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Abstract

Purpose – A recent Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) ruling resulted in stricter rules being placed on how
police organizations can obtain confessions through a controversial undercover operation, known as the
Mr. Big technique. The SCC placed the onus on prosecutors to demonstrate that the probative value of any
Mr. Big derived confession outweighs its prejudicial effect, and that the police must refrain from an abuse of
process (i.e. avoid overcoming the will of the accused to obtain a confession). The purpose of this paper is to
determine whether a consideration of the social influence tactics present in the Mr. Big technique would
deem Mr. Big confessions inadmissible.
Design/methodology/approach – The social psychological literature related to the compliance and the six
main principles of social influence (i.e. reciprocity, consistency, liking, social proof, authority, scarcity) was
reviewed. The extent to which these social influence principles are arguably present in Mr. Big operations
are discussed.
Findings –Mr. Big operations, by their very nature, create unfavourable circumstances for the accused that
are rife with psychological pressure to comply and ultimately confess. A consideration by the SCC of the
social influence tactics used to elicit confessions – because such tactics sully the circumstances preceding
confessions and verge on abuse of process – should lead to all Mr. Big operations being prohibited.
Practical implications – Concerns regarding the level of compliance in the Mr. Big technique call into
question how Mr. Big operations violate the guidelines set out by the SCC ruling. The findings from the
current paper could have a potential impact of the admissibility of Mr. Big confessions, along with continued
use of this controversial technique.
Originality/value – The current paper represents the first in-depth analysis of the Mr. Big technique through
a social psychological lens.

Keywords Social influence, Confessions, Evidence reliability, Mr. Big technique, Probative value,
Undercover investigation

Paper type Conceptual paper

Police investigators are sometimes faced with instances where they are, for whatever reason,
unable to solve serious crimes (e.g. lack of evidence, no confession). In response to such
circumstances, some police organizations have employed elaborate undercover operations that
circumvent the rules of custodial interrogations (i.e. where the suspect is formally detained in
police custody). One type of undercover operation used to tackle such difficult cases in Canada
is known as the major crime homicide technique – known colloquially as the Mr. Big technique
(RCMP, 2011). In a recent Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) ruling (R. v. Hart, 2014), stricter rules
were placed on how police organizations can obtain confessions using this technique.
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In the current paper, we outline what is known about the Mr. Big technique and discuss
the recent SCC ruling. We then review six powerful social influence tactics identified by Cialdini
(2007) – reciprocity, consistency, liking, social proof, authority, and scarcity – for achieving
compliance, and argue that each tactic is a sine qua non of Mr. Big operations. We also argue that
the use of these tactics negates the probative value of all Mr. Big confessions and verges on an
abuse of process. We conclude that it is impossible to envision the elicitation of an admissible
confession from any Mr. Big operation.

The Mr. Big technique

The Mr. Big technique is employed to obtain confessions, or clear suspects, in non-custodial
environments. What is known about the Mr. Big technique comes primarily from court
documents. A review of those cases suggests that the technique contains at least four broad
stages, including: intelligence probe, introduction (cold approach), scenario development
(credibility-building), and the evidentiary scenario (evidence gathering; Keenan and Brockman,
2010; R. v. N.R.R., 2013). Each stage is reviewed briefly below.

