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I. Introduction 

The study of attitudes and persuasion began as the central focus of social 
psychology (Allport, 1935; Ross, 1908). However, after a considerable flourish
ing of research and theory from the 1930s through the I960s, interest in the topic 
began to wane. Two factors were largely responsible for this. First, the utility of 
the attitude construct itself was called into question as researchers wondered if 
attitudes were capable of predicting behavior. Because of this concern, some 
even concluded that it might be time to abandon the attitude concept (Abelson, 
1972; Wicker, 1971). Second, so much conflicting research and theory had 
developed that it had become clear that "after several decades of research, there 
(were) few simple and direct empirical generalizations that (could) be made 
concerning how to change attitudes" (Himmelfarb & Eagly, 1974, p. 594). 
Reviewers of the attitudes literature during the early 1970s lamented this sorry 
state of affairs (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1972). For example, Kiesler and Mun
son (1975) concluded that "attitude change is not the thriving field it once was 
and will be again" (p. 443). 

By the late 1970s considerable progress had been made in addressing impor
tant methodological and theoretical issues regarding the first substantive problem 
plaguing the field-the consistency between attitudes and behaviors. Conditions 
under which attitudes would and would not predict behavior were specified (e.g., 
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977, 1980; Fazio & Zanna, 1981) and researchers began to 
explore the processes underlying attitude-behavior correspondence (Sherman & 
Fazio, 1983; Fazio, 1985). The attitude change problem was slower to be ad
dressed, however. In 1977, Muzifer Sherif asked "What is the yield in the way 
of established principles in regard to attitude change?" He answered that there 
was a "reigning confusion in the area" and a "scanty yield in spite of (a) 
tremendously thriving output" (p. 370). In a review that generally heralded the 
arrival of a new optimism in the attitudes field, Eagly and Himmelfarb (1978) 
noted that "ambiguities and unknowns still abound" (p. 544; see Cialdini, Petty, 
& Cacioppo, 1981; Cooper & Croyle, 1984, for more recent reviews). 

As we noted above, the major problem facing persuasion researchers was 
that after accumulating a vast quantity of data and an impressive number of 
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theories-perhaps more data and theory than on any other single topic in the 
social sciences (see McGuire, 1985)-there was surprisingly little agreement 
concerning if, when, and how the traditional source, message, recipient, and 
channel variables (cf. Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; McGuire, 1969; Smith, 
Lasswell, & Casey, 1946) affected attitude change. Existing literature supported 
the view that nearly every independent variable studied increased persuasion in 
some situations, had no effect in others, and decreased persuasion in still other 
contexts. This diversity of results was apparent even for variables that on the 
surface, at least, would appear to be quite simple. For example, although it might 
seem reasonable to propose that by associating a message with an expert source 
agreement could be increased (e.g., see Aristotle's Rhetoric), the accumulated 
contemporary research literature suggested that expertise effects were consider
ably more complicated than this (Eagly & Himmelfarb, 1974; Hass, 1981). 
Sometimes expert sources had the expected effects (e.g., Kelman & Hovland, 
1953), sometimes no effects were obtained (e.g., Rhine & Severance, 1970), 
and sometimes reverse effects were noted (e.g., Sternthal, Dholakia, & Leavitt, 
1978). Unfortunately, the conditions under which each of these effects could be 
obtained and the processes involved in producing these effects were not at all 
apparent. 

Our primary goal in this article is to outline a general theory of attitude 
change, called the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1981 a), which we believe provides a fairly general framework for organizing, 
categorizing, and understanding the basic processes underlying the effectiveness 
of persuasive communications. Importantly, the ELM attempts to integrate the 
many seemingly conflicting research findings and theoretical orientations under 
one conceptual umbrella. The ELM bcgan with our attempts to account for the 
differential persistence of communication-induced attitude change. After review
ing the literature on attitude persistence, we concluded that the many different 
empirical findings and theories in the field might profitably be viewed as empha
sizing one of just two relatively distinct routes to persuasion (Petty, 1977; Petty 
& Cacioppo, 1978). The first type of persuasion was that which likely resulted 
from a person's careful and thoughtful consideration of the true merits of the 
information presented in support of an advocacy (central route). The other type 
of persuasion, however, was that which more likely occurred as a result of some 
simple cue in the persuasion context (e.g., an attractive source) that induced 
change without necessitating scrutiny of the true merits of the information pre
sented (peripheral route). In the accumulated literature, the first kind of persua
sion appeared to be more enduring than the latter (see Fig. I; see Cook & Flay, 
1978, and Petty, 1977, for reviews). 

Following our initial speculation about the two routes to persuasion and the 
implications for attitudinal persistence (Petty, 1977; Petty & Cacioppo, 1978), 
we have developed, researched. and refined a more general theory of persuasion, 
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endpoints on Ihe elaboralion likelihood continuum (adapted from Petty. 1977; Pelly & Cacioppo. 
1978. 198Ia). 

the ELM. which is based on thcse two routes (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981a). In 
addition, we have addressed the various applications of this model to fields such 
as psychotherapy and counseling (Cacioppo, Petty, & Stoltcnberg, 1985; Petty, 
Cacioppo. & Heesacker. 1984) and mass media advertising and selling (Caciop-
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po & Petty, 1985; Petty & Cacioppo, 1983a, 1984b; Petty, Cacioppo, & 
Schumann, 1984). In the remainder of this article we will outline the ELM as a 
series of postulates that make explicit the guiding assumptions and principles of 
the model. We will also provide a methodology for testing the major processes 
outlined by the ELM and we will review research which provides evidence 
relevant to the framework. 

Before outlining our model of attitude change, however, it is important to 
define our use of the term allitude. Consistent with the positions of other attitude 
theorists (e.g., Thurstone, 1928), we regard attitudes as general cvaluations 
people hold in regard to themselvcs, other people, objects, and issues. These 
general evaluations can be based on a variety of behavioral, affective, and 
cognitive experiences, and are capable of influencing or guiding behavioral, 
affective, and cognitive processes. Thus, a person may come to like a new 
political candidate because she just donated $100 to the campaign (bchavior
initiated change), because the theme music in a recently heard commercial in
duced a general pleasantness (affect-initiated change), or because the pcrson was 
impressed with the candidate's issue positions (cognitive initiated change). Simi
larly, if a person already likes a political candidate he may agree to donate money 
to the campaign (behavioral influence), may feel happiness upon meeting the 
candidate (affective influence), and may selectively encode the candidatc's issue 
positions (cognitive influence). 

II. Postulate 1: Seeking Correctness 

Our first postulate and an important guiding principle in the ELM agrees 
with Festinger's (1950) statement that: 

People are motivated to hold correct altitudes. 

Incorrect attitudes are generally maladaptive and can have deleterious behav
ioral, affective, and cognitive consequences. If a person believes that certain 
objects, people, or issues are "good" when they are in fact "bad," a number of 
incorrect behavioral decisions and subsequcnt disappointments may follow. As 
Festinger (1954) noted, the implication of such a drive is that "we would expect 
to observe behavior on the part of persons which enables them to ascertain 
whether Or not their opinions are correct" (p. 118). In his influential theory of 
social comparison processes, Festinger (1954) focused on how people evaluated 
the correctness of their opinions by comparing them to the opinions of others. In 
Section IX,B we address how the ELM accounts for attitude changcs induced by 
exposure to the opinions of varying numbers of other people. But first we nced to 
outline our other postulates. 
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III. Postulate 2: Variations in Elaboration 

Postulate 2 states that: 

Althoogh people want 10 hold correct attitudes. the amount and nature of issue-relevant 
elaboration in which people are willing or able to engage to evaluate:a message vary with 
individual and situational factors. 

By elaboration in a persuasion context, we mean the extent to which a person 
thinks about the issue-relevant arguments contained in a message. When condi
tions foster people's motivation and ability to engage in issue-relevant thinking. 
the "elaboration likelihood" is said to be high. This means that people are likely 
to attend to the appeal; attempt to access relevant associations. images. and 
experiences from memory; scrutinize and elaborate upon the externally provided 
message arguments in light of the associations available from memory; draw 
inferences about the merits of the arguments for a recommendation based upon 
their analyses; and consequently derive an overall evaluation of, or at!itude 
toward. the recommendation. This conceptualization suggests that when the 
elaboration likelihood is high, there should be evidence for the allocation of 
considerable cognitive resources to the advocacy. Issue-relevant elaboration will 
typically result in the new arguments, or one's personal translations of them. being 
integrated into the underlying belief structure (schema) for the attitude object 
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1984a). As we will note shortly, sometimes this issue-relevant 
elaboration proceeds in a relatively objective manner and is governed mostly by 
the strength of the issue-relevant arguments presented, but at other times this 
elaboration is more biased and may be guided mostly by the person's initial 
attitude. 

Of course, people are not motivated nor are they able to scrutinize carefully 
every message that they receive (cL McGuire's. 1969. "lazy organism"). and it 
would not be adaptive for them to do so. As Miller, Maruyama, Beaber, and 
Valone (1976) noted, "It may be irrational to scrutinize the plethora of coun
terattitudinal messages received daily. To the extent that one possesses only a 
limited amount of information processing time and capacity, such scrutiny would 
disengage the thought processes from the exigencies of daily life" (p. 623). 
Current research in cognitive and social psychology provides strong support for 
the view that at times people engage in "controlled," "deep," "systematic," 
and/or "effortful" analyses of stimuli, and at other times the analyses are better 
characterized as "automatic," "shallow," "heuristic," and/or "mindless" 
(for further discussion. see Craik, 1979; Eagly & Chaiken, 1984; Kahneman, 
Siovic, & Tversky, 1982; Langer, 1978; and Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977).' 

·See Petty and Cacioppo (1986) for discussion of the relationship between these distinctions and 
the central/peripheral distinction of the ELM. 

ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF PERSUASION 

A. THE ELABORATION CONTINUUM 

One can view the extent of elaboration received by a message as a con
tinuum going from no thought about the issue-relevant information presented to 
complete elaboration of every argument, and complete integration of these elab
orations into the person's attitude schema. The likelihood of elaboration will be 
determined by a person's motivation and ability to evaluate the communication 
presented (see Fig. I). In an earlier review of the attitude change literature (Petty 
& Cacioppo. 1981 a). we suggested that the many theories of attitude change 
could be roughly placed along this elaboration continuum. At the high end of this 
continuum are theoretical orientations such as inoculation theory (McGuire, 
1964). cognitive response theory (Greenwald, 1968; Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, 
1981), information integration theory (Anderson, 1981), and the theory of rea
soned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein, 1980), which all assume that 
people typically attempt to carefully evaluate (though not always successfully) 
the information presented in a message. and integrate this information into a 
coherent position. Researchers within this tradition have emphasized the need to 
examine what kinds of arguments are persuasive and how variables affect the 
comprehension, elaboration, learning, integration, and retention of issue-rele
vant information (McGuire. 1985). 

Other persuasion theories do not place much credence on the arguments in a 
message or issue-relevant thinking. Instead. they focus on how simple affective 
processes influence attitudes or on how people can employ various rules or 
inferences to judge their own attitudes or the acceptability of an attitudinal 
position. Although in most laboratory studies of attitude change subjects will 
have some motivation and/or ability to form at least a reasonable opinion either 
by scrutinizing arguments or making an inference about the acceptibility of the 
recommendation based on cues in the context, there are circumstances in which 
neither arguments nor acceptance cues are present. For example, when subjects 
are exposed to nonsense syllables (Staats & Staats. 1957) or polygons (Kunst
Wilson & Zajonc, 1980), no elaboration of arguments is possible because no 
arguments are presented, and validity cues may be irrelevant because there is no 
explicit "advocacy" to judge. Theories such as classical conditioning (Staats & 
Staats. 1958) and mere exposure (Zajonc, 1968. 19110). which describe evalua
tions of objects changing as a result of rather primitive affective and associational 
processes. are especially relevant under these circumstances. Although these 
theories have been tested and applied primarily in situations where no explicit 
"advocacy" is presented, they also should be applicable to situations in which 
an issue position is advocated. but people have virtually no ability and/or moti
vation to consider it. In these situations. attitudes may still be changed if the 
attitude object is associated with a relatively strong positive or negative affective 
cue, or a weaker cue is continually paired with the attitude object. 
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If no strong affeclive cues are presenled. it is still possible for people to 
fonn a "reasonable" attitude without relying on scruliny of the issue-relevant 
argumenls presenled by relying on various persuasion rules or inferences lhat 
may be either rather simple or relatively complex. For example. according to 
self-perception theory (Bem, 1972), people may come to like or dislike an object 
as a result of a simple inference based on their own behavior (e.g., if I bought it, 
I must like it). According to the heuristic model of persuasion (Chaiken, 1980; 
Eagly & Chaiken. 1984). people may evaluate messages by employing various 
rules thaI lhey have leamed on lhe basis of pasl experience (e.g., people agree 
with people they like). SfK:ial judgment lheory (Sherif & Sherif. 1967) proposes 
thaI people evaluale messages mostly on lhe basis of their perceived posilion
messages are conlrasted and rejecled if they appear 100 discrepanl (fall in the 
lalitude of rejeclion). bUl are assimilaled and accepted if lhey appear closer 10 

one's inilial position (fall in lhe lalilude of acceplance: Pallak, Mueller, Dollar. 
& Pallak. 19721. 

In addilion to lhe relatively simple acceplance/rejection rules pro[Klsed hy 
the preceding modeb. atlltude change may he affecled hy more complex reason· 
ing processes. such as lhose hased on halance lheory (Heider. 1946: Insko. 1984) 
or certain attribulional pnnciples (e .g., Kelley. 1967: Eagly. Wood. & Chaiken. 
197!l). Importanll)'. even reliance on more comple'" inferences obviates the need 
for careful scruliny of lhe issue·relevanl argulllenls in a message. In other words. 
each of these processes (e.g .. self-perception. assimilalion. balance) is postu· 
lated 10 be suflicienl to account for attilude change withoUl requiring a personal 
evaluation of lhe issue-relevant argumenls. 21n sum. we have proposed that when 
either mOlivalion or ahilily to process issue-relevant arguments is low. atliludes 
may be changed by associating an issue posilion wilh various affective cues, or 
people may attempt to fonn a reasonable opinion position by making an in
ference about lhe likely correClness or desirability of a particular attitude position 
based on cues such as message discrepancy, one's own behavior, and the charac
teristics of the message source. 

B. DEVELOPMENTAL TRENDS IN ELABORATION 

Inlereslingly. the attitude change processes that we have just described form 
an elaboration continuum which likely coincides with the manner in which 
attitude change processes develop through adulthood_ Specifically. the very i 
young child probably has relatively little motivation to think about the true merils ~. 
of people, objects. and issues, and even less ability to do so. Thus, attitudes may 

f21nsko (1981) extended balance theory to include a person's consideration of issue-relevant 
I 

arguments. This more general balance fonnulation therefore broadens the theory beyond peripheral 
processing. 
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be affected primarily by what feels good or bad. As children mature, they 
become more motivated to express correct opinions on certain issues, but their 
ability to scrutinize issue-relevant arguments may still be poor due to lack of 
knowledge. Therefore, they may be particularly reliant on certain cognitive rules 
based on personal experience such as, "My mother knows what's right," or "If 
I play with it, I must like it." Consistenl with this reasoning, children have been 
shown to be more susceptible to appeals based on behavioral cues and self
perceptions than issue-relevant argumentation (e.g., Miller, Brickman, & Bolen, 
1975). 

Finally. as people move into adulthood, interests become more focused and 
the consequences of holding correct opinions on certain issues increase. In addi
tion. as people's acquired knowledge and cognitive skills grow, this renders 
them more able to critically analyze issue-relevant information on certain topics 
and makes them less reliant than children on certain primitive heuristics (cf. 
Ross, 1981). As we noted earlier. of course, although people may have the 
requisite ability and motivation to scrutinize certain attitude issues, they will lack 
motivation and ability on others. Thus, simple inferences and affeclive cues may 
still produce attitude change in adults. 

In sum, one's initial evaluations are likely to be largely hedonistic since, 
lacking lhe motivation and/or ability to consider issue-relevant arguments, at
titudes will be based primarily on positive and negative affective cues associated 
with the attitude object. As development proceeds. some attitudes may be 
formed on the basis of simple inferences, decision rules, and social attachments. 
Finally, the formation and change of some attitudes become very thoughtful 
processes in which issue-relevant information is carefully scrutinized and evalu
ated in terms of existing knowledge. Importantly, our sequence of the develop
mental stages of influence is consistent with other developmental models of 
jUdgment. For example, in discussing the development of moral standards, 
Kohlberg (1963) identifies three developmental levels. At the first level (precon
ventional), moral evaluations are based primarily on the affective consequences 
of an act. At level 2 (conventional), evaluations of acts are based primarily on 
Socially accepted rules and laws. Finally, at level 3 (postconventional), an eval
uation of an act is based on a person's idiosyncratic but well-articulated moral 
code. The parallels to our stages of influence are obvious. 

