
Summary
Consumer groups and policy makers 
have concerns about the high 
pressure selling techniques used in 
some in-home sales (IHS). Products 
sold in this way include home 
security systems, encyclopaedias 
and vacuum cleaners. Recently the 
most common product sold using 
this strategy is educational software. 
Consumer Action Law Centre and 
Consumer Affairs Victoria1 have 
both received significant numbers 
of complaints related to the sale of 
these computer programs. The high 
pressure selling of these products is 
of great concern given the software 
packages are very expensive, are 
often sold with high-interest credit 
financing and contribute to Australia’s 
rising level of consumer debt. Despite 
these concerns, little is known about 
the processes used during IHS and 
their effect on consumer decision-
making.
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The in-home selling (IHS) process as explored in the full report is somewhat different from door-to-door 
selling, where the salesperson visits various homes uninvited, without any prior contact with the residents. 
Problems arise from to door-to-door selling, particularly in relation to energy contracts, but these issues 
are not considered in this report.2 IHS differs in that a consumer makes an appointment, and therefore a 
practical and psychological commitment, for a sales person to visit their home. The invitation is most often 
orchestrated by the seller of the product, for example through a competition entry or by soliciting names 
at a shopping centre or home-show. The consumer “invites” the sales person into their home environment 
to provide, what many consumers believe to be, an educational assessment. The sales person then 
undertakes an extended and highly contrived sales process to convince the consumer of the need for the 
educational software. During this sales process, a number of key psychological and social processes are 
activated or employed to increase the likelihood that certain consumers will sign up for the educational 
software (and often related finance) that can result in financial stress.

Our research found that the key factors influencing consumers during the IHS process are consistency, 
trust, scarcity, reciprocity, and the activation of anxiety. These variables are influential because they 
facilitate (or advance) the likelihood of automatic behaviour, or behaviour that requires little cognitive 
effort and rational thought.

In the context of IHS, the desire for consistency presents as being a distinguishing explanatory 
factor from other forms of personal selling. Consistency is a motivator for an individual’s need to 
be and appear consistent with commitments they have made. So, in the context of IHS, a number 
of incremental steps are executed to increase the likelihood of the consistency principle being 
activated. For example, the act of inviting a person to their home, and allowing them to undertake a 
demonstration while the family is present, is likely to activate both the consistency and commitment 

Hook-Up
Objective: Appeal to children/Get parents 
to provide contact details via “entry form”
• Collect customer details
• Commit to idea of need

Telephone contact
Objective: Set-up the appointment for 
demonstration
• Insist that all family members are present
• Organise “educational assessment”

Phase I: Introduction
Objective: Build rapport/Take control
• Warm-up questions/ice-breakers
• Proxemics and role-playing
• Dialogic mode

Phase II: Educational assessment/
Parent interview
Objective: Generate the “need”/create anxiety
• Build up children’s/parent’s hopes
• Undertake “assessment”
• Discuss teaching system and learning process

Phase III: Sale
Objective: Solve the need/relieve anxiety
• Highlight the product benefits
• Avoid discussion of pricing

Phase IV: Closing the sale
Objective: Build urgency
• Deflect questions
• Assumed close and either-or close technique
• Highlight the short-term offer
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Curiosity/Optimism/
Social proof

Consistency/Commitment/
Expert Brand Heuristic

Trust/Likeability/
Similarity/Anxiety

Expert heuristic/Consistency/ 
Anxiety/Self-efficacy

Trust/Consistency/
Endowment/Reciprocity

Provide details  for 
demonstration in the home

Purchase of product

Perceives the product being offered 
as a means to fulfill the need

Anxious/Feels the need 
for assistance

Begins to trust/like 
the salesperson

Accepts appointment

Reciprocity/Consistency/
Endowment/Scarcity/
Contrast effect/
Anticipated regret



For education providerS:

Government education departments, and schools, should recognise the 
selling pressures that can be applied to parents, and play a much greater 
role in informing school communities about the risks.

Government education departments, and schools, should adopt firm 
policies about any form of promotion of educational products – particularly 
where they are not completely aware of the selling techniques.

For Government:

The Australian Consumer Law should provide protections for all 
consumers who enter into contracts in their own home – including 
where the visit is solicited by the consumer – to at least the same level 
of protections currently provided by Victorian Law3. In particular, the 
obligation for a salesperson to obtain written permission to stay beyond 
one hour (and thereafter each additional half hour) should be retained,  
and should be actively enforced by regulators.

