsze badania na ten temat 
przeprowadzono w latach 60. XX wieku, zaś za twórcę terminu należy uznać Alvi-
na Gouldnera. W dalszej części omówiono podstawowe techniki zastosowania 
reguły, co stanowiło punkt wyjścia do zaprezentowania podstawowych narzędzi 
służących jej zastosowaniu w e-handlu. Na koniec podkreślono powszechność za-
stosowania reguły oraz zidentyfikowano wyraźną lukę poznawczą, tj. brak danych 
empirycznych na temat rzeczywistego wpływu zasady wzajemności na efekty dzia-
łań w handlu elektronicznym. 
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Słowa kluczowe: reguła wzajemności, e-handel, wywieranie wpływu, perswazja, 
zachowania nabywców.

Kody JEL: D70, D80, M31, L81

Правило взаимности в э-коммерции

Резюме 

Основная цель статьи – представить правило взаимности в качестве одной 
из основных техник уговора, общепринятой в э-коммерции. В первой части 
дали определение понятия и сослались на исследования, указывающие силу 
воздействия правила. Правило взаимности было популяризовано в основном 
публикацией Р. Кьялдини, тем не менее подчеркивают, что первые исследова-
ния по этой теме провели в шестидесятые годы XX века, а автором термина 
следует признать Алвина Гоулднера. В дальнейшей части обсудили основные 
техники применения правила, что представляло собой исходную точку для 
представления основных инструментов, служащих его применению в э-ком-
мерции. Наконец, подчеркнули популярность применения правили и выяви-
ли заметную познавательную брешь, т.е. отсутствие эмпирических данных 
насчет действительного влияния правили взаимности на эффекты действий  
в электронной торговле. 

Ключевые слова: правило взаимности, э-коммерция, оказание воздействия, 
уговор, поведение покупателей.
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