Although we have argued that there is a continuum of message elaboration 
ranging from none to complete, and that different attitude change processes may 
operate along the continuum, it is also important to note that these different 
theoretical processes can be viewed as specifying just two qualitatively distinct 
routes to persuasion. The first route, which we have called the "central route," 
OCcurs when motivation and ability to scrutinize issue-relevant arguments are 
relatively high. The second, or "peripheral route," occurs when motivation 
and/or ability are relatively low and attitudes are determined by positive or 
negative cues in the persuasion context which either become directly associated 
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with the message position or permit a simple inference as to the validity of the 
.'message. In short, even though one can view message elaboration as a con


tinuum, we can distinguish persuasion that is primarily a result of issue-relevant
 
argumentation from persuasion that is primarily a result of some cue in the
 
persuasion context that permits attitude change without argument scrutiny. In
 
fact, we will find it useful elsewhere in this article to talk about the elaboration
 
likelihood continuum by referring to the prototypical processes operative at each
 
extreme. 

IV. Postulate 3: Arguments, Cues, and Elaboration 

Much of our discussion so far is summarized in the next postulate. 

Variables can affect the amount and direction of altilude change by: (A) serving as
 
persuasive argumenls. (8) serving as peripheral cues, and/or (C) affecling Ihe exlenl or
 
direction of issue and argument elaboration.
 

In subsequent sections we discuss how many of the typical source, message,
 
recipient, channel, and context variables manipulated in the accumulated persua

sion research can be understood in terms of the three-part categorization above,
 
but first we need to define and operationalize the constructs.
 

A. ARGUMENT/MESSAGE QUALITY 

One of the least researched and understood questions in the psychology of 
persuasion is "What makes an argument persuasive?" As we noted earlier, 
literally thousands of studies and scores of theories have addressed the question 
of how some extramessage factor (e.g., source credibility, repetition) affects the 
acceptance of a particular argument, but little is known about what makes a 
particular argument (or message) persuasive in isolation. In fact, the typical 
persuasion experiment employs only one message and examines how some extra
message factor affects acceptance of the message conclusion. Furthermore, stud
ies that do include more than one message often do so for purposes of gener
alizability across topics, not because the messages are proposed to differ in some 
theoretically meaningful way (e.g., Hovland & Weiss, 1951). There are, of 
course, notable exceptions to our generalization. For example, a few studies 
have manipulated the comprehensibility or complexity of a message (e.g., Ea
gly, 1974; Eagly & Warren, 1976; Regan & Cheng, 1973), mostly to test 
McGuire's (1968) information processing model, but even these studies were not 
aimed at uncovering the underlying characteristics of persuasive arguments. 
Perhaps the most relevant research to date is that in which subjects are asked to 
rate arguments along various dimensions (e.g., validity, novelty) in order to 
determine what qualities make an argument persuasive (see Yinokur & Bum-
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stein, 1974), but this kind of research is rare and in its infancy. After over 40 
years of work on persuasion in experimental social psychology, Fishbein and 
Ajzen (1981) could accurately state that "the general neglect of the information 
contained in a message ... is probably the most serious problem in communication 
and persuasion research" (p. 359).3 

In the ELM, arguments are viewed as bits of information contained in a 
communication that are relevant to a person's subjective determination of the 
true merits of an advocated position. Because people hold attitudes for many 
different reasons (Katz, 1960), people will invariably differ in the kinds of 
information they feel are central to the merits of any position (Snyder & DeBono, 
1985). Nevertheless, for purposes of testing the ELM, it is necessary to specify 
arguments that the vast majority of a specifiable population finds compelling 
rather than specious. In our research on the ELM, we have postponed the ques
tion of what specifiC qualities make arguments persuasive by defining argument 
quality in an empirical manner. In developing arguments for a topic, we begin by 
generating a large number of arguments, both intuitively compelling and spe
cious ones, in favor of some issue (e.g., raising tuition). Then, members of the 
appropriate subject population are given these arguments to rate for per
suasiveness. Based on these scores we select arguments with high and low 
ratings to comprise at least one "strong" and one "weak" message. Subse
quently, other subjects are given one of these messages and are told to think 
about and evaluate it carefully. Following examination of the message, subjects 
complete a "thought-listing measure" (Brock, 1967; Greenwald, 1(68), in 
which they are instructed to record the thoughts elicited by the message. These 
thoughts are then coded as to whether they are favorable. unfavorable. or neutral 
toward the position advocated (see Cacioppo & Petty, 19M Ic; Cacioppo. Har
kins, & Petty, 1981. for further discussion of the thought-listing procedure). We 
defme a "strong message" as one containing arguments (e.g., we shuuld raise 
tuition so that more books can be purchased for the library) such that when 
subjects are instructed to think about the message. the thoughts that they generate 
are predominantly favorable. Importantly, for positive attitude change to occur, 
the thoughts should be more favorable than those available prior to message 
ellposure. On the other hand, we define a "weak message" as one containing 
arguments (e.g., we should raise tuition so that more trees and shrubs can be 
planted on campus) such that when subjects are instructed to think about them, 
the thoughts that they generate are predominantly unfavorable. For negative 
change (boomerang) to occur, the thoughts should be more unfavorable than 
those available prior to message ellposure. 

·'Nolably, Fishbein and Ajlcn (1975) and olhcr expe(lancy valuc lheorisls (c.g .. Roscnberg, 
1956) havc cxamincd argumcnl or allribulc persuasivcness fnllll a phcl\lllllcnologi(al perspectivc. 
However. the: quc.!'ltlon uf u'hy a partil.:ular argumenl or anribulc 1.\ .\Ccn a~ mure positive u( negative 
than others is 'lill nol addrc"ed. 
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Once the messages meet the criterion of eliciting the appropriate profile of 
thoughts, they are checked for other characterislics. First, a panel of subjects 
rates the messages for overall believability. Our goal is to develop arguments that 
are strong and weak, but that do not strain credulity. (This is not to say that our 
arguments are necessarily veridical-just reasonably plausible to our subjects.) 
Next, people from the relevant subject pool rate the messages for comprehen
sibility. complexity. and familiarity. Again, our goal is to develop strong and 
weak messages Ihat are roughly equivalent in their novelty and in our subjects' 
ability 10 understand them. The top panel of Fig. 2 depicts the results of a 
hypothctical study in which some extnmlessage "Ireatment" has no effect on 
persuasion. In this srudy. only the quality of the message arguments determined 
the extent of allilude change. We will compare this simple result with the other 
possihilities depicted in Fig. 2 in the remainder of this article. 

B I'LRII'IlLRAI. n 'ES 

According ro Ihe Elahoralion Likelihood Model. one way 10 innuence at
ritudes is hy varying the quality of rhe arguments in a persuasive message. 
AnOlher possihilily. howcvcr. is that a Simple cue in the persuasion contexi 
affects allitudes in Ihe ahSCOl'e of arl!umenl pHX"essing. As we noted earlier. 
some cues will do this hecausc Ihey trigger relatively primative affective states 
that become associated with the alii tude object. Various reinforcing (e.g., food; 
Janis, Kaye, & Kirschner. 1965) and punishing (e.g., electric shock; Zanna. 
Kiesler. & Pilkonis. 1970) stimuli have proved effective in this regard. Other 
cues work, however, because they invoke guiding rules (e.g .. balance; Heider. 
1946) or inferences (e.g .. self-perception; Bern, 1972). 

Since cues are postulated to affect altitude change without affecting argu
ment processing, il is possible to test manipulations as potential cues by present
ing them to subjects with the advocated position only (i.e., without accompany
ing persuasive arguments). as in prestige suggestion (see Asch, 1948). If the 
manipulation is a potential cue, it should have the ability to affect attitudes in the 
absence of any arguments. Alternatively, one could present an incomprehensible 
message (e .g., in a foreign language) on some topic along with the potential cue 
(e.g., speed of speech; Miller el al.. 1976). Subjects could be asked to rate, for 
example. how likely it is that the speaker is convincing. Again, if the cue is 
operative. it should be capable of affecting judgments even if there are no 
arguments to process. Finally. a simple procedure might involve merely describ
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eliminate the possibility that more thoughtful processes were involved (e.g., 
subjects might attempt to generate arguments consistent with the position; cf., 
Burnstein, Vinokur, & Trope, 1973). However, these procedures would indicate 
whether or not a manipulation has the potential to serve as a peripheral cue. 
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ing various potential cues to subjects (e.g., a message with I vs. 10 arguments; a 
Fig. 2. Impact of variables on altitude change according to the ELM. Under conditions of highmessage from an attractive vs. an unattractive source) and asking them which 

elaboration likelihood. altitudes are affected mostly by argument quality (I). Under conditions of low
would more likely be acceplable and/or persuasive. These procedures would not, i elaboration likelihood, atliludes are affected mostly by peripheral cues (tI). Under condition' of 
of course. indicate why a cue was effective (e.g., were the judgments due to l moderate elaboration likelihood, varibles may enhance or reduce message processing in either"L
affective association or the invocation of a simple decision rule?), nor would they "'.i~'y """"" (III) ~ "'.i~'y "..-J 'IV1 _ •• '''''.''' '.,m ""y • C..,,,,,,,,,. ""., 



136 
137 

RICHARD E. PElTY AND JOHN T. CACIOPPO 

Panel II in Fig. 2 presents the results of a hypothetical study in which 
strong, weak, and mixed argument messages were presented along with a treat
ment that served as a peripheral cue. Note that in the pure case of cue processing, 
the cue affccts all three kinds of messages equally. Since cues are most likely to 
operate when subjects are either unmotivated or unable to process issue-relevant 
arguments (as depicted in Fig. I), the data show a strong effect for the cue 
treatment, but little effect for argument quality. In the left half of Panel 2 the cue 
is positive, and in the right half the cue is negative. 

C. AFFECfING ELABORATION 

We have now defined two of the key constructs in the Elaboration Like
lihood Model: argument quality and peripheral cues. The third way in which a 
variable can affect persuasion is by determining the extent or direction of mes
sage processing. Variables can affect argument processing in a relatively objec
tive or a relatively biased manner (Petty & Cacioppo, 198Ia). In relatively 
objective processing, some treatment variable either motivates or enables sub
jects to see the strengths of cogent arguments and the flaws in specious ones, or 
inhibits them from doing so. In relatively biased processing some treatment 
variable either motivates or enables subjects to generate a particular kind of 
thought in response to a message, or inhibits a particular kind of thought. Rela
tively objective elaboration has much in common with "bottom-up" processing 
since the elaboration is relatively impartial and data driven. Relatively biased 
elaboration has more in common with "top-down" processing since the elabora
tion, for example, may be governed by a relevant attitude schema which guides 
processing in a manner leading to the maintenance or strengthening of the sche
ma (cf. Bobrow & Nonnan, 1975; Landman & Manis, 1983). Postulate 4 deals 
further with the nature of relatively objective processing, and Postulate 6 deals 
further with the nature of relatively biased processing. 

Of course, in order to test the ELM, it is important to assess how much 
message processing subjects are engaged in (i.e., how much cognitive activity or 
effort is devoted to issue-relevant thinking), and what variables affect elabora
tion. We have used four different procedures to assess the extent of thinking. The 
first procedure is the simplest and involves directly asking people how much 
effort they expended in processing the message, or how much thinking they were 
doing about the advocacy. Although we have found this method to prove sen
sitive in some studies (e.g., Cacioppo, Petty, & Morris, 1983; Petty, Harkins, & 
Williams, 1980), in others it has not produced differences even though there 
were other indications of differential processing (e.g., Harkins & Petty, 1981 a, 
1982). The problem, of course, is that although people may sometimes be aware 
of how much cognitive effort they are expending, people do not always have 
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access to their cognitive processes (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). 
A second procedure involves using the thought-listing technique developed 

by Brock (1967) and Greenwald (1968). In this procedure, subjects list their 
thoughts either in anticipation of, during, or after message exposure, and the 
thoughts are subsequently categorized into theoretically meaningful units (e.g., 
counterarguments; source-related thoughts) by the subjects or independent jud
ges. The thought-listing technique has proved to be an important supplemental 
tool in tracking the amount and type of cognitive activity involved in persuasion 
and resistance (see Cacioppo et al., 1981; Cacioppo & Petty, 1981 c; for reviews 
of thought-listing methodology and results). Although statistical procedures have 
been used to show that cognitive activity mediates attitude effects in some 
instances (e.g., Cacioppo & Petty. 1979b; Insko, Turnbull, & Yandell, 1974; 
Petty & Cacioppo, 1977), thought listings do not provide definitive evidence for 
cognitive mediation because the evidence is basically correlational (cf. Miller & 
Colman, 1981). 

A third procedure that we have used to assess the extent and affectivity of 
information processing activity involves the use of psychophysiological mea
sures. For example, we have shown that facial electromyographic (EMG) ac
tivity is capable of distinguishing positive from negative reactions to stimuli 
(e.g., Cacioppo & Petty, 1979a) and that perioral (e.g., lip) EMG activity is 
capable of distinguishing cognitively cffortful from less taxing mental work 
(e.g., Cacioppo & Petty. 1981 b). The physiological procedures have several 
potential advantages over self-reports of cognitive activity and thought listings. 
For example, these measures can track psychological processes over time, and 
may be less susceptible to artifacts (e.g .• demand characteristics) and subjects' 
inability to recall the process or content of their thoughts. Although work on 
psychophysiological assessments of attitudinal processes is in its early stages, 
these measures hold considerable promise for tracking and marking the underly
ing mediation of persuasion and resistance (see Cacioppo & Petty, 1981 a. 1986; 
Petty & Cacioppo, 1983; for reviews). 

The fourth procedure for assessing the extent of cognitive processing, and 
the one highlighted in this article. is based on our manipulation of message 
argument quality. This procedure is discussed in the next section. 

V. Postulate 4: Objective Elaboration 

I 
Postulate 3 notcd that variablcs could serve as arguments, cues, or affect 

processing. We further noted that processing could proceed in a relativcly objec
tive or biased manner. Postulate 4 deals with objective processing. Specifically: 

I 

1
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Affecting motivation and/or ability to process a message in a relatively objective
 
manner can do so by either enhancing or reducing argument scrutiny.
 

As we hinted above, our empirical method of defining argument quality allows 
us to assess the extent to which a variable affects argument processing and the 
extent to which this processing is relatively objective or biased. We shall consid
er first the expected consequences of variables affecting relatively objective 
processing. 

Assume for the moment that we have created a control condition in which 
motivation or ahility to process issue-relevant arguments is rather low. Subjects 
should show relatively lillie differentiation of strong from weak arguments in this 
condition. However, if a manipulation enhances argument processing in a rela
tively objective manner, then subjects should show greater differentiation of 
strong from weak arguments. More specifically. a message with strong argu
ments should produce more agreement when it is scrutinized carefully than when 
scrutiny is low. hut a mcssage with weak arguments should produce less overall 
agreement when sl'rutiny is high rathcr than low. This pallem of results is 
depicted in the Icft half of Panel III in Fig. 2. In a similar fashion, we can assess 
the extent to which a variahle disrupts processing in a relatively objectivc man
ner. Consider a situation in which suhjects are processing the message arguments 
quite diligently. These suhjects should show considerable differentiation of 
strong from weak arguments. However. if argument processing is disrupted. due 
eitlJer to reduced motivation or ahility. argument quality should be a less impor
tant dctenninant of persuasion. More specifically, a strong message should in
duce less agreement when processing is disrupted than when it is not, but a weak 
message should produce more agreement when processing is disrupted than 
when it is not. The right half of Panel III in Fig. 2 depicts this pallern. In addition 
to subjects' altitudes being more differentiated to weak and strong messages 
when argument processing is high rather than low, the profile of subjects' 
thoughts also should show greater differentiation of arguments when processing 
is high rather than low. 

In sum, by manipulating argument quality along with some other variable, it 
is possible to tell whether that variable enhances or reduces argument processing 
in a relatively objective manner. If the variable enhances argument processing, 
subjects' thoughts and altitudes should be more polarized when the variable is 
present rather than absent, but if the variable reduces argument processing, i 
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A. DISTRACTION 

Research on distraction's effect on persuasion can be traced to an intriguing 
study by Allyn and Festinger (1961), in which high school students were present
ed with a speech which argued that teenage drivers are dangerous. The students 
were either forewarned of the opinion topic and told that their opinions would be 
assessed (opinion orientation) or were told simply that they were to assess the 
personality of the speaker (personality orientation). Although these two condi
tions did not differ in the average opinion change they induced, when analyses 
were conducted on the most involved subjects (those with extreme opinions or 
those who said the issue was impoJ1ant), a significant difference was found such 
that there was more persuasion in the personality than in the opinion orientation 
condition. Two possible explanations for this effect were offered. The initial 
explanation favored by Allyn and Festinger was that the "forewarning" in the 
opinion orientation condition stimulated the involved students to counterargue 
and/or derrogate the source (see also Freedman & Sears, 1965). A second 
explanation, proposed initially by Festinger and Maccoby (1964), was that the 
involved subjects in the personality orientation condition were distracted from 
the counterarguing and/or source derrogating in which they nonnally would have 
engaged. 

In the years since the Allyn and Festinger experiment, a considerable 
number of studies have accumulated on both "forewarning" and "distraction," 
and it is now clear that both effects are viable. In this section we apply the ELM 
framework to "distraction" and discuss how this variable works by affecting 
infonnation processing in a relatively objective manner. In section VII,B we 
apply the ELM to "forewarning" and address how this variable also works by 
affecting information processing, but in a relatively biased manner. 