During the intelligence probe, police officers conduct surveillance on the target to obtain
information about his/her friends, family, work, lifestyle, and where s/he spends their free time
(e.g. R. v.Decoine-Zuniga, 2013). The undercover officers exploit this inside knowledge about the
target to tailor their behaviours and attitudes to match those of the target. The intimate
information about the target is used to determine the most effective way to infiltrate the target’s
life and to build a strong interpersonal relationship with him/her throughout the undercover
operation. The introductory stage involves an undercover officer befriending the target and
inducting him/her in a powerful and sophisticated, albeit fictitious, criminal organization (Moore
and Keenan, 2013). Keenan and Brockman (2010) found that undercover officers may make
contact with the target in various ways, such as approaching the target while s/he is in police
custody, by using a third party (e.g. co-accused, informant, family member), and attempting to
recruit the target at rehabilitation facilities (e.g. detoxification centres for drug and/or alcohol
abuse) or place of employment. During the scenario development stage of the Mr. Big technique,
officers incorporate the target in a series of escalating criminal activities where the target is paid
generously (approximately $100 (CDN)/hour; R. v. Decoine-Zuniga, 2013). The scenario
development phase demonstrates the extreme wealth, power, and reach of the criminal
organization, and solidifies the target’s commitment to the organization. Specifically, the target is
first tasked with completing small jobs (also referred to as scenarios) such as conducting
surveillance work, delivering parcels, and counting large sums of money. Following an
indeterminate period of time, the jobs that targets are required to complete for the criminal
organization begin to escalate in terms of difficulty, responsibility, and payment. For example,
following the completion of several small jobs, targets become involved in work such as forcibly
collecting unpaid debts, selling and distributing contraband (e.g. drugs, guns), and committing
violent beatings, kidnappings, murders, and contract killings (all of which are feigned; Keenan and
Brockman, 2010; e.g. Dix v. Canada, 2002; R. v. Terrico, 2005). In addition to the criminal activity
scenarios, targets are also involved in a number of social scenarios such as attending bars, strip
clubs, and embarking on national and international trips. During these social scenarios, targets
often stay at lavish hotels and dine at upscale restaurants – with all expenses being covered
by the criminal organization. During both the criminal and social scenarios, it becomes evident
that the criminal organization has extreme wealth, power, and reach.

The Mr. Big technique culminates with a meeting between the target and the boss of the criminal
organization (i.e. Mr. Big). Once the undercover officer believes that the target has committed fully
to the organization, s/he is interviewed by Mr. Big for a higher level position within the
organization. The target is told that in order to advance through the criminal organization and
remain part of the gang, s/he must confess all prior criminal activities. The target is provided with
various explicit and implicit reasons for the need to confess to previous crime(s); for instance,
so that the criminal organization can make the evidence disappear (to avoid future problems),
and so that the target can earn the trust of Mr. Big (e.g. R. v. Boudreau, 2009). The target may
also be informed that those who have disappointed Mr. Big are no longer around (e.g. R. v.Mack,
2014). Moreover, the target is sometimes informed that a successful interview with Mr. Big will
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result in a lucrative job shortly after the meeting (e.g. R. v. Daudelin, 2014; R. v. Hart, 2012).
One thing is made abundantly clear during this final phase of the Mr. Big technique – the target
must confess in order to remain part of the criminal organization and to maintain the new lifestyle
that they have become accustomed to living. If the target does not confess, s/he will be expelled
from the organization and may fear retribution for disappointing Mr. Big.

Mr. Big operations are extremely intricate and elaborate, lastingmonths or years at a time. AMr. Big
operation may utilize as many as 50 police operatives and cost taxpayers over a million dollars
(Kauri, 2013; Smith et al., 2012). Although the RCMP have been opaque in the provision of the
precise percentage of Mr. Big operations that have resulted in a confession or how many cases
produced inculpatory or exculpatory evidence, they have stated 75 per cent of the operations
resulted in the target being charged or cleared of the crime. Of the Mr. Big cases that are
prosecuted in court, the RCMP boasts a 95 per cent conviction rate. In terms of prevalence, the
RCMP stated that the Mr. Big technique has been used more than 350 times as of 2008. Although
the Mr. Big technique was developed in Canada, it has been used in Australia, New Zealand, and
South Africa (RCMP, 2011). Confession evidence obtained from Mr. Big operations in Canada has
also been used to prosecute offenders in the USA (e.g.United States of America v.Burns, 1997)[1].

The SCC ruling (R. v. Hart, 2014)

On 31 July 2014, the SCC released a decision regarding the admissibility of Mr. Big confessions
(R. v. Hart, 2014). In an attempt to provide increased protections to accused persons who are
exposed to Mr. Big operations, the SCC provided a two-pronged response regarding:
confession reliability and undue prejudice; and abuse of process.