Alternatively, if recommendation 3 is not accepted the Australian 
Consumer Law should widen the definition of “unsolicited selling” to 
include circumstances where:

•  A consumer is contacted as a result of providing her name or contact 
details for a primary purpose other than entering into negotiations (for 
example in relation to entering into a competition);

•  Any invitation by the consumer is not an “informed” invitation, in that the 
consumer does not understand the purpose of the visit or the types of 
goods or services being offered; or

•  The consumer is not contacted within a reasonable period after making 
an enquiry about the products or services.

Further, we recommend that reliance on the traditional policy tool of 
the cooling-off period be reviewed. While a useful protection for some 
consumers, cooling-off periods are underutilised, as they require cognitive 
effort for the consumer to initiate the withdrawal, resulting in a rejection 
of previous choices, and high ego costs. The Australian Consumer Law 
should provide for an “opt in” process for in-home sales, whereby after 
a consumer has signed a sales agreement in their home, it does not 
take effect until the consumer then “opts-in” to (confirms) the agreement 
sometime between 12 – 48 hours after first signing the agreement, by 
contacting the company, and confirming that they wish to continue to 
sale. If the consumer does not opt-in the contract lapses. The seller would 
be unable to contact the consumer during the opt-in period.

Consideration should be given to the introduction of an unfair trading 
prohibition, similar to that in the EU and UK, whereby consumers 
and regulators can challenge particular trading conduct based on a 
combination of factors that contribute to making the conduct unfair.

heuristic. These “shortcuts” are based on 
the human desire to be and appear to be 
consistent with our words, beliefs, attitudes 
and deeds. By inviting the sales person into 
the home, and introducing them to their 
family, the consumer signals to herself and 
her family that this is a person whom they 
trust, and are willing to allow into their most 
private sphere.

Our research found that salespeople 
utilised trust to enhance compliance and 
the probability that a person will have a 
positive attitude towards the salesperson, be 
satisfied and purchase the product. During 
the time spent at the consumer’s home, the 
salesperson uses and reinforces a range of 
direct and indirect cues, such as the brand 
name of the company, empathy with the 
consumer’s concerns, and statistics and data 
to establish a trust relationship. Salespeople 
also used techniques such as disclosing their 
personal details, and taking the customer 
into their confidence, for example, talking 
about their own child’s school difficulties, 
and subsequent success with the program. 
When people share personal information with 
others, they are essentially communicating 
to others that they trust them with something 
that is important to them. In return, the 
receiver of the information is more likely 
to trust the communicator, and will feel 
obligated to reciprocate that trust.

The activation of scarcity leads to the 
perception that a product is valuable. 
Individuals are motivated to avoid any regret 
they may experience if they do not purchase 
the product. Former salespeople revealed 
that they were trained to emphasise to 
potential customers that they would only be 
“visiting a few families in the area” and that 
they had a limit to the number of software 
packages that they could sell in a particular 
location. This scarcity was enhanced by the 
requirement of consumers to “sign on the 
night”, otherwise the offer provided by the 
salesperson would no longer be available.

Our research found that IHS sales people 
attempt to manipulate parents’ emotions 
by stimulating their concern and anxiety 
regarding their children’s education, and 
their future employment prospects. Further, 
parents’ concern about their ability to help 
their children enhances the effectiveness of 
this approach. The technique of activating 
guilt among parents was also found to be an 
important element of the success of the sales 
process.

The full research report provides a summary 
of our research and findings conducted in 
relation to the psychological underpinnings 
contained within the IHS context. This 
research was conducted by Deakin 
University, in association with Consumer 
Action Law Centre, with a research grant 
provided by the Consumer Credit Fund, 
on approval of the Victorian Minister for 
Consumer Affairs. 

1  See “Parents Warned About Aggressive Sales Techniques”, Media Release, Consumer Affairs Victoria, February 2008

2  See 2007, “Coercion and harassment at the door: Consumer experiences with energy direct marketers”, Financial and 
Consumer Rights Council and Consumer Action Law Centre.

3  For example, the Victorian law currently provides for a 10 day cooling off period and requires the salesperson to seek 
written permission to stay in the home beyond an hour – and for each additional half hour.
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Copies of the full research report are available at www.consumeraction.org.au