In 1973, Baron, Baron, & Miller reviewed the accumulated research on 
"distraction" and concluded that although many individual studies were suscep
tible to a wide variety of mediational interpretations, there were just two the
oretical explanations that could account for the existing data parsimoniously. 
One explanation was the disruption of counterarguing interpretation favored by 
Festinger and Maccoby. Another interpretation offered by Baron et al.. however, 
was based, ironically, on Festinger's (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance. 
Baron et al. argued that distraction manipulations require subjects to exeJ1 more 
effort than usual in order to understand the message. FUJ1hermore, "since choos

subjects' thoughts and altitudes should be less polarized when the variable is 
present rather than absent. Before moving on to our postulates concerning pe
ripheral cues and biased processing, we review some evidence that variables can 

f
J
 

ing to hear a counterattitudinal message can be viewed as altitude-discrepant 
behavior, the effort required to comprehend a counteraltitudinal message will 

~
 directly determine the amount of dissonance created by the choice" (p. 317). 
affect persuasion by affecting the extent of argument processing in a relatively 

objective manner. 
One way for subjects to reduce this dissonance, of course, is for them to justify 
their effort by overvaluing the communication. I

! 

L 
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At the time of the review by Baron el al., the available experiments did not 
allow a distinction between the two alternative theories because evidence that 
appeared to support either the counterargument or the dissonance position also 
could be seen as consistent with the other account. Importantly, even research 
using the thought-listing technique, which showed that with increasing distrac
tion the number of counterarguments listed decreased (Keating & Brock, 1974; 
Osterhouse & Brock, 1970), was open to multiple interpretations. Was a reduc
tion in negative thoughts obtained with distraction because distraction disrupted 
counterarguing, or was it because distraction induced attitude change via disso
nance (or some other process) which was subsequently justified in the thought 
listings (M iller & Baron, I973)'! 

Our initial use of the manipulation of strong and weak arguments (see 
section IV,A) came in an experiment that attempted to distinguish the dissonance 
from the counterargument disruption interpretations of distraction (Petty, Wells, 
& Brock, 1976, Experiment I). A second aim of our experiment was to test a 
more general distraction formulation than "counterargument disruption." Spe
cifically, we reasoned that if the predominant thoughts to a message without 
distraction were unfavorable, then distraction should disrupt these unfavorable 
thoughts and lead to increased agreement. However, if the predominant thoughts 
to a message without distraction were favorable, then distraction should disrupt 
these favorable thoughts resulting in decreased agreement. Our manipulation of 
argument quality provides a means of assessing this general "thought disrup
tion" hypothesis as well as testing it against the predicted results from disso
nance theory. 

The thought disruption interpretation holds that distraction should enhance 
persuasion for a message containing weak arguments (since unfavorable thoughts 
should dominate under no distraction and would therefore be disrupted), but that 
distraction should reduce persuasion for a message containing strong arguments 
(since favorable thoughts should dominate under no distraction and would there
fore be disrupted). The predictions from dissonance theory are quite different, 
however. Research on selective exposure and attention indicates that people 
prefer to hear weak rather than strong arguments against their own position 
(Kleinhesselink & Edwards, 1975; Lowin, 1967), suggesting that exerting effort 
to hear strong counterattitudinal arguments would induce more dissonance than 
exerting effort to hear weak ones. Because of this, dissonance theory predicts 
that for counterattitudinal messages, d;straction should enhance persuasion more 
for strong arguments than for weak ones. 

Two discrepant messages were prepared for our study. Both messages ar
gued that tuition at the students' university should be increased by 20%, but the 
messages differed in the presentation of five key arguments. As explained pre
viously, the strong arguments were selected so that they elicited primarily favor
able thoughts when subjects were instructed to think about them, and the weak 
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arguments were selected so that they elicited primarily negative thoughts. The 
distraction task required subjects to record on a monitoring sheet the quadrant in 
which Xs flashed on a screen in front of them. Subjects were either told that' 'no 
Xs would flash for now" (no distraction), or the Xs appeared on the screen at 15
(low distraction), 5- (medium distraction), or 3- (high distraction) sec intervals 
during the message. After hearing one of the messages over headphones, sub
jects completed attitude measures, were given 2.5 min to list their thoughts, and 
responded to ancillary questions. The attitude results are presented in Fig. 3, Box 
I. Consistent with the general thought disruption hypothesis, a significant mes
sage quality x distraction interaction was obtained: increasing distraction was 
associated with more favorable attitudes when the message was weak, but in
creasing distraction was associated with less favorable attitudes when the mes
sage was strong. Analyses of the postmessage thoughts listed indicated that 
overall the messages differed in the number of counterarguments they elicited. In 
addition, high distraction reduced counterargument production for the weak, but 
not the strong message. Finally, high distraction tended to reduce the number of 
favorable thoughts elicited by the strong, but not the weak message. 4 

Several conceptual replications of our results have been reported. In one 
study, we exposed subjects to a strong or weak proattitudinal message under 
conditions of either low or medium distral:tion !Pelty 1'1 III .. 1976, Experiment 
2). As in our initial study. a signifil:ant message yualily x dislral:lion intcral:lion 
was obtained: distraction was assol'iated with im:reased agreement when the 
message was weak, but with del:reascd agreement when the message was strong 
(see Box 2, Fig. 3). In another study. Tsal (llJH-l1 prepared print ads wntaining 
strong or weak argurnenlS for a varlety of l:onsUlller prodUl:lS. As sUbJl'ds were 
exposed to Ihe ads via slides. they were either not dlstraded or were reljulred to 
count the number of random "dieks" presented on tape. Again. distral:lion was 
associated with more favorable attitudes IowaI'd the products when the arguments 
were weak, but with less favorable allitudes when the arguments were strong (see 
also, Lammers & Becker, 19HO). 

In sum, the accumulated literature is very consistent with the view Ihat 
distral:lion is one variable that affecls a person's ability to process a message in a 
relatively objeelive manner. Specifically. distraction disrupts the thoughts that 
would nonnally be elicited by a message. Distraction should be especially impor
tant as a thought disrupter when people are highly motivated and able to pro
cess the message. If mOlivation and/or ability to process the message are low, 
distraction should have little effect (see Pelly & Brock. 1981, for further discus
sion). 

·Sinee Ihe thought-listing data parallel lhe allilude dala in nearly all \If lhe sludies thaI we repon 
here. delailed results on this measure will nol be described for lhc remaining sludies lhal we review. 
Readers arc referred 10 the original rcpons. 
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Fig. 3. Variables that may enhance or reduce elaboration in a relatively objective manner. (I) 
Effects of distraction on altitudes following strong and weak counleraltitudinal messages (data from 
Pelty, Wells. & Brock. 1976; Experiment I). (2) Effects of distraction on altitudes following strong 
and weak proaltitudinal messages (data from Pelty. Wells. & Brock. 1976; Experiment 2). (3) Effects 
of message repetition on initial altitudes following strong and weak messages (data from Cacioppo & 
Petty. 1985). (4) Effects of message repetition on delayed attitudes following slrong and weak 
messages (data from Cacioppo & Petty. 1980a. Experiment 2). (5) Effects of personal relevance on 
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B. REPETITION 

Repetition of stimuli has been shown to increase liking (e.g., Zajonc, 
1968), decrease liking (e.g., Cantor, 1968) and have no effect on attitudes (e.g., 
Belch, 1982). The most common finding in the persuasion literature, however, is 
that repeating a persuasive communication tends to first increase and then de
crease agreement (e.g., Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b; Calder & Stemthal, 1980; 
Gom & Goldberg, 1980). A variety of theoretical accounts has been proposed for 
the effects of repeated exposure, including message learning, response competi
tion, and others (see reviews by Harrison, 1977; Sawyer, 1981). 

Based on the accumulated research, we proposed that message repetition 
guides a sequence of psychological reactions to a persuasive communication best 
conceptualized as a two-stage attitude-modification process (Cacioppo & Petty, 
1979b). In the first stage, repeated presentations of a message provide recipients 
with a greater opportunity to consider the implications of the content of the 
message in a relatively objective manner. Thus, just as distraction can disrupt 
infonnation processing, repetition can enhance a person's ability to process the 
message arguments. The benefit of repetition should be most apparent when 
additional opportunities are needed to process a message, such as when ability to 
process the full implications of the message with only one exposure is low (e.g., 
the message is complex), or when motivation to process with one exposure is 
low. Once a person has considered the implications of the message, however, the 
second stage of infonnation processing commences. In this second stage, the 
relatively objective processing of the first stage ceases as tedium and/or reac
tance are elicited by the excessive exposures. Both tedium and reactance will 
tend to result in decreased message acceptance either by serving as simple 
negative affective cues or by biasing the nature of information processing in a 
negative direction (see Section VII,C). In this section we explore the conse
quences of the first (objective) stage of infonnation processing. 

In order to provide a test of our view that moderate repetition can affect 
persuasion by increasing the opportunity to scrutinize arguments in a relatively 
objective manner, we conducted a study in which students were exposed to a 
message advocating that seniors at their university be required to take a compre
hensive exam in their major area as a requirement for graduation (see Cacioppo 

attitudes following pro- (strong) and counterattitudinal (weak) messages (data from Petty & Caciop
po, 1979b; Experiment I). (6) Effects of personal relevance on attitudes following strong and weak 
counterattitudinal messages (data from Petty & Cacioppo. 1979b; Experiment 2). (7) Effects of 
personal responsibility on attitudes following strong. weak. and mixed messages (data from Petty. 
Harkins, & Williams. 1980; Experiment 2). (8) Effects of need for cognition on attitudes following 
strong and weak messages (data from Cacioppo. Petty. & Morris. 1983; Experiment 2). 
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& Petty, 1985, for details). As in our work on distraction, half of the subjects 
heard a message containing strong arguments and half heard a message contain
ing weak arguments. In addition, half of the subjects heard the message once, 
and half heard the message three times in succession. An analysis of subjects' 
postmessage attitudes toward the senior comprehensive exam issue revealed a 
message quality x repetition interaction (see Box 3, Fig. 3). Subjects showed 
greater attitudinal differentiation of strong from weak arguments when the mes
sage was presented three times rather than just once. 

In another study (Cacioppo & Petty, 1980a, Experiment 2), we provided a 
conceptual replication and in addition examined the delayed impact of message 
repetition. In this study, students were exposed to a strong or weak message in 
favor of raising the price of their local newspaper. The message was presented to 
subjects as an audiotape of a telephone interview with a local resident. The strong 
message emphasized the benefits subscribers would receive from the price in
crease, whereas the weak message emphasized the benefits to management. 
Subjects were instructed to evaluate the sound quality of the tapes, and the 
message was played either one, three, or five times in succession. Immediately 
following exposure, subjects listed their thoughts about the tapes and rated the 
sound quality. From 8 to 14 days later, individuals were contacted by an inter
viewer who appeared unrelated to the initial experimenter. The second experi
menter, who was blind to the respondents' initial experimental conditions, inquir
ed about a number of community issues including attitudes toward increasing the 
price of the local paper. Consistent with the previous study, a message quality x 
repetition interaction was obtained (see Box 4, Fig. 3). Again, subjects showed 
greater attitudinal differentiation of strong from weak arguments as repetition in
creased ..5 

C. PERSONAL RELEVANCEJINVOLVEMENT 

We have now discussed two of the major variables that can affect a person's 
ability to scrutinize issue-relevant arguments in a relatively objective manner. 
Motivational variables are also important in affecting the likelihood of message 
elaboration. Perhaps the most important variable in this regard is the personal 
relevance of the message. Previous social psychological analyses of personal 

~For exploratory purposes, a third group of subjects received a message contalRlRg novel 
arguments that were weak but "subtly contradictory. " Subjects exposed to this message showed an 

inverted-U attitude pattern with repetition. It is also important to note in considering the effects of 

repetition that the number of repetitions required to enhance argument processing but not induce 
tedium or reactance will depend on a number of factors. For example, the more complex, the more 

lengthy, or the more rapidly presented is the message, the more repetitions that may be necessary for 
the full implications of the arguments to be realized. Thus, what is "moderate" and what is 

"excessive" repetition will depend on a number of factors (see Cacioppo & Petty, 1985). 
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relevance have labeled this construct (or variations of it) "ego-involvement" 
!(Rhine & Severance, 1970; Sherif, Sherif, & Nebergall, 1965), "issue involve
ment" (Kiesler, Collins, & Miller, 1969), "pcrsonal involvement" (e.g., Ap
sler & Scars, 1968; Sherif, Kelly, Rodgers, Sarup, & Tittler, 1973), "vested 
interest" (Sivacek & Crano, 1982), ami others. In brief, consistent with prevail
ing definitions, we regard personal relevance as the extent to which an advocacy 
has "intrinsic importance" (Sherif & Hovland, (961) or "personal meaning" 
(Sherif e( £It., 1973). Personal relevance occurs when people expect the issue "to 
have significant consequences for their own lives" (Apsler & Sears, 1968) . Of 
course, relevance can be judged in terms of a variety of dimensions, such as the 
number of personal consequences of an issue, the magnitude of the conse
quences, and the duration of the consequences. For example, some advocacies 
may remain high in personal relevance for many people over a long period of 
time (e.g., changing the United States income tax structure), other advocacies 
may have personal relevance for a 1110re circurnscrihetl periotl and/or audience 
(e.g., raising college tuition), anti still other atlvocacies may have personal 
relevance only under certain very transient ~'ontlitions (e. g., refrigerator ads have 
higher relevance when a person is in the market for this appliance).b 

Most of the early research on the personal relevance of an issue indicated 
that increasing personal involver1ll..'111 was asslKiat~'tI with resistarK'e to persua
sion (Miller, 1%5: Sherif & IImlantl, \961 I. anti th~' 1110st prominently men
tionetl explanation for this lintling was tlerlvetl hOI11 slKiill jutlgl11ent theory 
(Sherif c( at.. IlJ65). Involvel11ent was helievetl to he i1SSll~·tateti with a greater 
probahility of message rejection hecause people were postulaletl to hold ex· 
pand.:tI "latilUties of rejection" as personal invlllvel11enl lII<Teilseti. anti Im:om· 
ing messages woultl therefore he more li"c1y 10 filII ~tthlll the una~'ceptahle 

range of a person"s il11pli~'it allllutle ~'ontinuum d:i1gl} & MalliS. \9(6) To 
account for the fact that increasing relevance was associaletl with increased 
resistance mostly for counterallitudinal anti not proallilUtilnal issues (e.g .. Eagly, 
1967), Pallak e( at. (llJ72) proposetlthat inneasing involvement (or commit· 
ment) increased the prohahility of rejecting counterallitutllllal messages hecause 
these messages were co1ltrus(ed (seen as further away from one's own position 

"This kind of "issue relevance" can be contrasted wilh anolher kind of self· relevance referred 

to as "response involvement" (Zimbardo, 1'160) or "ta,k involvement" (Sherif & Hovland, 1'161 l. 

In this second kind of involvement, the allitudinal issue per se is not partkularly important or relevant 
to the person, but adopting a !,,"ilion that will maximize the immcdiale situational rewards is (cL 

Zanna & Pack, 1975). For example, the issue of raising taxes in the United States has personal 

implications for mosl Uniled Slates laxpayers (high issue involvement) whereas the issue of raising 

taxes in England does not. However, one's expressed attitude on the laller topic may become 
imponant while entenaining one's British boss for dinner (high res!"lRse involvement). In some 

cases, re'!"lRse involvement should lead 10 increased influence (Zimhardo, 1'160) and in other cases 

10 decreased influencc (e.g .. Frecdman. I'IM). depending upon which enhance, sclf-presentation. 
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than they really were and therefore more objectionable), but proattitudinal mes
sages were assimilated (seen as closer to one's own position and therefore more 
acceptable) , 

Importantly, explanations of involvement based on social judgment theory 
did not consider the nature of the issue-relevant arguments presented in the 
communication. Instead, as involvement increased. a message was thought to 
induce increased assimilation (and acceptance) or increased contrast (and rejec
tion) based on the particular position that it was judged to espouse. The ELM 
suggests an alternative analysis of the effects of personal involvement or rele
vance (Petty & Cacioppo. 1979b). Specifically, we suggested that as personal 
relevance increases, people become more motivated to process the issue-relevant 
arguments presented. As the personal consequences of an advocacy increase, it 
becomes more important for people to fonn a veridical opinion because the 
consequences of being incorrect are greater. Because of the greater personal 
implications people should be more motivated to engage in the cognitive work 
necessary to evaluate the true merits of the proposal. 