The first prong pertained to a new common law rule of evidence whereby all confessions obtained
from aMr. Big operation should, as a default, be treated as inadmissible. It was ruled that, on a go
forward basis, the burden of proof will be placed on Crown prosecutors to show that the
probative value of a Mr. Big confession outweighs its prejudicial effect (i.e. jury members may
exhibit negative biases towards targets who partake in staged criminal activities). In considering
probative value, trial judges are recommended to weigh the appropriateness of the
circumstances that preceded the confession (e.g. length of operation, inducements, threats,
target’s personality) against the reliability of the confession (e.g. did confirmatory evidence
accompany the confession?). In essence, the risk of prejudice should only be ignored if the
confession is deemed to have high probative value (i.e. the confirmatory evidence accompanying
the confession outweighs the circumstances under which the confession was extracted).

The SCC also made it clear that Mr. Big operations can become abusive and coercive in nature.
Specifically, the second prong of the ruling reminded trial judges that confessions derived from
overcoming the will of the accused should be ruled inadmissible as such practices would amount
to an abuse of process. According to the SCC, an abuse of process pertains to the use of
violence, threats of violence, and preying on vulnerabilities (e.g. mental health issues, addictions).
Essentially, any action that causes a confession to be coerced from a suspect (i.e. overcoming
the will of the accused) may be deemed unacceptable.

Although the SCC ruling has tightened the parameters of future Mr. Big operations, it did not
forbid these operations outright. We believe, however, that the presence of social influence
tactics inherent in all Mr. Big operations (as will be discussed) negates the probative value of all
Mr. Big confessions. That is, the use of soft pressure tactics has a strong risk of eliciting
compliance by tainting the circumstances preceding the confession. Some social scientists and
legal scholars might even extend this argument by pointing out that such soft pressure tactics
also verge on abuse of process because those influence tactics, while qualitatively different, are
as effective as harsh pressure tactics.

Six reasons why the Mr. Big technique is inherently flawed

In the following section we argue that the circumstances preceding all Mr. Big confessions are
unacceptable because they contain tactics that are demonstrably effective in getting individuals
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to acquiesce to a request or change their behaviour in response to real or imagined group
pressure (i.e. compliance). Over the past 70 years, there has been considerable exploration of the
various tactics that are effective in getting people to comply with requests. There appears to be
much consensus among researchers with regards to at least six tactics (see Cialdini, 2007),
which include reciprocity, consistency, liking, social proof, authority, and scarcity. The empirical
literature on each of these tactics is reviewed briefly below, as are the arguments that these
tactics are present in Mr. Big operations.

Reason no. 1: reciprocity

Reciprocity refers to the expectation that one will repay a favour (e.g. gift, aid; Gouldner, 1960).
Reciprocity is a powerful social norm that is learned from an early age (i.e. caregivers teach
children to repay favours; Burger et al., 2009; Goei et al., 2003; Whatley et al., 1999), exists in
many cultures, and occurs for behaviours that vary dramatically in magnitude (e.g. from
completing short surveys to donating money; see Cialdini and Trost, 1998). The failure or inability
to reciprocate a favour has been shown to elicit a sense of obligation, indebtedness, and overall
negative emotional state (Goei et al., 2007). The primary way to reduce such negative feelings is
to return a favour, or to comply with a request from the favour-doer (Perugini et al., 2003), even if it
comes at a personal loss (see Regan, 1971). Researchers have demonstrated the power of
reciprocity in a number of different contexts for humans (e.g. Allsop et al., 2002; Alpizar et al.,
2008; Burger et al., 1997, 2009) and other social animals (Jaeggi and Gurven, 2013).

Mr. Big operations are rife with reciprocity. It is well-documented that undercover officers provide
targets with favours and gifts continually through the operation (e.g. money, work; R. v. Niemi,
2012; R. v. Smith, 2005), which arguably keeps targets under constant pressure to return favours.
In addition, the pressure to reciprocate is heightened by the fact that the gifts received by targets
are often of great magnitude (e.g. expensive trips; R. v. Decoine-Zuniga, 2013; R. v. McIntyre,
1993). The target is also fully aware that all members of the organization are knowledgeable about
the extent to which the favours have been repaid (i.e. the reciprocity decisions are public; see
Whatley et al., 1999 for the increased level of compliance when the repayment of favours is open to
evaluation by others). The target is left in the unenviable position of having to decide whether or not
to repay large favours by engaging in a range of criminal activities (arguably the only means the
target can repay favours), and ultimately, to confess to the crime under investigation in order to
satisfy members of the fictitious criminal organization, the target’s handler, and Mr. Big.