Much of the early work on issue involvement was conducted by finding 
existing groups that differed in the extent to which an issue was important (as 
assessed by membership in issue-relevant groups), and thus was correlational in 
nature (e.g .• Hovland, Harvey, & Sherif. 1957). More recent investigators have 
chosen to study issue relevance by varying the issue and message between 
subjects (e.g., Lastovicka & Gardner, 1979). For example, some undergraduate 
students would receive a message on a highly involving issue (e.g., increasing 
tuition), whereas others would receive a message on an issue of low relevance 
(e.g., increasing park acreage in a distant city; Rhine & Severance, 1970). 
Although this research is interesting in that these involvement classifications 
probably capture the personal relevance concept as it often occurs in the "real 
world." several interpretive problems are introduced. Specifically, distinctions 
based on different kinds of people or different issues may confound personal 
relevance with other factors (see discussion by Kiesler et al., 1969). One particu
larly likely confound is that people in the high relevance groups or who receive 
the high relevance issues may be more familiar with the issue and may have more 
topic-relevant knowledge. Thus, in addition to possessing greater motivation to 
process the messages, it is likely that these subjects also have greater ability to do 
so. Thus. when a message contains information that is inconsistent with subjects' 
initial opinions, high relevance subjects should be more motivated and generally 
more able to generate counterarguments to the arguments presented. However. 
when a message contains infonnation that is consistent with the subjects' initial 
attitudes, high relevance subjects should be more motivated and generally more 
able to elaborate the strengths of the arguments. In sum. it is possible that 
differences in message-relevant elaboration between high and low relevance 
subjects (rather than assimilation/contrast effects) may account for the different 
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effects obtained for pro- and counterattitudinal issues in previous research on 
personal involvement. 

In order to test our fonnulation, we first sought to replicate previous re
search using a manipulation of personal relevance that did not include differences 
in familiarity with the issue and argumer.ts as a component. Employing a pro
cedure introduced by Apsler and Sears (1968), we had subjects in both high and 
low relevance groups receive the same message on the same topic. but high 
involvement subjects were led to believe that the advocacy would affect them 
personally. whereas low involvement subjects were led to believe that the ad
vocacy would have no personally relevant implications. 

In our initial experiment (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979b, Experiment I), under
graduate students received either a proattitudinal message extolling the virtues of 
more lenient coed visitation hours on college campuses, or a counterattitudinal 
message contending that colleges should be more strict in their coed visitation 
policies. The message arguments were pretested so that the counterattitudinal 
message arguments were weak and elicited predominantly unfavorable thoughts. 
and the proattitudinal message arguments were strong and elicited predominantly 
favorable thoughts when subjects were instructed to think about them. To manip
ulate personal relevance, half of the subjects was told that the speaker was 
advocating that the change in visitation hours be implemented at their own 
university (Notre Dame), whereas the other half was told that the speaker advo
cated the change for a distant college (Juanita Junior College). As depicted in 
Box 5 of Fig. 3, a message direction/quality x relevance interaction was ob
tained on the measure of subjects' attitudes toward the change in visitation 
policy. When the message was counterattitudinal (and weak), increased rele
vance was associated with decreased acceptance, but when the message was 
proattitudinal (and strong), increased relevance was associated with greater 
acceptance. 

Although this study provides evidence consistent with our view that increas
ing personal relevance enhances motivation to scrutinize message content. it is 
still possible that attitude change was mediated by assimilation/contrast effects 
since the strong arguments advocated a proattitudinal position and the weak 
arguments advocated a counterattitudinal one. To provide a stricter test of the 
Elaboration Likelihood Model, we conducted a second experiment (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1979b, Experiment 2) in which all subjects were exposed to a coun
terattitudinal message advocating that college seniors should be required to pass 
a comprehensive exam in their major area as a requirement for graduation. For 
half of the subjects, the arguments in the message were strong and compelling, 
and for the other half, the arguments were weak and specious. Finally. for half of 
the subjects the speaker advocated that the exam policy be instituted at their own 
university (University of Missouri). and for half the speaker advocated imple
mentation at a distant school (North Carolina State). The results were identical to 
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those in the preceding study (see Box 6, Fig. 3). A message quality x relevance 
interaction indicated that as relevance increased, subjects' attitudes and thoughts 
showed greater discrimination of strong from weak arguments. More specifical
Iy, when the message was strong, increasing relevance produced a significant 
increase in attitudes, but when the message was weak, increasing relevance 
produced a significant decrease in attitudes. 

In the context of examining the effects of other variables, we have repli
cated the interaction of personal relevance and argument quality several times 
(e.g., Petty, Cacioppo, & Heesacker, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984a). Subse
quent studies have also supported the view that as personal relevance increases, 
information processing increases in intensity and/or complexity (e.g., Harkness, 
DeBono, & Borgida, 1985; see Burnkrant & Sawyer, 1983). Although this 
research is consistent with the idea that people become more likely to undertake 
the cognitive work of evaluating issue-relevant arguments as personal relevance 
increases, several caveats are in order concerning possible limitations on this 
effect. First, we suspect that there are some circumstances where personal in
terests are so intense, as when an issue is intimately associated with central 
values (e.g., Ostrom & Brock, 1968), that processing will either terminate in the 
interest of self-protection or will become biased in the service of one's own ego 
(e.g., Greenwald, 1980, 1981). 

A second factor to consider, however, is that, as we noted above, in the 
"real world" there is likely to be a natural confounding between the personal 
relevance of an issue and the amount of prior thinking a person has done about 
the pool of issue-relevant arguments. There are at least two potentially important 
consequences of this prior thinking. First, because of the prior consideration, 
people may have a greater ability or may be more practiced in defending their 
beliefs. This would reduce susceptibility to counterattitudinal appeals. Second, if 
a person has considered an issue many times in the past, it may be more difficult 
to motivate the person to think about another message on the same topic because 
the person may feel that all arguments have been evaluated (and rejected) al
ready. This would make it less likely that new compelling arguments would be 
processed. 

A final factor to consider is the empirically derived nature of the strong and 
weak arguments used in our research. This empirical deri vat ion is an important 
methodological tool in that it allows us to test the extent of argument processing 
induced by different variables. Howeva, in the "real world," where persuaders 
are often confined to posing arguments that are veridical (rather than plausible), 
it may generally be difficult to generate arguments on some issues that elicit 
primarily favorable thoughts when people scrutinize them. Importantly, even if 
all of these factors combine to make it generally more difficult to obtain in
creased persuasion with increased personal relevance in the real world, the ELM 
accounts for this resistance by tracking the extent to which enhancing relevance 
affects the elaboration of the issue-relevant arguments presented. 
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D. PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY 

We have argued and provided evidence for the view that personal relevance 
enhances motivation to process issue-relevant arguments. There is also reason to 
believe that personal responsibility produces similar effects. Ever since Ring
e1mann, a German researcher, found that group productivity on a rope-pulling 
task failed to reach the levels predicted based on individual perfornlance (see 
Steiner, 1972), several contemporary social psychologists have replicated this 
effect and pursued its underlying cause. Recent research has documented that at 
least part of the reduced performance in groups (called "social loafing" by 
Latane, Williams, & Harkins, 1979) results from loss of motivation rather than 
ability (Ingham, Levinger, Graves, & Peckham, 1974; Latane et al.. 1979). 

Although most of the research following Ringelmann has focused on tasks 
requiring physical exertion (e.g., Harkins, Latane, & Williams, 1980; Kerr & 
Bruun, 1981), in an exploratory study we examined the possibility that people who 
shared responsibility for a cognitil'e task would exert less mental effort than people 
who were individually responsible. In this study (Petty, Harkins, Williams, & 
Latane, 1977) we asked undergraduates to judge a poem and an editorial ostensi
bly written by fellow students. Our subjects were led to believe that they were the 
only one, I of 4, or I of 16 evaluators. All of them actually read the same two 
communications, and after exposure to each stimulus they were asked three 
questions designed to measure their perceived wgnitive involvement in the task 
(e.g., to what extent were you trying hard to evaluate the communication'!). 
Students who were solely responsible for the evaluation reported putting more 
effort into their evaluations than those who shared responsibility. Although no 
measures of actual wgnitive effort or work were obtained in our initial study, 
subsequent resean:h has obtained relevant evidence. For example, lIarkins and 
Petty (1982) employed a brainstorming task in which students were asked to 
generate uses for objects. The students were either told that "you alone are 
responsible for listing uses" or that "you share the responsibility for listing uses 
for this object with nine other persons whose uses will be combined with yours." 
When confronted with objects for which it was relatively easy to generate uses 
(i.e., knife, box), solely responsible subjects generated signiticantly more uses 
than subjects who shared the responsibility (when the task was more difficult and 
challenging, no loafing was obtained). 

In three studies, Brickner, Harkins, and Ostrom (1985) asked subjects to list 
their thoughts about the implementation of senior comprehensive exams (no 
messages were presented). Subjects were either told that they were the only 
person listing thoughts or that they shared the responsibility with a partner. In 
addition, the personal relevance of the exam proposal was varied by telling 
subjects either that the exam proposal was being considered for next year at their 
own university or that it was being considered either for a future date or for 
another university. When the issue was low in personal relevance, subjects who 
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shared responsibility generated significantly fewer thoughts than those who were 
individually responsible. As might be expected if personal relevance motivates 
issue-relevant thinking (Pelty & Cacioppo, 1979b), less loafing occurred in 
groups when the issue had high personal relevance. 

The implications of this research for persuasion are straightforward: the 
greater the personal responsibility for evaluating an issue, the more people 
should be willing to exert the cognitive effort necessary to evaluate the issue
relevant arguments presented. To test this hypothesis, we asked undergraduates 
to provide peer feedback on editorial messages ostensibly wrilten by journalism 
students (Pelty. Harkins. & Williams. 1980, Experiment 2). Subjects were led to 
believe that they were either the only person responsible for evaluating an edi
torial or I of 10 people who shared the responsibility. Subjects received one of 
three versions of a message arguing that seniors should be required to pass a 
comprehensive exam in their major as a requirement for graduation. One mes
sage contained strong arguments, another contained weak arguments, and a third 
contained a mixture llf arguments (and elicited a mixture of favorable and un
favorable thoughts). After reading the appropriate message, subjects provided an 
evaluation and listed their thoughts. The altitude results, graphed in Box 7 of 
Fig. 3, revealed a message quality x responsibility interaction. As personal 
responsibility for evaluation decreased. the quality of the arguments in the mes
sage became a less important determinant of the evaluations. More speci fically. 
group evaluators were significantly more favorable toward the weak message. 
but were significantly less favorable toward the strong message than individual 
evaluators. As expected. evaluations of the mixed message were unaffected by 

the extent of responsibility. 

E. NEED FOR COGNITION 

Just as there are situational factors that influence the likelihood that indi
viduals will think about and elaborate upon the arguments provided in a message, 
so too must there be individual factors governing message processing, and, 
indirectly, persuasion. Cohen, Stotland, and Wolfe (1955) introduced an indi
vidual difference called the "need for cognition," which they described as "a 
need to structure relevant situations in meaningful, integrated ways. It isa need 
to understand and make reasonable the experiential world" (p. 291). Early 
research on this construct suggested that people high in need for cognition made 
more discriminating judgments and were more motivated to think about per
suasive communications (e.g., Cohen, 1957). Unfortunately, the objective tests 
used to gauge individual differences in need for cognition were never described 
in detail or published. and are apparently no longer available. Because of the 
great relevance of individual differences in motivation to think to the ELM and to 
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cognitive social psychology more generally, we developed and validated a new 
assessment instrument (Cacioppo & Pelty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 
1984). Specifically, in an initial study, we generated a pool of statements con
cerning a person's reactions to engaging in effortful thinking in a variety of 
situations (e.g., "I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solu
tions to problems") and tested them on two groups of people presumed to differ 
substantially in their tendencies to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive en
deavors (i.e., university faculty vs. assembly line workers). Thus, the need for 
cognition scale (NCS) was designed to distinguish individuals who disposi
tionally tend to engage in and enjoy effortful analytic activity from those who do 
not (see Cacioppo & Petty, 1982, 1984b, for further information about scale 
construction and validation). 

The results of several studies indicate that individuals high in need for 
cognition do indeed enjoy relatively effortful cognitive tasks, even in the absence 
of feedback about performance. For example, in one study (Cacioppo & Pelty, 
1982; Experiment 4), subjects were given either simple or complex rules to use 
in performing a boring number circling task. Afterward, subjects were asked to 
express their attitudes about the task. Results revealed that subjects generally 
disliked the task, but a significant interaction revealed that individuals high in 
need for cognition tended to prefer the complex to the simple task whereas 
individuals low in need for cognition tended to prefer the simple to the complex 
task. In another study, subjects who were low in need for cognition "loafed" on 
a brainstonning task when they were part of a group that was responsible for 
generating uses for an object, but subjects who were high in need for cognition 
did not loaf on this cognitive task (i.e., they generated the same high number of 
uses whether they were solely or jointly responsible; Petty, Cacioppo, & Kas
mer, 1985). 

Again, the implications for responses to persuasive communications are 
straightforward. If people high in need for cognition tend to engage in and enjoy 
effortful cognitive activity, they should be particularly likely to evaluate a mes
sage by scrutinizing and elaborating the issue-relevant arguments presented. In 
order to test this hypothesis, we exposed high and low need for cognition sub
jects to a set of strong or weak arguments for a counterattitudinal position 
(raising tuition at their university; Cacioppo et al., 1983, Experiment 2). After 
message exposure, subjects were asked to provide an overall evaluation of the 
message arguments and their personal opinion about the issue. Both measures 
indicated that subjects high in need for cognition scrutinized the message more 
carefully than subjects low in need for cognition. Specifically, the strong and 
weak messages induced more polarized evaluations and attitudes for high than 
low need for cognition subjects (altitude results are graphed in Box 8, Fig. 3). In 
addition, we reasoned that if subjects high in need for cognition were more likely 
to derive their attitudes through a considered evaluation of the arguments central 
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to the recommendation, then there should be a stronger association between 
message evaluations and attitudes for subjects high than low in need for cogni
tion. Separate correlations within each group provided support for this hypoth
esis. As expected, the correlation between argument evaluation and personal 
opinion was significantly larger in the high (r = .70) than the low (r = .22) need 

for cognition group. 

VI. Postulate 5: Elaboration versus Cues 

It is now clear that a wide variety of variables can affect a person's moti
vation and/or ability to consider issue-relevant arguments in a relatively objec
tive manner. The implications of this are that when the arguments in a message 
are "strong," persuasion can be increased by enhancing message scrutiny but 
reduced by inhibiting scrutiny. However, when the arguments are weak, persua
sion can be increased by reducing scrutiny, but can be decreased by enhancing 
scrutiny. In detailing these processes (depicted in Panel III, Fig. 2), Postulate 4 
brings under one conceptual umbrella the operation of a seemingly diverse list of 
variables such as distraction, repetition, personal relevance, and others, whose 
effects had been explained previously with a variety of different theories (e.g., 
dissonance, social judgment). In Section IX we discuss additional variables that 

affect objective processing. 
Although it is now apparent that argument quality will be an important 

determinant of persuasion when motivation and ability to process message argu
ments are high, what happens when motivation and/or ability are low? Postulate 

5 addresses this issue: 

As motivation and/or ability to process arguments is decreased, peripheral cues be
come relatively more important determinants of persuasion. Conversely. as argument scru
tiny	 is increased. peripheral cues become relatively less important determinants of 

persuasion. 

In the remainder of this section we examine this postulate in regard to 
variables affecting processing in a relatively objective manner (e.g., personal 
relevance). In Section VII, we apply this same postulate to variables affecting 

processing in a relatively biased manner. 

A.	 PERSONAL RELEVANCE/tNVOLVEMENT AND THE
 
OPERATION or CUES
 

Testing Postulate 5 requires establishing two kinds of persuasion contexts: 
one in which the likelihood of message-relevant elaboration is high, and one in 
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which the elaboration likelihood is low. In discussing Postulate 4 we noted 
several candidates for varying the elaboration likelihood (e.g., distraction, repe
tition), but most research pertaining to this postulate has varied the personal 
relevance of the communication. In this section we discuss our own work and 
other studies in which peripheral cues were tested under different personal rele
vance conditions. We focus first on source cues, and then on message cues. 

J.	 Source Cue Sludies 

In our initial investigation of source cues. we asked college students to 
listen to a message over headphones that advocated that seniors be required to 
pass a comprehensive exam in their major as a requirement for graduation (Petty, 
Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). Three variables were manipulated in the study: 
personal relevance, argument quality, and source expertise. In the high relevance 
conditions, the speaker advocated that the exam policy be instituted at the stu
dents' own university next year, thereby affecting all current students. In the low 
relevance conditions, the speaker advocated that the policy begin in 10 years, 
thereby affecting no current students. Half of the students heard eight cogent 
arguments in favor of the recommendation and half heard eight weak arguments. 
Finally, half of the students were told that the tape they would hear was based on 
a report prepared by a local high school class. and half were told that the tape was 
based on a report prepared by the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 
which was chaired by a Princeton University Professor. The expertise of the 
message source, of course, provides a peripheral cue that penn its an assessment 
of the advocacy without any need to think about the issue-relevant arguments. 

Following message exposure. subjects rated their altitudes concerning com
prehensive exams. In addition to significant main efICcts for source and argu
ments (more favorable evaluations with strong than weak arguments, and expert 
than inexpert source), two significant interactions provided support for Postulate 
5. First. a relevance x message quality interaction replicated our previous find
ing that argument quality was a more important determinant of persuasion for 
high Ihan low relevance subjects (petty & Cacioppo, 1979b). In addilion, how
ever, a relevance x source expertise interaction indicated that the source cue was 
a more important detenninant of attitudes for low than high relevance subjects. 
The results for all cells of this study are graphed in the left half of fig. 4. In the 
top panel it can be seen that under low relevance conditions. increasing source 
expertise enhanced attitudes regardless of message (juality (a cue effect as de
picted in the left side of Panel II in Fig. 2). However. in the bollom left panel of 
Fig. 4, it can be seen that under high relevance l:Ondilions. source expertise had 
no impact on attitudes; only argument (juality was importanl. 