Reason no. 2: consistency

There is a tendency for people to want to maintain consistency between their behaviours and
their attitudes (Cialdini et al., 1999). When individuals become aware that their attitudes are
different from their behaviours (e.g. smoking is unhealthy but they continue to smoke), they
experience a state of internal tension known as cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957).
Individuals can reduce dissonance by altering either their attitude or behaviour, thus making them
complementary. There are a number of tactics that are used to exploit one’s desire to remain
consistent and take measures to reduce cognitive dissonance. Two particularly effective tactics
are the low-ball technique and the foot-in-the-door (FITD) technique.

The low-ball technique is when someone revokes an appealing offer once it has been accepted,
and replaces the appealing offer with a less desirable one (Burger and Cornelius, 2003; Cialdini
et al., 1978; Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004; Cialdini and Trost, 1998). A number of studies have
demonstrated the effectiveness of the low-ball technique in gaining compliance (e.g. Burger and
Petty, 1981; Cialdini et al., 1978; Guéguen et al., 2002). It is clear that the low-ball technique is
used in Mr. Big operations. Specifically, the target is initially given the impression that membership
in the group is relatively effortless as the target only has to complete small jobs for large sums of
money to maintain membership in the organization. Later, the target learns that the initial belief
was wrong and s/he must now complete the less desirable request of confessing their past
criminal activity to Mr. Big in order to remain a member of the organization.

Another prominent compliance technique related to consistency is the FITD technique. The
FITD technique involves asking someone to do a small favour (to which almost everyone will
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agree), which is followed by a request for a larger favour (Freedman and Fraser, 1966). The FITD
technique is viewed by many social psychologists as a highly versatile strategy that has been
used to gain compliance in many situations, including increasing donations to charities
(Guéguen and Jacob, 2001), completing mail-in surveys (Cialdini et al., 1995), increasing
volunteerism (Guadagno et al., 2001), and agreeing to become an organ donor (Carducci et al.,
1989). Nearly five decades of research and over 100 studies revealed that the FITD technique is
reliable in gaining compliance (Beaman et al., 1983; Burger, 1999; Dillard et al., 1984; Fern
et al., 1986; Pascual and Guéguen, 2005). Within a Mr. Big operation, the target becomes
committed to the organization by agreeing to complete very small jobs initially, such as
transporting goods from one location to another. Some targets do not know that they are
involved in a criminal organization until they have completed a number of jobs (e.g. R. v. Hart,
2012). Following the completion of several small jobs, the request to engage in violent and more
complex work occurs (e.g. forcibly collecting unpaid debts). The target is eventually asked –

which is likely the largest request following a series of escalating favours – to confess to the
crime under investigation.

Reason no. 3: liking

There is no doubt that there is a tendency for people to help and acquiesce more readily to
requests from people they know and like, as opposed to strangers (Boster et al., 1995). Research
is clear that we ought not to underestimate the power of the ties that bind us with others in gaining
compliance. Although there are numerous factors that lead us to like another individual, the
factors comprising the Mr. Big technique that ostensibly lead to liking are the amount of exposure
to an individual, similarity between the target and handler, and self-disclosure.

A meta-analysis of over 200 experiments spanning more than 20 years of research revealed that
the more we are exposed to something or someone, the greater fondness we have towards that
object or individual (Bornstein, 1989). For example, research has shown that people who are
seen frequently are liked more than strangers (e.g. Moreland and Beach, 1992) – a phenomenon
known as the mere-exposure effect (Myers and Spencer, 2004). Researchers have
demonstrated that the mere-exposure effect can induce compliance (see Burger et al., 2001).
The mere-exposure effect is prevalent within the Mr. Big technique because targets often interact
on a frequent basis with undercover operatives (R. v. Niemi, 2012). Furthermore, in addition to
carrying out illegal work-based scenarios, many of the scenarios employed in the Mr. Big
technique have a strong social element. The social element incorporates repeated exposures and
social interactions with the undercover operatives – such as attending bars, strip clubs, and
restaurants (R. v. Decoine-Zuniga, 2013). The repeated exposure that is inherent in the Mr. Big
technique could reasonably lead to increased liking of the undercover officer by the target, and
compliance with their requests.