In a conceptual replication of this study we employed a different manipUla
tion of relevance. a different issue and arguments. a differel1l cue. and a different 
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Fig. 4. Source factors under high and low relevance. (Left) Source expertise serves as a 
peripheral cue under low relevance conditions (top), but only argument quality affects alii tudes under 
high relevance (bollom) (data from Petty. Cacioppo. & Goldman. 1981). (Right) Famous product 
endon;crs serve as a peripheral cue under low relevance conditions (top). but only product quality 
information affects attitudes under high relevance (bollom) (data from Pelly. Cacioppo. & Schu

mann. 19113). 

method of message presentation. In this study (Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 
1983), undergraduates were asked to examine a booklet containing 12 magazine 
advertisements. Each of the ads was preceded by a brief description of the 
purpose of the ad. A variety of both familiar and unfamiliar ads appeared in the 
booklet, but the crucial ad was for a fictitious new product. "Edge disposable 
razors." Two things were done to either enhance or reduce the personal rele
vance of the ad for this product. In the high relevance groups, the ad was 
preceded by a description indicating that the product would be test marketed soon 
in the subjects' community. In the low relevance groups, the crucial ad was 
preceded by a description indicating that the product would be test marketed soon 
in several distant cities. In addition. all subjects were told before examining any 
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Fig. 4. (continued). 

ads that at the end of the experiment they would be given a free gift for their 
participation. In the high relevance groups, they were told that they would be 
al10wed to choose among several brands of disposable razors. In the low rele
vance groups, they were told that they would be selecting among brands of 
toothpaste (an ad for toothpaste appeared in the ad booklet). In sum, the high 
relevance subjects were not only led to believe that the crucial product would be 
available in their local area soon, but they also believed that they would make a 
decision about the product class. In contrast, the low relevance subjects believed 
that the product would not be available in their local area in the forseeable future 
and did not expect to make a decision about that product class. 

Four different versions of the razor ad were constructed. Two featured 
photographs of two well-known and -liked sports celebrities, and two featured 
middle-aged citizens described as Californians. The product endorsers served as 
the manipulation of the peripheral cue. Finally, two of the ads contained six 
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persuasive statements about the product (e.g., handle is tapered and ribbed to 
prevent slipping) and two ads contained six specious or vague statements (e.g., 
designed with the bathroom in mind). 

Following examination of the ad booklet, subjects indicated their attitudes 
about the products depicted, including of course, Edge razors. [n addition to 
main effects for argument quality and relevance (more favorable attitudes with 
strong than weak arguments and low than high relevance), two significant in
teractions paralleled the results of our previous study (Petty, Cacioppo, & Gold
man, 1981). A relevance x message quality interaction revealed that the argu
ments in the ad were a more important determinant of product attitudes for high 
than low relevance subjects, but a relevance x endorser interaction revealed that 
the status of the product endorsers was a more important determinant of attitudes 
for low than high relevance subjects. The results of this study are graphed in the 
right half of Fig. 4. [n the top panel it can be seen that the endorsers served as a 
simple cue under low relevance conditions (enhancing the effectiveness of both 
messages). The bottom panel indicates that only argument quality affected at
titudes in the high relevance conditions. 

Other studies have also provided support for Postulate 5 by showing that 
simple source cues are more important determinants of persuasion when personal 
relevance is low rather than high. For example, in one of the earliest experimen
tal studies on source expertise, Hovland and Weiss (1951) had subjects read a 
message and then told them about the source. The source was either highly 
credible or lacked credibility. Four different topics (with appropriate sources) 
were used in the experiment. Although Hovland and Weiss in collapsing their 
data across the four topics concluded that the high credibility sources produced 
more change than the sources of low credibility, an analysis of the credibility 
effect for individual topics indicates that the credibility effect was reasonably 
strong for the two topics with the lowest direct relevance and prior knowledge 
(e.g., "Can a practical atomic powered submarine be built in the present 
time?"), but was weak and insignificant for the two most relevant topics (e.g., 
•• As a result of TV, will there be a decrease in the number of movie theaters in 

operation by 1955?"). 
[n a more recent study, Chaiken (1980; Experiment 2) manipulated the 

personal relevance of an issue by telling students that their university was consid
ering switching from a semester to a trimester system either next year or after 
they graduated. Subjects either read a message from a likable source who pre
sented one strong argument or from a dislikable source who presented five strong 
arguments. When the issue was of little relevance, the likable source was signifi
cantly more persuasive than the dislikable source (i.e., the source cue was 
effective). When the issue was of high relevance, however, subjects tended to be 
more persuaded by the message with five strong arguments than one even though 
the source was dislikable (see also Rhine & Severance, 1970). 

ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF PERSUASION 

2. Message Cue Studies 

Distinctions between attitude changes based on source factors versus changes 
based on message factors have a long history in social psychology (e.g., Kelman 
& Hovland, 1953). [n fact, the studies of source cues just described may appear to 
provide evidence consistent with the distinctions others have made between source 
and message orientations (e.g., Kelman & Eagly, 1965; McDavid, 1959; Harvey, 
Hunt, & Schroder, 1961). However, the central/peripheral distinction of the ELM 
is not equivalent to a source/message dichotomy. Importantly, the ELM holds that 
both source and message factors may serve as peripheral cues (and both source and 
message factors may affect information processing; see Section IX,B). Consider a 
person who is not motivated or able to think about the actual merits of the 
arguments in a message. For this person, it might be reasonable to assume that the 
more arguments contained in the message, the more meritorious it is. Although the 
literature on persuasion clearly indicates that increasing the number of arguments 
in a message is often an effective way to increase persuasion (e.g., Eagly & 
Warren, 1976; Insko, Lind, & LaTour, 1976; Maddux & Rogers, 1980), most 
have argued that this is because with more arguments, people generate and/or 
integrate more favorable issue-relevant beliefs (e.g., Calder, Insko, & Yandell, 
1974; Chaiken. 1980). According to the ELM, it would be possible for the number 
of arguments in a message to affect issue-relevant thinking in some circumstances, 
but to affect persuasion by serving as a simple cue in other situations. 

To test this hypothesis we conducted two studies (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1984a). [n one experiment, undergraduates received a written message on the 
topic of instituting senior comprehensive exams. For some subjects. the message 
had high personal relevance (it advocated that the c'Iam policy begin at their 
university next year), and for others the relevance was very low (it advocated that 
the exam policy be instituted in 10 years). Subjects received one of four mes
sages in favor of the exam proposal. One message contained nine strong argu
ments, one contained three strong arguments (randomly selected from the nine), 
one contained nine weak arguments, and one contained three weak ones (ran
domly selected from the nine). Following exposure, subjects gave their attitudes 
on the exam proposal. A main effect for message quality was obtained as were 
two significant interactions. A relevance x message length interaction revealed 
that the number of arguments in the message was a more important determinant 
of persuasion under low than high relevance. However, a relevance x message 
quality interaction revealed that the cogency of the arguments presented was a 
more important determinant of persuasion under high than low relevance condi
tions. The top half of Fig. 5 graphs the results. In the left panel it can be seen that 
under low relevance, the number of arguments serves as a simple cue, increasing 
agreement regardless of argument quality. [n the right panel, it can be seen that 
under high relevance, the number of arguments acts to enhance argument pro
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Fig. 5. Message faclors under high and low relevance (Top) Number of message arguments 
serves as a peripheral cue under low relevance conditions (Jcfl) but affects infonnation processing 
under high relevance (righll (data from Petty & Cacioppo. 1984a; Experiment 2) (Bottom) Number 
of message arguments serves as a peripheral cue under low relevance ((efl) hut affects infom\ation 

processing under high relevance (righl) (data from Petty & Cacioppo. 1984a; Experiment I). 

cessing: when the arguments are strong increasing their number enhances persua
sion, but when their quality is weak, increasing their number reduces persuasion. 

In our second study, undergraduates were asked to read one of three mes
sages. All of the messages concerned a faculty proposal to increase tuition, but in 
the high relevance conditions the proposal was for the students' own university, 
whereas in the low relevance conditions the proposal was for a distant but 
comparable university. The message that subjects read contained either three 
cogent arguments, three weak arguments or six arguments (three strong and three 
weak). After reading the assigned message, subjects indicated their attitudes 
toward the idea of raising tuition. Statistical comparison of the messages pro
cessed under high and low relevance conditions revealed the following (see 
bottom half of Fig. 5), When the issue was of low relevance, three strong 
arguments did not elicit more agreement than three weak arguments, but the 
message with six arguments (three strong and weak) elicited more agreement 
than either of the three-argument messages. When the message was highly rele
vant, however, three strong arguments did elicit more agreement than three weak 
arguments, but the six-argument message did not enhance persuasion over pre
senting three strong arguments. Again, argument quantity served as a cue under 
low relevance, but argument quality was more important under high relevance. 

Langer, Blank, and Chanowitz (1978) explored the importance of the per
ception of arguments in a field study of compliance. All subjects in this study 
were standing in line to make copies when a confederate approached them with a 
request to make either 5 (low personal consequences) or 20 (high consequences) 
copies. The request was accompanied by either a valid reason ("I'm in a rush"), 
a "placebic" reason ("I have to make copies"), or no reason. Both kinds of 
reasons were more successful than no reason when the personal consequences 
were low (i.e., argument quality was unimportant), but the valid reason was 
significantly more potent than the placebic reason when the personal conse
quences were high. Folkes (1985) provided a partial replication of this effect. In 
two field studies using the inconsequential request (making five copies), re
spondents were equally willing to comply whether the request contained the valid 
or the placebic reason. In a third study, however, subjects were asked to guess 
how they would respond to the requests and to "think carefully before answer
ing." When instructed to think before responding, the valid reason produced 
significantly more anticipation of compliance than the placebic reason,? In sum, 

7 Although providing a partial replication of Langer el 01. (1978), Folkes takes issue with 
Langer's assertion that the placebic information is processed "mindlessly," Folkes argues that iflhe 
reasons arc processed automatically under low consequences conditions, then a pnar reason should be 
as effective as a valid one, However, she found that a poor reason (e,g., "because I don't want to 
wait") was significantly less effeclive than a valid or placcbic one under low consequences condi· 
tions. The ELM would predict that Ihe validity of a reason would become even more important when 
the personal consequences are high. This was unlested in Folkes' study. 
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as persona) relevance or thoughtfulness increases, the quality of issue-relevant 
arguments becomes more important than the quantity of arguments provided. 

3. Additional Cue Studies 

In addition to the research on source and message cues noted above, other 
studies have provided support for Postulate 5 by showing that simple cues are 
more important detenninants of evaluations when personal relevance is low 
rather than high. For example, in one study, Gom (1982) manipulated the per
sonal relevance of a product (pen) and exposed subjects to ads for two different 
brands. One ad was allribute oriented and provided product-relevant information 
(e.g., "never smudges"), whereas the other ad featured pleasant music rather 
than information. Of the subjects in the high relevance condition, 71 % chose the 
pen advertised with information, but in the low relevance condition, 63% chose 
the pen advertised with the pleasant music (p < .00 I; see Batra & Ray, 1984, 
1985, for further discussion on how affectively oriented ads have greater impact 
under conditions of low than high involvement). 

In two pertinent studies, Borgida and Howard-Pitney (1983) varied the 
visual prominence of discussants in a videotaped two-person conversation along 
with the personal relevance of the discussion topic. Previous research had shown 
that observers' evaluative judgments and allributions of causality tended to be 
more extreme for visually salient than nonsalient actors, a phenomenon called 
"top of the head" processing by Taylor and Fiske (1978). Based on the research 
we reviewed previously showing that personal relevance enhances message pro
cessing and reduces cue potency, Borgida and Howard-Pitney reasoned that 
perceivers' judgments of the discussion should become less influenced by the 
seemingly trivial visual salience cue (and presumably more by the content of the 
discussion) as the topic increased in personal importance. Their results supported 
this reasoning. 

In sum, the accumulated research on personal relevance has provided strong 
support for Postulate 5 (see also, Taylor, 1975). Some studies have shown that 
various simple cues in the situation (i.e., source credibility/likability, mere 
number of arguments, pleasant music, visual salience) exert a more powerful 
effect on judgments when personal relevance is low rather than high. Other 
studies have shown that the quality of issue-relevant arguments exerts a more 
powerful effect on judgments when personal relevance is high rather than low. 
Still other studies have demonstrated both of these effects within the same 
experiment (e.g., Pelly, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981).8 

HChaiken (1980) argued thai just as issue relevance can delermine the roule to persuasion (pelly 
& Cacioppo, 1979b), so 100 can manipulations of response involvemenl, such as varying whelher or 

nol a person expecls to be interviewed on an issue (see footnole 5). We suspect that this is Irue moslly 
when issue relevance is also reasonably high (as it was in Chaiken's Sludy; Experimenl I). If issue 
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B. OTHER MODERATORS OF CUE EFFECTIVENESS 

The research that we have just reviewed clearly indicates that the personal 
relevance of a message is an important determinant of the route to persuasion. 
According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model, however, other variables should 
also determine the route to persuasion by affecting a person's motivation and/or 
ability to process the arguments in a message. In discussing Postulate 4, we 
identified five variables that affect motivation and/or ability to process a message 
in a relatively objective manner. Each of these variables should be capable of 
moderating the route to persuasion. 

For example, in an early study we showed how distraction disrupted argu
ment processing resulting in more agreement when the arguments were weak but 
less agreement when the arguments were strong (Petty et al., 1976). Just as 
arguments become less important determinants of persuasion as distraction is 
increased, simple cues should become more important determinants of persua
sion as distraction is increased. Although this hypothesis has not been tested 
directly, available research is consistent with this idea. In one study, Kiesler and 
Mathog (1968) exposed undergraduates to a variety of relatively involving mes
sages (e.g., requiring dormitory bed checks) under conditions of either distrac
tion (copying lists of two-digit numbers) or no distraction. In addition, the 
credibility of the message advocacy was manipulated. The study resulted in a 
distraction x credibility interaction showing that distraction enhanced persuasion 
only when the source was highly credible. Consistent with previous theories of 
distraction (see Section V,A), this interaction has been accounted for by arguing 
that distraction enhances persuasion only when the source is credible because 
more credible sources induce more dissonance. or because more credible sources 
induce more counterarguing (Baron et al., 1973; Kiesler & Mathog. I9611; Petty 
& Brock, 1981). The ELM provides a different yet equally plausible account for 
this effect. Rather than emphasizing the finding that distraction enhances persua
sion when source credibility is high, the ELM views the interaction as showing 
that credibility enhances persuasion when distraction is high (Petty & Cacioppo. 
1984c). In other words, when people arc disrupted from processing the issue
relevant arguments by distraction, simple cues in the persuasion wntext become 
more powerful determinants of influence. 

relevance is low, bUI responsc involvemcnl is high. imprcssion managemclll molivcs (rathcr Ihan 
conccms aboul adopling a vcridical IX>silion bascd on cxaminalion of issuc·rclevanl argumenls) may 

dctennine the altitude expressed (sce Cialdini. Lcvy. Herman. K07.lowski. & Pelly. 11J7tl) Ahbough 

il is possible for impres~ion rnanagcl1lcn! conl'cm~ 10 katJ to cXlcn~ivc i~!\uc-rclc\'anl cugnilive 
activity in sumc situalions (e.g .. a student assigned 10 argue in a public debate may carefully rcsearch 

Ihe position in order 10 make a favorahle impression). more typically. imprcssion managemcnt 
concerns may nOI necessilale a careful evalualion of issue·relevalll argumenls (Cialdini & Pelly. 
1981; Moscovic;, 1980). 
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In addition to personal relevance and distraction, the other variables dis
cussed under Postulate 4 should also he moderators of the route to persuasion. 
For example. we have already noted that argument quality becomes a more 
important determinant of persuasion as people feel more personal responsibility 
for message evaluation (Pelty el al.. 1980), and for individuals high rather than 
low in need for cognition (Cacioppo el al.. 1983). Although it has not yet been 
tested, the ELM expects that peripheral cues in the persuasion context should 
generally be more important for group than individually responsible message 
evaluators. and for individuals low rather than high in need for cognition. Before 
concluding this section. we note two additional variables that appear to moderate 
the route to persuasion. 

One previously unmentioned variable that appears to affect the extent of 
issue-relevant thinking is the modality of message presentation. In general, audio 
and video presentations compared to print give people less opportunity to process 
issue-relevant arguments because exposure is forced rather than self-paced. 
Thus, presenting messages in wrilten form should be especially important when 
the arguments are complex and difficult to process rapidly (Chaiken & Eagly, 
1976). On the other hand, if it is generally more difficult to process issue
relevant arguments when exposure is forced rather than self-paced, simple cues 
in the persuasion context should be more powerful determinants of persuasion in 
the former than in the (alter modality. Studies which have manipulated medium 
of presentation and source cues have supported this proposition. Thus, both 
source credibility (Andreoli & Worchel, 1978) and likability (Chaiken & Eagly, 
1983) have had a greater impact on altitudes when a message was presented on 
video or audio tape rather than in wrilten form. 

Interestingly, the nature of the message itself has also been implicated as a 
determinant of whether a person processes mostly issue-relevant arguments, or 
searches for simple cues to determine message acceptability. For example. re
search suggests that messages that are either overly vague (Pallak el al.,,1983),or 
overly quantified (Yalch & Elmore-Yalch, 1984), may induce reliance on pe
ripheral cues. The ELM would expect this to occur to the extent that these 
messages reduce either subjects' ability (vague message) or motivation (overly 
quantified message) to process issue-relevant arguments (Wilt, 1976). 

VII. Postulate 6: Biased Elaboration 

We have now seen that a wide variety of variables can moderate the route to 
persuasion hy increasing or decreasing the extent to which a person is motivated 
or able to process the issue-relevant arguments in a relatively objective manner. 
As we noted in discussing Postulate 3, however, variables can also affect persua

~~,:~ 
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sion by affecting motivation and/or ability to process message arguments in a 
more biased fashion. Specifically, Postulate 6 states: 

Variables affecting message processing in a relatively biased manner can produce 
either a positive (favorable) or negative (unfavorable) motivational and/or ability bias to the 
issue-relevant thoughts attempted. 

As we will see, there are a number of ways to induce biased processing, but 
often the bias results from a person's initial attitude becoming a more important 
schema in guiding processing (e.g., Tesser, 1978). Panel IV in Fig. 2 graphs the 
expected results for a variable that biases information processing activity. [n the 
left half of the panel, the effects of a variable that produces a positive cognitive 
bias (enhancing favorable thoughts and/or reducing negative thoughts) is de
picted. It is instructive to compare this pattern with the paltern of data in the two 
panels above it. First note that unlike a variable operating as a simple positive cue 
(left half of panel ll), a variable producing a positive processing bias is not 
expected to affect all messages equally. Since the pure cue processor is not 
elaborating message arguments at all, the effectiveness of the cue is not con
strained by the arguments presented. The biased processor, however, is attempt
ing to process the arguments and in this regard is similar to the objective pro
cessor. Nevertheless, an important difference between objective and biased 
processing exists. The objective processor is motivated or is able to discover the 
"true validity" of the message, and thus strong arguments induce more persua
sion and weak arguments induce less persuasion with more processing. In stark 
contrast, the biased processor is either particularly motivated or able to generate 
a particular kind of thought, often in defense of an initial altitude. However, even 
though the person is biased in processing a communication, the arguments in the 
message pose some limitation on this bias. For example, consider a person who 
is truly motivated to counterargue (and not simply discount) an advocacy. This 
person's task is simpler to the extent that the message provides weak rather than 
strong arguments in support of its position (see right half of Panel IV, Fig. 2). 

Figure 2 summarizes the ways in which a treatment can affect altitude 
change according to the ELM, and it shows how these different processes can be 
tested by varying argument quality. First, a treatment can have no effect on 
persuasion for either strong or weak arguments (such as a peripheral cue under 
conditions of high elaboration likelihood; Panel I). Second, a treatment may 
produce only a main effect (Panel 11). If so, it suggests that the treatment is 
operating as a simple positive or negative cue (low elaboration likelihood condi
tions). However, if a treatment interacts with message quality, it suggests that 
the treatment is affecting the elaboration likelihood. If the interaction follows the 
form depicted in Panel III of Fig. 2, it suggests that the processing is relatively 
Objective. If a treatment main effect and an interaction as depicted in Panel IV of 
Fig. 2 is obtained, it suggests that the treatment is biasing information pro
cessing. 
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As Panel IV indicates, a treatment which biases thinking in a positive 
direction should generally have a greater impact on a strong than a weak message 
because it will be more difficult for a person to generate favorable thoughts to 
weak than strong message arguments. On the other hand, a variable which biases 
thinking in a negative direction should generally have a greater impact on a weak 
than a strong message because it will be more difficult for a person to generate 
counterarguments to strong than weak arguments. 

Importantly, these predictions (and the depictions in Panel IV of Fig. 2) 
assume that in the baseline (control) condition, relatively little issue-relevant 
thinking is occurring. However, consider a control (comparison) condition in 
which subjects are maximally processing strong and weak arguments. If the 
experimental treatment includes a variable that biases thinking in a positive 
direction, it will be difficult to observe more favorable attitudes to the strong 
arguments in the experimental than the control condition since the arguments are 
already being processed maximally in the control condition (i.e., a ceiling effect 
is operating). However, the positive bias may result in more favorable attitudes 
toward the weak message than observed in the control condition (since no ceiling 
effect is operating). Thus, it may appear that the positive bias is working better 
for the weak than the strong message. 

Similarly, if the experimental treatment includes a variable that biases 
thinking in a negative direction, it will be difficult to observe more negative 
attitudes toward the weak arguments than in the control condition if control 
subjects are highly motivated and able to process the message objectively (with
out bias). Thus, it may appear that the negative bias is working better for the 
strong than the weak message (because of a !loor effect for the weak arguments). 
The caveat here is to include an appropriate control or baseline condition so that 
ceiling and !loor effects are not problems. In general, when testing variables 
hypothesized to enhance processing, it is better to include control conditions in 
which processing is minimal. When testing variables hypothesized to reduce 
processing, the opposite holds. 

In the remainder of this section we review evidence consistent with the view 
that some variables affect information processing in a relatively biased rather 
than a relatively objective manner. Importantly, a consideration of Postulates 5 
and 6 together indicates that just as there is a tradeoff between a person's 
motivation and ability to process a message in a relatively objective manner and 
the effectiveness of peripheral cues, so too is there a tradeoff between biased 
processing and the operation of cues. As argument scrutiny is reduced, whether 
objective or biased, peripheral cues become more important determinants of 
persuasion. As argument scrutiny is increased, whether objective or biased, 
peripheral cues become less important. We now tum to some of the major 
variables affecting information processing in a relatively biased manner, and 
consider both message processing effects and the operation of peripheral cues. 

I 
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A. PRIOR KNOWLEDGE 

One of the most important variables affecting information processing ac
tivity is the extent to which a person has an organized structure of knowledge 
(schema) concerning an issue (Britton & lesser, 1982; Higgins, Herman, & 
Zanna, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1984). Although it is possible for prior knowledge 
to enable more objective information processing in some instances (Bobrow & 
Norman, 1975), since stored knowledge tends to be biased in favor of an initial 
opinion, more often than not this prior knowledge will enable biased scrutiny of 
externally provided communications (Craik, 1979; laylor & Fiske, 1984). Spe
cifically, schema-driven processing tends to be biased such that external infor
mation is processed in a manner that contributes to the perseverance of the 
guiding schema (e.g., Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975). Thus, the more issue
relevant knowledge people have, the more they tend to be able to counterargue 
communications opposing their initial positions and to cognitively bolster (pro
argue) congruent messages (e.g., Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979). 

I. Message Processing Effects 

The impal.:t of knowledge strul.:turcs on attitude-relevant processing is 
shown dearly in lesser's program of n:scan'h on the effel.:ts of "mere thought" 
(e.g., Sadler & Tesser, 1973; lesser & Conlee, 1975; Tesser, 1976). In a series 
of studies, lesser has shown that when instructed to think about an issue or 
objel.:t, attitudes tend to bewme more polarized in the direl.:tion of their initial 
tendency (i.e, they become more sl.:hcma l'onsistcnt; see Tesser, 11J7!l, for a 
review). Importantly, this polarization c1Tel't requires that subJec'!s have an orga
nized store of issue-relevant information to guide prol.:essing, and that they are 
motivated to employ this issue-relevant knowledge in defense of their initial 
opinions. In the absenl.:e of these conditions, mere thought may not lead to 
polarization (Linville, 19112; Millar & lesser, 19X4; Tesser & Leone, 1977). 

Although Tesser's resean.:h has fOl:used on situalions in which no message 
is provided to subjects, similar schema-driven prol.:essing can be observed when 
people evaluate persuasive messages. For example, in one study we exposed 
subjects to a proattitudinal message that was either relevant or irrelevant to a self
schema (Cacioppo, Petty, & Sidera, 19112). Our hypothesis was that schema
relevant messages would be more likely to invoke sl:hematic processing than 
irrelevant messages (e.g., Cantor & Mischel, 1979>. and that schema activation 
would enhance a person's ability to cognitively bolster the congruent message. 
Employing a procedure adapted from Markus (1977), we identified two groups 
of students who were attending a major Catholic university. Some of the students 
were categorized as possessing a "religious" self-schema whereas others were 
categorized as possesing a "Iegalistil.:" schema Subjccts received a generally 
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weak message that supported their own opinions on an issue (e.g., against 
government support of abortion), and the message either employed a religious or 
a legalistic perspective in the arguments presented. An analysis of subjects' 
ratings of message persuasiveness revealed a schema type x message type in
teraction: the legalistic message was seen as more persuasive by the legalistic 
than the religious subjects, and the religious message was seen as more per
suasive by the religious than the legalistic subjects. In addition, recipients gener
ated more topic-relevanl thoughts when the message was reflective than when it 
was unreflective of their self-schema. Further analyses revealed that this effect 
was accounted for mostly hy the increased generation of favorable thoughts to 
schema-reflective messages. 

If a message is inconsistent with a person's initial opinion, however. il 
would hc expected thaI prior knowledge would enhance the person's ability to 
counterargue the messa!!e. In a test of this hypothesis, Wood ( 1982; Experiment 
I) assessed lhe prior knowledge and e'(perience people had on the issue of 
environmcntal prescrvation hy asking them to list their heliefs and previous 
behaviors concerning environmental preservation. Suhjects were divided into 
high and low belief and hehavior retrieval groups based on a median split on the 
number of heliefs and hehaviors listed. Consistent with the view that this assess
ment techniquc !:Ips prior knowledge. suhjects who generated more hehaviors 
indicated that Ihcy had thought more ahout preservation. knew more ahout the 
topic. and were more involved than subjects who generated fewer behaviors (no 
effects were found for belief retrieval, however). One to two weeks later, sub
jects returned and read a counterattitudinal message providing four arguments 
against environmental preservation. After message exposure, subjects reported 
their attitudes and gave their thoughts. Subjects who had high prior knowledge 
changed less in the direction of the message than subjects with low prior knowl
edge. In addition, subjects with high prior knowledge (as assessed hy behavior 
retrieval) generated more counterarguments and fewer favorable thoughts in 
response to the message. In sum, the available research is generally consistent 
with the view that prior knowledge enables counterarguing of incongruent mes
sages (Wood, 1982) and bolstering of proattitudinal ones (Cacioppo et al" 
1982). 

2. Cue Effects 

Research is also generally consistent with the view that simple cues or 
decision rules are more likely to affect susceptibility to influence when prior 
knowledge is low rather than high. One cue that has been studied in the context 
of previous issue-relevant knowledge is gender. Previous studies of sex dif
ferences in persuasion have provided some support for the view that females are 
more susceptible to influence than males in some contexts (see reviews by 
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Cooper, 1979; Eagly & Carli, 1983), and one explanation for this effect is based 
on the idea that females may have been socialized to be more agreeable (i.e., 
concerned with social harmony) than males (e.g., Eagly, 1978). To the extent 
that females have learned to be more agreeable and less dominant than males, the 
invocation of this socialized female gender role or category (d. Deaux, 1984) 
could lead to a sex difference in influenceability. However, according to the 
ELM, attitude expression based on the female gender role should be more likely 
when women have little ability to process the issue-relevant information present
ed than when ability is high. 

In a test of this hypothesis, we exposed male and female undergraduates to 
photographs relevant to domains for which men and women had rated their 
knowledge differently (Cacioppo & Petty, 1980b). Half of the photos depicted 
football tackles (high male knowledge) and half depicted current fashions (high 
female knowledge). Each photograph was accompanied by a set of comments 
attributed to another subject. The comments were either completely factual and 
descriptive (e.g., the dress is blue. the runner's feet are off the ground) or 
included an evaluation (e.g., that's a great tackle) that was either accurate or 
inaccurate. Subjects were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with the 
comments made by the other subject. The ELM suggests that to the extent that 
gender roles provide simple rules as to how one should behave (e.g., "As a 
woman, I should maintain harmony"), such rules should operate mostly when 
ability (and/or motivation) to evaluate the stimuli are low. In our study, when the 
comments were completely factual and easily verifiable. both males and females 
should be equally able to evaluate the comments whether they concerned fash
ions or football; thus, there should be no sex differences in extent of agreement. 
When the comments were evaluative rather than descriptive, however, knowl
edge is required to confidently evaluate the statements. For football tackles, 
then, the invocation of the female gender role should lead to women shOWing 
more agreement than men whether the evaluations were accurate or inaccurate. 
Actual accuracy should make little difference because in both cases women 
would have little confidence (due to low knowledge) in their judgments. When 
the judgments concerned fashions, however, women do have the requisite 
knowledge and confidence to make judgments. Thus, they should be more ac
cepting of the accurate evaluations, but less accepting of the inaccurate evalua
tions than men. The data from our study generally conformed to this pattern. 
Other research has also supported the view that prior knowledge is an important 
determinant of sex differences in influenceability (e.g., Karahenick, 1983; Sis
trunk & McDavid, 1971). 

Another simple rule that people sometimes use is based on observation of 
their own behavior and the situational constraints imposed upon it (i.e., the self
perception principle; Bem, 1967, 1972). For example. if an initially agreeable 
behavior is overjustified, people may reason that their behavior is governed more 
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by the reward than their attitude and come to evaluate the behavior less positively 
(e.g., Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973; see Deci & Ryan, 1980). Wood (1982; 
Experiment 2) reasoned that this relatively simple inference process based on a 
behavioral cue should be a more potent determinant of attitudes for people who 
have relatively little knowledge on a topic. In a test of this hypothesis, she found 
that low knowledge subjects used a monetary incentive to make an inference 
about their attitudes (as self-perception theory would expect), but high knowl
edge subjects were unaffected by this simple external cue (see Chaiken & Bald
win, 1981; and Fiske, Kinder, & Larter, 1983; for additional evidence). 

Finally, we note that simple affective cues may be a more important deter
minant of attitudes when prior knowledge is low rather than high. For example, 
Srull (1983) had subjects rate their general knowledge about automobiles (cf. 
Bettman & Park, 1980; Johnson & Russo, 1981). Following a mood-induction 
procedure in which subjects were placed in a positive, negative, or neutral mood, 
they were exposed to an attribute-oriented ad for a new car and then asked to 
evaluate it. The attitudes of low knowledge subjects (as determined by a median 
split) were significantly affected by the mood manipulation, but attitudes of high 
knowledge subjects were not influenced by this simple affective cue. 

3. Testing the ELM 

In general, research on prior knowledge has provided support for the ELM 
view that when prior knowledge is low, simple cues in the persuasion context 
affect influence, but when prior knowledge is high, message processing is biased 
because previous knowledge enables the counterarguing of incongruent mes
sages and the bolstering of congruent ones. However, more definitive support for 
the ELM analysis of prior knowledge requires a study in which knowledge is 
varied along with argument strength and a peripheral cue. 

Fortunately, Wood, Kallgren, and Priesler (1985) reported such a study. In 
this study, Wood and colleagues asked undergraduates to list their beliefs and 
behaviors relevant to environmental preservation. Subjects were divided into 
three groups based on a combination of the total number of beliefs and behaviors 
listed (creating high, medium, and low knowledge groups). Subjects returned I 
to 2 weeks later and were exposed to one of four persuasive messages. The 
messages differed in both the strength and length of the arguments presented. 
Two of the messages contained three strong arguments favoring an antipreserva
tion view and two messages contained three weak arguments. Two versions of 
each argument were developed, however. One version contained short concise 
statements of the arguments, and the other contained longer more wordy versions 
of essentially the same information. The long and short versions were equated in 
terms of strength and ease of comprehension. 

El.ABORATION L1KELIIlCXlD MODEL OF PERSUASION 

8 

Favorable 

40 

4 ~ e......-______________ 5"on9 

~ a'gumenl~"'-, 
" 

Favorable 
~o 

4S 

long message 

~----~ 
b 

35 

30 

"- , , , 
"

......0 Weak 
3rgumenlS 

3~ 

30 

40 

~- - -
ShOtl message 

- ---0 

Unravorable 25 
Unfavorable 25) I ! 

low HIgh low High 
Knowledge KnowleClge Knowledge Knowledge 

Fig. 6. Prior knowledge biases message processing. tal Increased knowledge makes it easier 
to counterargue weak than strong message arguments. (b) Lenglh of arguments serves as a peripheral 
cue fur low but nul high knowledge subjecl' (data adapled from Wood. Kallgren. & Priesler. 1'185; 
see Footnole 9). 