Another factor that has been shown to increase liking is similarity. That is, we are more inclined to
have increased attraction to and stronger relationships with those who are similar to us (Lee and
Bond, 1988). Researchers have found that individuals comply significantly more with a request
from individuals who are more similar than dissimilar (see Burger et al., 2001). There is no doubt
that similarity plays a role in the Mr. Big technique. As mentioned in the introduction, prior to
contact with the target, undercover officers often conduct surveillance to learn more about the
target’s lifestyle, friends, family, and work. Undercover officers use this information to create a
persona that matches the target’s persona (e.g. R. v. N.R.R., 2013; R. v. Osmar, 2007).
Assuming that the undercover officer is able to match their personality with the target adequately,
the similarity could lead to increased liking, and create a situation for potentially high levels of
compliance to the undercover officer’s requests.

A third aspect that has been shown to increase liking another individual is self-disclosure. We
tend to self-disclose more to individuals who self-disclose to us, and a meta-analysis by Collins
and Miller (1994) showed that self-disclosure has also been linked to increased levels of liking.
The meta-analysis also revealed that the form of disclosure had an impact on liking; more intimate
and personal forms of disclosure were shown to lead to higher levels of liking than simply the
disclosure of large amounts of less intimate and less personal information. The meta-analysis also
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revealed that the more we like an individual, the more we tend to disclose because self-disclosure
signals that we trust that person and want to maintain and build the relationship. The self-
disclosure-liking relationship is also prevalent in the Mr. Big technique, as the undercover officer
may disclose to the target their involvement in past violent crimes with the organization, inner
workings of the organization (e.g. location of warehouses), and their immersion into the
organization (e.g. that they too had to confess to Mr. Big).

Social relationships are an important and integral part most people’s lives (Myers and Spencer,
2004). As mentioned, individuals are more likely to comply with requests that come from friends
and those they like compared to requests that come from disliked individuals. As many individuals
who fall prey to the Mr. Big technique lack meaningful (if any) social ties (e.g. R. v. Hart, 2012),
employing the principle of liking is a very potent way to gain compliance. Targets in the Mr. Big
technique are unlikely to jeopardize their relationship with the undercover officer (by, for instance,
denying their request to confess to Mr. Big) and will likely do whatever is necessary to maintain the
relationship with the undercover officer that they have become fond of during the operation. The
power of the relationships developed between the undercover officer and the target is illustrated
in the case of Nelson Hart. After Hart was arrested, he still did not realize that he was involved in a
sting operation and he used his one phone call to contact his handler, who he described as being
like a brother to him (Davidson, 2015).

Reason no. 4: social proof

The principle of social proof states that when individuals are uncertain of how to behave in a given
situation, they will examine the behaviour of similar others and act accordingly (Cialdini, 2007;
Cialdini and Trost, 1998; Festinger, 1954; Heider, 1958; see Sherif, 1935 for the first research to
link social proof to compliance). The ability to identify with another individual is important in
deciding who is considered a referent other in a novel situation. Individuals are more likely to
comply with a request when they share a similar trait with the requester, and compliance is even
greater when individuals believe that they share a rare trait with the requester (see Burger et al.,
2004). Evidence of social proof on influencing behaviour has also been demonstrated in a number
of additional domains, such as doctors eliciting organ donations by making the requester appear
similar to the donor family (Anker and Feeley, 2011), and solicitors increasing donation amounts
to charities by showing a list of others who have donated (Frey and Meier, 2004; Reingen, 1982;
Shearman and Yoo, 2007).