After exposure to one of the versions of the message, subjects indicated 
their attitudes on the topic of environmenlal preservation. Overall, a main effect 
for knowledge was obtained indicating that as knowledge increased. subjects 
were more resistant to the counterattitudinal appeal. In addition, individual cell 
comparisons revealed that the allitudes of high knowledge suhjel:ts were affel:ted 
by argument quality, but the allitudl:s of low kno",ledge subjel:ts were not. A 
closer inspection of this interaction pattern (graphed in Fig. 6a) indil:ates that 
although high knowledge subjects were generally more resistant to all messages 
than low knowledge subjects. this was especially true for the lIlessage l:Ontaining 
weak arguments. As noted previously. this panil:ular interal:tion pattern suggests 
that high knowledge subjects were hetter ahle (and perhaps lIlore llJotivated) to 
counterargue the incongruent message, but that it was more difficult to l:oun
terargue the strong than the weak version of it (cf. Panel IV . Fig. 2). In addition. 
planned comparisons indicated that the attitudes of low knowledge subjects were 
affected by argument length, but the attitudes of high knowledge subjects were 
not (see Fig. 6b). In sum, low knowledge subjects' attitudes were affected by the 
simple cue of message length. but high knowledge subjects used their prior 
knowledge in an attempt to defend their attitudes. They were more success
ful in doing this when the arguments in the message were weak rather than 
strong.<j 

"For ca,e of exposilion we have graphellthc dara hased un a median split on knowledge (W. 
Wood. personal communication. Octohcr IX. IljX4) ralher than Ihc three·way ,plil reponed in Ihe 
published anicle. As mighl be expected. the Ihfl'e-way ,pili only enhance, the differences between 
high and low knowledge group'. though the median spill is based on OJ larger ,ample size 
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B. FOREWARNINGS 

Just as some variables generally enhance a person's ability to engage in 
biased processing of a persuasive message, such as prior knowledge, so too can 
variables enhance a person's motivation to process a message in a biased fashion, 
even if ability is held constant. For example, McGuire (1964) argued that inocu
lation treatments enhance resistance to persuasion mostly by increasing peoples' 
motivation to defend their beliefs. The persuasion literature has identified other 
variables that increase motivation to defend beliefs. and the most researched 
category of variahles is "forewarning" (sec Smith. 1982). 

Papageorgis ( 1968) noted that two conceptually distinct kinds of warnings 
have been studied by persuasion researchers. One kind of treatment forewarns 
message recipients of the upcoming topic anti/or position of the persuasive 
message (warning of message content). A second kind of treatment suggests to 
suhjects that they arc the largets of an inOuence attempt (forewarning of per
suasive intent). Although some studies have e)(plored the effects of combining 
the two kinds of forewarnings (e.g .. Allyn & Fcstinger, 1961; Brock, 1967), it is 
possihle to study their effects separately. Also, although many studies have 
shown that forewarnings can reduce the persuasive impact of a message, other 
studies have shown that forewarnings can enhance persuasion (e.g., Cooper & 
Jones, 1970; Mills. 1(66). Imponantly. which effect is obtained appears to 
depend largely on a person's motivation and ahility to think about the issue. With 
low motivation and/or ahility, forewarnings have tended to either have no effect 
or to enhance change in the direction of the advocacy. With high motivation and 
ability, however, resistance to persuasion has generally resulted (e.g., Apsler & 
Sears, 1968; Freedman, Sears. & O'Conner, 1964; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979a). 
According to the ELM, when motivation (e.g., personal relevance) and/or abil
ity (e.g., prior knowledge) to think about an issue are low. forewarnings should 
enhance the salience of various cues (e.g., attractive sources; e.g.• Mills & 
Aronson, 1965) or motives (e.g .• impression management; e.g .• Cialdini, Levy, 
Herman, & Evenbeck, 1973) in the situation that are capable of producing 
attitude change without issue-relevant thinking. When motivation and ability are 
high. however, forewarnings should modify attitudes by affecting issue-relevant 
thinking. 

J. Warnillg of Message Content 

A forewarning of message content gives message recipients advance indica
tion of what the message is about. McGuire and Papageorgis (1962) hypoth
esized that the advance warning would motivate recipients to begin considering 
information that would suppon their beliefs and counterargue opposing argu
ments (i.e., biased processing). Consistent with this view, a content forewarning 
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is most effective when there is a sufficient time delay between the warning and 
message to allow thinking (Freedman & Sears, 1965; Hass & Grady, 1975; Petty 
& Cacioppo, 1977). In addition, studies employing the thought-listing procedure 
(e.g., Brock, 1967; Petty & Cacioppo, 1977) and psychophysiological assess
ments (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979a) have supported the view that when confronted 
with an impending counterattitudinal message on an involving issue, people use 
the period between the forewarning and the message to bolster their initial 
opinions. This "hiased scanning" of arguments on the issue (cf. Janis & 
Gilmore, 1965) enables greater resistance to the subsequent message. 

If accessing one's issue-relevant information prior to a persuasive attack 
assists in resisting the subsequent message, then a forewarning of the impending 
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message topic is not really necessary for resistance, but rather it is necessary for 
people to access their issue-relevant knowledge in preparation for the message. 
In a study testing this hypothesis (Petty & Cacioppo, 1977, Experiment 2), we 
told students in an introductory psychology class that they soon would be hearing 
a guest lecture from a counseling psychologist. Half of the students were warned 
several minutes in advance of the lecture that the speaker would advocate that all 
freshmen and sophomores be required to live in campus dorms (an involving 
counterattitudinal issue). The remaining subjects were unaware of the topic of 
the speech. After 3 min of sitting quietly, the students were given either three 
additional minutes to list the thoughts that occurred to them during the preceding 
minutes (actual thoughts) or they were instructed to list their thoughts on the 
topic of requiring freshmen and sophomores to live in dorms (topic-relevant 
thoughts). Following this procedure, the guest speaker presented a five-min 
advocacy on the topic, and the students' attitudes were measured. A control 
group of subjects responded to the attitude measure prior to the warning and 
advocacy. 

The results of the study are depicted in Fig. 7a. The data for subjects in the 
"actual thoughts" groups were in accord with previous research employing 
involving counterattitudinal issues (e.g., Freedman & Sears, 1965). Specifically, 
the unwarned subjects were intluenced by the message, but the warned subjects 
did not differ frolll controls. More interestingly, however, is that when subjects 
listed their thoughts about the message topic prior to receiving it, the warning 
had no unique effect. Subjects resisted the message whether they were warned or 
not. The resistance of the unwarned group that accessed issue-relevant cognitions 
prior to message exposure indicates that it is not the forewarning per se that 
induces resistance. Rather, the accessing of attitude-supportive beliefs prior to 
message exposure (which can be triggered by a warning) biases message process
ing and thereby facilitates resistance (d. Miller, 1965). 

2. Warning of Persuasive intent 

A forewarning of persuasive intent must work differently than a warning of 
message content because a warning of intent does not indicate the topic of the 
message. Thus, this kind of warning cannot enable a potential recipient to access 
the relevant store of issue-relevant cognitions prior to message exposure. As 
might be expected, then, unlike a warning of message content, a warning of 
persuasive intent is equally effective in inducing resistance whether it immediate
ly precedes or comes several minutes before message exposure (Hass & Grady, 
1975). What then is the psychological process responsible for the resistance 
conveyed by making the persuasive intent of a message salient? Brehm (1966, 
1972) has argued that restricting a person's perceived freedom to think or act in a 
particular way arouses a psychological state of "reactance" Ithat motivates peo
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pie to restore their freedom. When a speaker announces an intention to persuade 
a recipient, this may be perceived as a direct threat to the person's freedom to 
hold a particular attitude (Hass & Grady, 1975). One way to demonstrate or 
reassert freedom, of course, is to resist the persuasive message. 

According to the ELM, a warning of persuasive intent may induce re
sistance in one of three ways. First, the warning may serve as a simple rejection 
cue leading the person to discount the message without considering it (cue 
effect). Second, the warning may lead the person to more carefully scrutinize the 
message arguments leading to resistance when the arguments are weak but not 
when they are strong (objective processing). Finally, the warning may motivate 
the recipient to actively counterargue the message drawing upon previous knowl
edge in order to attack the message to the best of one's ability (biased process
ing). The results of several studies suggest that the latter process is responsible 
for the resistance conveyed by a warning of persuasive intent. 

For example, in one study, Kiesler and Kiesler (1964) varied whether the 
infornlation about persuasive intent preceded or came after the message. Per
suasive intent only reduced persuasion when it came before the message. If the 
statement of intent served as a simple rejection cue, it should have produced 
resistance regardless of its position. In another study (Watts & Holt, 1(79), a 
warning of persuasive intent given before the message reduced persuasion only 
when the message was not accompanied by distraction. The fact that distraction 
during the message eliminated the effect of the forewarning is consistent with the 
view that a warning works by affecting ongoing message processing. When this 
processing is disrupted by distraction, the warning is ineffective. 

Although these studies are consistent with the idea that a forewarning of 
intent affects message processing rather than serving as a simple cue, they do not 
indicate whether the processing is relatively objective or biased. In a study 
designed to explore this issue (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979a), we told students that 
they would be evaluating radio editorials. Some were further told that the tape 
that they would hear "was designed specifically to try to persuade you and other 
college students of the desirability of changing cenain college regulations." 
Others were simply told that the tape was prepared as pan of a journalism class 
project. In addition to the warning manipulation, the personal relevance of the 
advocacy was manipulated. Some subjects were led to believe that the advocated 
change would affect them personally because the change would be implemented 
next year (high relevance), whereas others were led til believe that it would not 
affect them either because the change would not take effect for 10 years (low 
relevance-date) or because it was proposed for next year but for a different 
university (low relevance-place). All subjects received a message containing five 
strong arguments in favor of requiring seniors to take a comprehensive exam as a 
requirement for graduation. 

The results of this study revealed a main effect for warning and a warning x 
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relevance interaction on the postmessage attitude measure (see Fig. 7b). Al
though the warning decreased agreement overall. the effect was only significant 
under the high relevance conditions. The fact that the warning worked better 
under high than low relevance again suggests that the warning is not operating as 
a simple rejection cue. As we detailed in Section VI.A. cues tend to work better 
under low than high relevance conditions. Also. since the warning reduced 
persuasion even though the arguments were strong. this suggests that the warning 
induced hiased rather than objective processing. When subjects were not warned. 
increasing involvement enhanced persuasion as would be expected if the argu
ments were strong and relevance increased suhjects' motivation 10 process the 
arguments in a relatively nhjeclive manner (Petty & Cacioppo. 1979h). It ap
pears thai when a forewarning of persuasive intenl was inlroduced under high 
involvement. the nalure of the information processing changed as suhjet'lS he
came less Ohjl'l·tlH'. and I11nre intent on finding fault wilh lhe message argul11ents 
in order to re<Jssnl their attiludin;1I freedol11 Consislent with this reasoning. 
under high involvel11ent. suhJects who were warned generated significantly more 
counlerarguments and fewer favorahle lhoughls than unwarned subjecls in a 
poslmessage thought listing. 

C OTHER I:lIASINCi TREATMENTS 

Although we have focused on two highly researched variahles thai appear to 

enable or motivate biased information processing (prior knowledge and fore
warning). other lreatmenls may also hias the nature of message processing. We 
have already noted lhal McGuire's (liJM) discussion of inoculation treatments 
provides a cogent example. 

In our own research we have suggested several procedures for biasing the 
processing of a persuasive message. For example, in one study (Pelly & Brock. 
1979) we embedded a bogus personality assessment within an overall Barnum 
personality description (e.g .• Forer, 1949). Subjects who in one experiment were 
led to believe that lhey had "closed-minded" personalities, subsequently gener
ated a more one-sided profile of thoughts than subjects who were led to believe 
that they were "open-minded." In another study (Wells & Petty, 1980). we 
attempted to bias thought production by instructing subjects to make vertical or 
horizontal head movements while they processed a persuasive message. Whether 
the message was pro or counterattitudinal. subjects who engaged in vertical (yes) 
movements agreed with the message more lhan subjects who engaged in horizon
tal head movements. In other studies we have found that excessive message 
repetition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b) and lhe presence of hecklers (Petty & 
Brock. 1976) led to reduced agreement even though the arguments presented 
were strong. 
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The research on each of these independent variables (e.g .• heckling, exces
sive repetition) clearly indicates that they are unlikely to enhance objective 
information processing. However, although there is some correlational evidence 
(e.g., from thought listings) to suggest that some of these treatments bias the 
nature of information processing, the stud;es may also be interpreted as indicat
ing that the treatments serve as simple acceptance or rejection cues. For example, 
horizontal head movements, hecklers, or excessive repetition may not facilitate 
the production of counterarguments, but may instead induce negative affect that 
becomes associated with the advocacy (see Zajonc & Markus, 1982). Alter
natively, the negative affect may bias information processing by increasing ac
cess to other information linked to negative states (Bower, 1981; Clark & Isen, 
1982). Research that includes these treatments along with message quality and 
other motivational and ability variables should allow more definitive distinction 
of these possibilities (see also Section IX,B). 

VIII. Postulate 7: Consequences of Elaboration 

In the preceding sections of this article we have outlined how the ELM 
accounts for the initial attitude changes induced by persuasive messages. Postu
late 7 deals with the different consequences of attitude changes induced via the 
central and the peripheral routes. Specifically: 

Attitude changes that result mostly from processing issue-relevant argumcnts (central 
route) will show greater tcmporal persislence, greater prediction of behavior, and greater 
resistance to counterpersuasion than allitude changes thaI result mostly from peripheral 
cues. 

There are several reasons why these differential consequences would be 
expected. Recall that under the central route, attitude changes are based on a 
thoughtful consideration of issue-relevant information and an integration of that 
information into an overall position. Under the peripheral route, however, an 
attitude is based on a simple cue that provides some affective association or 
allows some relatively simple inference as to the acceptability of the message. 
Thus, attitude changes induced via the central route involve considerably more 
cognitive work than attitude changes induced under the peripheral route. The 
process of elaborating issue-relevant arguments involves accessing the schema 
for the attitude object in order to evaluate each new argument (e.g., by compar
ing it to information previously stored in memory). Under the peripheral route, 
hOwever, the schema may be accessed only once to incorporate lhe affect or 
inference elicited by a salient cue. Or, a peripheral schema unrelated to the issue 
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schema may be invoked in order to evaluate the cue (i.e., is the source credi
ble?). Under the central route, then, the issue-relevant attitude schema may be 
accessed, rehearsed, and manipulated more times strengthening the interconnec
tions among the components and rendering the schema more internally con
sistent, accessible, enduring, and resistant than under the peripheral route (cf. 
Crocker, Fiske, & Taylor, 1984; McGuire, 1981).10 

The greater the accessibility of the information supporting an attitude, the 
greater the likelihood that the same attitude will be reported over time if people 
consider their prior knowledge before reporting their attitudes. Even if people do 
not scan their store of attitude-relevant information before reporting their at
titudes in some circumstances (Lingle & Ostrom, 1981), the greater accessibility 
and endurance of the attitude itself would enhance the likelihood that the same 
attitude would be reported at two points in time. Also, the greater the ac
cessibility of the information supporting an attitude and the more well organized 
it is, the greater the likelihood that this attitude-relevant knowledge can be used 
to defend the attitude from subsequent attack. Finally, the greater the ac
cessibility of the attitude itself, the greater the likelihood that it can guide behav
ior (Fazio, Chen, McDonel, & Sherman, 1982). 

In sum, the greater memory trace and accessibility of attitudes and attitude
relevant information for influence occurring via the central versus the peripheral 
route renders people more able to report the same attitude over time, to defend 
their beliefs, and to act on them. A motivational factor may also be relevant, 
however. Specifically, the process of scrutinizing issue-relevant arguments may 
generally be more deliberate than the processes of affective association and the 
invocation of well-rehearsed (even automatic) decision rules (Cialdini, 1984). 
Thus, changes induced under the central route may be accompanied by a subjec
tive perception that considerable thought accompanied opinion formation. This 
perception may induce more confidence in the attitude, and attitudes held with 
more confidence may be more likely to be reported over time, slower to be 
abandoned in the face of counterpropaganda, and more likely to be acted upon. 

A. PERSISTENCE OF PERSUASION 

If ex.tended issue-relevant thinking increases the temporal persistence of 
opinion change, then conditions that foster issue-relevant elaboration should be 
accompanied by greater attitudinal persistence than conditions that minimize 
elaboration. Among all the ways to change attitudes, role playing may be the 
influence paradigm that requires the most issue-relevant thinking in order to 
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produce persuasion. In role playing research people are required to generate or 
improvise their own arguments for a message (e.g., King & Janis, 1956). Impor
tantly, research indicates that to the extent that people have sufficient knowledge 
and skill to generate their own messages, the attitude changes induced by these 
messages are especially persistent (e.g., Elms, 1966; Watts, 1967). 