Social proof appears to guide many behaviours exhibited by police officers when using the
Mr. Big technique. During the surveillance phase, the officers will obtain as much detail as
possible about the target so they can model their own behaviour accordingly. In fact, undercover
officers have consulted with forensic psychologists and psychiatrists in order to learn how to best
tailor their behaviours to match those of the target (Keenan and Brockman, 2010). There are a
number of features of the Mr. Big technique that may enhance the power of social proof on
compliance. For instance, it is unlikely that the target has been involved with a criminal
organization that has such means and resources, making it a novel situation for the target.
As such, the target is likely to look to the undercover officer (who shares the rare trait of being a
member of the exclusive criminal organization) and their past behaviours to see how to act in
a particular situation. The undercover officer may tell the target that they went through the same
process as the target to become a full-time member of the organization (i.e. having to meet with
and confess to Mr. Big), thus providing a model behaviour for the target when s/he is asked to
confess to Mr. Big (e.g. R. v. N.R.R., 2013).

Reason no. 5: authority

Authority is a powerful social influence tactic. Social psychologists have examined the impact of
authority on compliance in a number of different situations (see Bickman, 1974; Krackow and
Blass, 1995). For example, research demonstrated that nurses comply with doctor’s orders
even if they knew it would harm the patient (Krackow and Blass, 1995), and random people on
the street are more likely to comply with requests from individuals dressed as a security guard
than requests from those dressed as a civilian (Bickman, 1974). Arguably the most well-known
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studies showing the degree to which individuals comply with requests from an authority figure
are those conducted by Stanley Milgram (Milgram, 1974). In Milgram’s studies, participants
complied with requests to administer harmful shocks to another individual. Milgram’s findings
have been replicated numerous times (e.g. Kilham and Mann, 1974; Shanab and Yahya, 1977),
including a modern-day replication (Burger, 2009) that found similar results – 70 per cent of the
participants complied with the requests to administer increasingly higher voltage shocks to
another person.

A potential explanation for why people comply with requests from those of authority can be found
in French and Raven’s six bases of power (French and Raven, 1959; Raven, 1993). The bases of
power are reward, coercive, legitimate, referent, expert, and informational power. Reward power
refers to the ability to control the distribution of tangible (e.g. money) and intangible (e.g. social
acceptance) rewards given to an individual if s/he complies. Coercive power is the agent’s
capacity and willingness to punish those who do not comply with a request. Legitimate power is
derived from one’s position in a formal/informal hierarchy and his/her right to demand
compliance. Referent power is derived from the target’s identification with, attraction to, respect
for, or general liking of the power holder. Expert power is derived from one’s perceived-level
superior knowledge, skills, and/or abilities. Informational power refers to the use of information to
enact compliance, such as rational arguments or factual data. It should be noted that the bases of
power are inexorably linked to one another (see Carson et al., 1993) and other social influence
tactics discussed previously (e.g. reciprocity).

Authority and the associated power bases are deep-rooted in Mr. Big operations. For instance,
the undercover officer sets the stage by providing the target with copious rewards (e.g. money,
trips, group affiliation) for complying with his/her requests (i.e. reward power), and exposing the
target to the officer’s willingness and ability to be punitive (e.g. staged beatings) for not
complying with requests (i.e. coercive power). The undercover officer is ranked higher in the
criminal organization’s hierarchy than the target and thus is sanctioned by the organization to
demand that the target complete certain requests (i.e. legitimate power). As discussed earlier in
the social validation and liking sections, the undercover officer often goes to great lengths to
earn the respect and admiration of the target, resulting in high referent power. The undercover
officer also shares their knowledge of the inner workings of the criminal organization with
the target (i.e. expert power). The undercover agent may also self-disclose stories of when s/he
confessed to Mr. Big, how it led to their crime never being discovered by the police, and
also led to a promotion within the criminal organization (i.e. informational power; e.g. R. v. N.R.R.,
2013). Overall, the undercover officer is setting the stage for the ultimate request of confessing
to Mr. Big.

Reason no. 6: scarcity

The psychological effects of scarcity were first explored by Brock (1968) when testing his
Commodity Theory, which states that the availability of a commodity impacts its perceived value.
Brock defined a commodity as anything (e.g. object, experience) that is useful, transferable, and
has the potential to be possessed. The availability of a commodity is impacted by any limits on the
supply or number of suppliers, the cost of acquiring or maintaining it, any restrictions limiting
access, or delays in receiving it – it is the equivalent to the well-known supply/demand
relationship in economics. Compliance professionals, such as advertisers, manipulate the
availability of a product by using phrases such as “Available for a limited time”, “Going soon”, or
“Limit of one per customer”; after all, what is scarce is good (Brannon and Brock, 2001; Cialdini,
2007; Cialdini and Trost, 1998). To illustrate the power of scarcity, studies revealed that people
view scarce commodities as more expensive (Lynn, 1992), rate them more favourably (Eisend,
2008; Verhallen and Robben, 1994), and rate them as being more unique (Ditto and Jemmott,
1989) than readily available commodities. Although not as much research has been carried out
examining the effects of scarcity on compliance in comparison to the other social influence
principles, a meta-analysis of over 50 studies examining the psychological effects of scarcity
found support for the notion that a significantly higher value is ascribed to commodities that are
scarce vs those that are readily available and that scarce commodities increase one’s desire for
that particular commodity (Lynn, 1991).
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It is apparent that the scarcity principle is employed in the Mr. Big technique, where the desired
commodity is full-time membership in the criminal organization and the associated rewards (e.g.
money, friendship). During the Mr. Big ploy, effort is put into increasing the target’s demand for
greater involvement in the criminal organization by providing the target with financial rewards,
social rewards (e.g. friendships), and so on. As mentioned previously, if the target does not
confess their prior criminal activities to Mr. Big, s/he will not be granted full-membership in the
organization and will no longer be able to earn money and will lose valued relationships. In the
Mr. Big context, the full-time membership in the organization is likely a scarce resource (i.e. will
not be granted if the target does not confess to the crime). The undercover officers also increase
the effects of scarcity by adding a time restriction, as the target is required to make a decision
during the meeting with Mr. Big on whether or not to confess in order to remain a member of the
criminal organization[2].

Concluding thoughts

The research reviewed throughout this manuscript makes clear that any one of the six principles
of social influence may be effective in gaining compliance in Mr. Big operations. Gaining
compliance with influence tactics during Mr. Big operations is seemingly easy when one adds the
presence of pressure tactics to the immense social and financial benefits, and subtracts the
minimal consequences for confessing (e.g. Mr. Big will make the evidence disappear, the target
will earn large sums of money, the target will be involved in a powerful organization). Concerns
about compliance elicited from the use of powerful persuasive tactics suggest that Mr. Big
operations violate the two prongs set out by the SCC ruling. Specifically, Mr. Big operations
create unfavourable circumstances for the accused because they are rife with soft pressure
tactics. Although soft pressure tactics are qualitatively different from harsh tactics that are
prohibited (i.e. use of threats, physical violence), soft influence tactics represent an abuse of
process because they are demonstrably effective in overcoming the will of individuals.

There are a plethora of soft influence tactics (more than those considered in the current paper;
e.g. ingratiation) present within the Mr. Big technique may lead the target to comply with the
request to confess to Mr. Big. Continued use of this technique is difficult to justify because of the
risk it imposes to the administration of justice. Despite the imposition of stricter rules by the SCC,
the door has been left ajar for the continued use of the Mr. Big technique. Granted, the probability
of any future Mr. Big confession being ruled admissible is low, it is our contention that the
door should be shut permanently because the Mr. Big technique is laden with compliance-
gaining tactics.

Implications for practice

■ Provide insight and knowledge to police organizations around the world regarding coercive
psychological practices used in police operations.

■ Inform Canada’s highest court of the dangers of continued use of coercive strategies during
undercover operations.

■ Provide insight and knowledge to judicial bodies worldwide of the dangers of the Mr. Big technique,
and its culturally/legally-modified derivatives.

■ Reduce the risk of miscarriages of justice.

Notes

1. Although beyond the scope of this paper, interested readers may wish to consider Baron (2000) to see
the similarities between Mr. Big tactics and cult indoctrination tactics.

2. A reviewer pointed out to us that many of the tactics inherent in the Mr. Big technique are also contained
in Biderman’s Chart of Coercion – a list of tools used to gain compliance in various contexts (e.g. breaking
the will of a prisoner, batterers gaining control over their victim; see Amnesty International, 1975).
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