In role playing studies subjects are instructed to think about an issue posi
tion, whereas in other research the experimental conditions elicit issue-relevant 
thought spontaneously. For example, in research on anticipatory attitude shifts, 
subjects are induced to ex.pect to discuss an issue or receive a message on some 
topic, and attitudes are measured prior to the discussion or message presentation 
(Cialdini & Petty, 1981). In one anticipatory change study relevant to persistence 
(Cialdini et al.. 1976), we led college students to believe that they would discuss 
a campus issue with another student who held a position opposite to their own. 
Subjects were told that the discussion would take place either immediately or I 
week later, and the issue to be discussed was either one that was personally 
important to the students or unimportant. While waiting for the discussion to 
begin, subjects listed their thoughts on the issue and then reported their attitudes. 
Although subjects in all conditions showed some anticipatory shifting of their 
positions, only one group of subjects maintained their new issue positions after 
they had been informed that the discussion was cancelled. This group, subjects 
who expected to immediately diSl:USS a personally important issuc, were presum
ably the most motivated to undertake the l:ognitivc work nel:essary 10 preparc for 
the discussion. Consistent with this analysis, the~c ~ubjccts listed significantly 
more thoughts Ihat supported their own positions in anticipation of the discussion 
than subjects in the other cells. 

In both the role playing resear~'h and the re~ear~'h on anticipatory ~hifts, 

attitude changes that were accompanied by con~idcrabh: i~~uc-rclevant cognitive 
activity led to more persisting shifts than changes indul:ed with Ic~s issue-rele
vant thinking. However, in both of these paradigms, no persuasive messages 
were presented. According to the ELM, the samc result should hold if the 
attitude changes resulted from exposure to a persuasive l:ommunication. Specifi
cally, the greater the elaboration of the message argumcnts, the more persistent 
the resulting attitude change should be. In a direct empirical test of this hypoth
esis (petty, Cacioppo, & Heesacker, 1985), we had students listen 10 three 
persuasive messages. Each message began with a description of the origin of the 
message and provided a brief biography of the message source, The first two 
messages served as filler material and were identical for all subjects. The third 
message contained the experimental manipulations. Half of the subjects were led 
to believe that the advocacy concerned an imminentl:hange in policy at their own 
university (high relevance) and half were led to believe that the advocacy con
cerned a proposed change in policy at a distant university (low relevance). Half IOCf course, if a peripheral cue is repealedly associated with an altitude object, relative per

sistence of influence may result (e.g., Weber, 1972). of the students received a message from a very prestigious and credible source; 
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this message contained six strong arguments in support of senior comprehensive 
exams. The other half of the students received a message from a low prestige. 
inexpert source; this message contained six weak arguments in support of senior 
comprehensive exams. 

Based on our previous research (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979b; Petty, Caciop
po, & Goldman, 1981; see Section VI,A), and pilot testing of the sources and 
messages under high and low relevance conditions, we expected both the high 
and low involvement groups who received the positive source-strong arguments 
message to show equivalent amounts of initial persuasion. However, the change 
in the high relevance group should be based mostly on a careful evaluation and 
elaboration of the strong issue-relevant arguments, whereas the change in the low 
relevance group should be based mostly on the positive source cue. Similarly, 
the rejection of the advocacy in the high and low relevance groups exposed to the 
negative source-weak arguments message should be equivalent initially, but in 
the high involvement group the rejection should be based mostly on scrutiny of 
the weak arguments. whereas in the low relevance group the rejection should be 
based mostly on the negative source. 

An analysis of subjects' immediate postmessage attitudes concerning senior 
comprehensive exams provided support. Both high and low relevance groups of 
subjects exposed to the strong message/source were more favorable than con
trols, and both groups of subjects exposed to the weak message/source were less 
favorable than controls. More interestingly. however, the degree of personal 
relevance had an impact on whether or not these initial attitudes persisted. From 
10 to 14 days following message exposure, subjects were called by phone and 
were asked their opinions concerning a number of campus issues including the 
general idea of senior comprehensive exams. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
on the initial and delayed attitudes of high relevance subjects revealed only a 
main effect for type of communication. The positive source-strong arguments 
message was more effective than the negative source-weak arguments message 
both initially and at the delayed testing. An analysis on the attitudes of low 
relevance subjects, however, revealed a communication x time of measurement 
interaction. For these subjects, the initial difference between the two message 
conditions was ito longer appparent at the delayed testing. In short, those sub
jects who formed their initial attitudes based on a careful consideration of issue
relevant arguments (high relevance) showed greater persistence of attitude 
change than those subjects whose initial attitudes were based primarily on the 
source cue (low relevance). 

Other persuasion studies also support the view that conditions that foster 
people's ability or motivation to engage in issue-relevant cognitive activity en
hance the persistence of persuasion. Thus, using more interesting or involving 
issues about which subjects have more knowledge (e.g., Ronis, Baumgardner, 
Leippe, Cacioppo, & Greenwald, 1977), providing more time to think about the 
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message (Mitnick & McGinnies, 1958), leading people to believe that they will 
be interviewed on the attitude issue (Chaiken, 1980), increasing message repeti
tion (Johnson & Watkins, 1971), and reducing distraction (Watts & Holt, 1979) 
have all been associated with increased temporal persistence of attitude change 
(see Cook & Flay, 1978; Petty, 1977; for reviews, and Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, 
for a discussion of how the ELM differs from alternative models of attitude 
persistence, such as Kelman, 1961). 

B. ATIITUDE-BEHAVIOR LINK 

The previous section provided support for the view that attitude changes 
based primarily on thoughtful consideration (or self-generation) of issue-relevant 
arguments produced more enduring persuasion than changes based primarily on 
simple cues in the persuasion context. Research is also consistent with the view 
that attitude changes induced via the central route are more predictive of behavior 
than changes induced via the peripheral route. 

As we noted earlier, perhaps the most effortful form of processing occurs 
when attitude change results from the self-generation of arguments. These 
changes, then, should be especiaIly predictive of behavior. In a relevant program 
of research, Fazio and Zanna (1981) explored the consequences of attitudes 
formed via direct rather than indirect experience. When an attitude is fonned via 
direct personal experience, the attitude is necessarily based on self-generated 
infonnation. When an attitude is based on indirect experience (i.e., a message 
from others), less effortful processing may be involved. In some sense then, the 
distinction between direct and indirect experience is analogous to the distinction 
between attitudes based on role-playing (i.e., self-generation of arguments) ver
sus passive exposure. Importantly, the research on direct versus indirect experi
ence clearly indicates that the fonner attitudes are better predictors of behavior 
than the latter (see Fazio, 1985). The ELM suggests that one reason for this is 
that attitude fonnation based on direct experience may typically require more 
effortful elaboration of the merits of the object (e.g., puzzle; Regan & Fazio, 
1977) than attitude formation based on passive exposure. 

In our own research, we have also found that conditions that foster a high 
elaboration likelihood produce higher attitude-behavior correlations than condi
tions in which the elaboration likelihood is low. For example, in one study 
(described previously in Section VI,A, I), we exposed subjects to mock maga
zine advertisements for a disposable razor under conditions of either high or low 
personal relevance (Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 198~). The ads that subjects 
saw contained either strong or weak arguments for the product and featured 
either a famous (likable) or an ordinary endorser. In addition to assessing product 
attitudes in this study, we also asked subjects to rate how likely they were to 
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purchase the product (behavioral intentions). Under high relevance, both at
titudes and intentions were affected significantly by the manipulation of argu
ment quality. Under low relevance, however, attitudes were affected by the 
manipulation of cndorser attractiveness, but behavioral intentions were not. The 
peripheral cue of endorser attractiveness was sufficient to enhance liking for the 
product when motivation to scrutinize product arguments was low, but was not 
sufficient to produce a change in behavioral intentions. Overall, the attitude
intention correlation under high relevance was .59, whereas under low relevance 
it was .36. 

Just as increasing motivation to process issue-relevant arguments should 
enhance the utility of attitudes in predicting behavior, so too should enhancing 
ability to process the message. In a relevant study, Schumann, Petty, and 
Cacioppo (1985) exposed subjects to advertisements containing strong argu
ments for a new pen either one, four, or eight times in the context of a simulated 
television program. Each repetition of the message, of course, gives subjects an 
additional opportunity to consider the product-relevant information. After mes
sage exposure, subjects rated their attitudes toward the advertised pen, their 
likelihood of purchasing this brand in the near future, and the amount of time 
they spent thinking about the product during the program. Subjects reported 
engaging in more thought about the product as repetition increased, and the 
atlitude-intention correlation also improved significantly with repetition. 

Finally, we have obtained evidence that people who differ dispositionally in 
their tendency to engage in and enjoy thinking also differ in the extent to which 
their attitudes predict behavior (Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez, 1985). 
Specifically, we found that the attitudes toward the candidates in the 1984 
presidential election predicted voting intentions and reported behavior better for 
people who were high rather than low in their "need for cognition" (Cacioppo & 
Petty, 1982; see Section V,E). In sum, when the experimental conditions or 
dispositional factors enhanced peoples' motivation or ability to elaborate issue
relevant information, attitude-behavior correlations were higher than when elab
oration was low (Cialdini et al.• 1981; see also Pallak, Murroni, & Koch, 1983; 
Sandelands & Larson, 1985; Sivacek & Crano, 1982).11 

II0ur argumenl thai the more issue relevant elaboration involved in allilude change Ihe grealer 
the allitude-behavior correlation should be, may appear to contlici with a claim by Wilson, Dunn, 
Bybee, Hyman, and Rotondo (1984) that analyzing reasons for one's alliludes reduces allilude
behavior consislency. However, in the research sLpponing the Wilson el al. contenlion. one effeci of 
having subjects think aboul the reasons behind their allitudes was 10 produce a change in allilUdcs. 
Thus, Wilson el al. compared the abilily of an inirial allitude 10 predici behavior wilh Ihe abilily of a 
changed allilude. The new allitude was less prediclive than Ihe old one. Imponanlly, Ihe ELM 
addresses a comparison belween two initial alliludes (one formed via Ihe cenlral and one formed via 
lhe peripheral route) or IWo newly changed alliludes (one changed via Ihe cenlral and one changed via 
lhe peripheral roule). The ELM predicts lhat Ihe central alliludes will predici behavior beller Ihan 
comparable auiludes formed or changed via the peripheral roule. 
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C. RESISTANCE TO COUNTERPERSUASION 

The final consequence of the route to persuasion is that attitudes formed via 
the central route should be more resistant to counterpropaganda than attitudes 
formed via the peripheral route. Importantly, the resistance of an attitude to 
attack is conceptually distinct from the temporal persislence of an attitude. Thus, 
some attitudes may be highly persistent, but only if they are not attacked. Other 
attitudes may be very transient even in a vacuum. Likewise, it is possible for 
some attitudes to be very resistant to change, but only in the short term. Despite 
the coneeptual independence of persistence and resistance, we have already 
outlined the reasons why the ELM holds that usually these two qualities will go 
together. Attitudes based on extensive issue-relevant thinking will tend to be 
both persistent and resistant, whereas attitudes based on peripheral cues will tend 
to be transient and susceptible to counterpersuasion. 

Attitudes for which persistence and resistance do 1101 go together provide an 
intriguing target of study. Perhaps thc most dramatic example of the possible 
independence of persistence and resistance is found in cultural truisms. Truisms 
such as "you should brush your teeth after every meal" tend to be highly 
persistent in a vacuum, but very susceptible to influence if attacked. As McGuire 
(1964) noted, people have very Iiule pral'tice in defending Ihese beliefs because 
they have never been challenged. Furthennore. the ELM would contend that 
these beliefs are highly ~u~ceptible to pcr~uasion bcl'ause they were probably 
formed with very liule issue-relevant thinking. It is likely that people come to 
accept many cultural truisms sometime during childhood. The truisms are con
tinually presented by powerful, likable, and ellpert ~ourl'es (c. g .. parents, teach
ers, television charal'ters) with liUle or no Ju~tificalion Tbe l'lIntinual pairing of 
the belief with a positive cue results in a relatively pcr~i~tent attitude. but one that 
cannot be defended when subseljuently attacked. 

Most research on attitudinal resistance has fOl'used on bow various treat
ments can help bolster an attitude that a per~on already ha~. For example. in an 
important program of research. McGuire (1964) has provided impres~ive evi
dence for the view that attitudes can be made more resistant by providing people 
with the requisite motivation and/or ability to counterargue opposing messages. 
The underlying logic of McGuire's inoculation theory is that a threat to a pre
viously unassailed belief motivates the person to defend that belief when it is 
attacked in the future. An initial attack on a person's belief also provides practice 
in defending the belief. In another relevant program of researcb, Burgoon and his 
colleagues (e.g., Burgoon, Cohen, Miller, & Montgomery, 1978) investigated 
how the manner in which an initial message is processed can affect susceptibility 
to a subsequent message on the same topic (see review by Smith, 1982). 

The work of McGuire and Burgoon has focused on how an initial belief held 
by a person can be made more resistant or susceptible by providing some treat-

j
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ment that enhances or reduces the person's motivation and/or ability to coun
terargue a subsequent opposing communication. This work is consistent with the 
ELM in that it demonstrates that attitudes can be made more resistant by motivat
ing or enabling people to engage in additional thought about the reasons or 
arguments supporting their attitudes. To date, however, no research has explicit
ly tested the ELM prediction that the manner in which an attitude is formed or 
changed has important implications for the resistance of the attitude. Specifical
Iy, the ELM predicts that people who come to accept an issue position because of 
a peripheral cue (e.g .• source expertise) should be more susceptible to an attack
ing message than people who adopt the same issue position based on a careful 
scrutiny and elaboration of the message arguments. 

IX. Complicating Factors 

We have now presented the major postulates of the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model and some research relevant to these postulates. In reviewing the evidence 
for the ELM we have focused deliberately on variables and instances that were 
straightforward and relatively unambiguous in interpretation. Although it would 
be nice if we could provide an exhaustive list of variables that serve as peripheral 
cues and variables that affect message processing in either an objective or a 
biased manner, we have already seen that this is not possible. For example, we 
have argued that the effects on information processing of some variables may 
shift from relatively objective to relatively biased as the variable reaches very 
high levels. For example, although increasing personal relevance and message 
repetition may generally enhance subjects' motivation and/or ability to see the 
merits of strong arguments and the flaws in weak ones, we have suggested that 
when personal relevance or message repetition reaches very high levels, the 
initially objective processing may become biased as the person becomes moti
vated to reject the advocacy (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1979b). In short, some variables have multiple effects on information process
ing. In addition, we have seen that some variables may affect information pro
cessing under certain conditions, but serve as peripheral cues in other contexts. 
For example, we reviewed evidence in Section VI,A that manipulation of the 
number of arguments in a message could serve as a peripheral cue when the 
personal relevance of the message was low, but that increasing the number of 
arguments in a message could increase the amount of information processing 
activity when the personal relevance of the message was high (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1984a). In this section we will comment briefly on these and other intricacies of 
the ELM. 

ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF PERSUASION 

A. VARIABLES WITH MULTIPLE EFFEcrS ON ELABORATION 

In most of the research that we have discussed so far, we have examined the 
isolated effects of different source, message, recipient, and channel factors on 
information processing. However, in most natural persuasion situations, many 
variables combine to create the overall persuasion context. For example, consid
er a high need for cognition person who is part of a jury whose members share 
responsibility for evaluating an expert witness who presents weak arguments in a 
corporate tax case in a courtroom with noisy distractions. All of the many 
variables present in this situation must be considered jointly to determine the 
probable persuasive impact of the testimony. Normally, sharing cognitive re
sponsibility with a group reduces information processing activity (Petty, Caciop
po, & Harkins, 1983), but our message recipient dispositionally tends to like to 
think (Cacioppo, Petty, & Morris, 1983) and is therefore less susceptible to 
motivation loss in groups (Petty, Cacioppo, & Kasmer, 1985). Therefore, moti
vation to process the message is likely to be high despite the group responsibility. 
However, due to a lack of prior knowledge about corporate taxes and the distrac
tions inherent in the situation, our message recipient may have little ability to 
process the weak message arguments (Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976; Wood, 
Kallgren, & Priesler, 1985). Thus, the perceived expertise of the witness may 
serve as a potent influence cue (Kiesler & Mathog, 1968). 

Our example assumes that each of the features of the persuasion situation 
(e.g., distraction, group responsibility) can be considered separately and inde
pendently regardless of the levels of the other variables with which it is com
bined. If so, one can roughly add (subtract) the effects of each variable to 
determine the overall elaboration likelihood. Although this is often possible, as 
we discuss next, it is also possible for one variable to have very different effects 
on information processing depending on the level of other variables. 

For example, some variables may increase information processing at one 
level of another factor, but may actually decrease processing at a different level 
of that factor. In one study exploring this possibility, we varied the personal 
relevance of a message, whether concluding summaries of the message argu
ments were framed as statements or as rhetorical questions (cf. Zillmann, 1972), 
and whether the arguments presented were strong or weak. In this study (Petty, 
Cacioppo, & Heesacker, 1981), all subjects heard over headphones a message 
advocating that seniors take a comprehensive exam in their major as a require
ment for graduation. The study was designed to test our view that summarizing 
arguments as rhetorical questions (e.g., "Wouldn't instituting a comprehensive 
exam be an aid to those who seek admission to graduate and professional 
schools?") rather than as declarative statements, would motivate more thinking 
about the arguments. If r!w\oricals enhance relatively objective processing, then 
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their use should lead to more agreement if the message arguments are strong, but 
less agreement if the arguments are weak. However, this enhanced elaboration 
with rhelOricals should be evident mostly when people are not naturally devoting 
much effort to processing the message arguments, such as when the personal 
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Fig. 8. Additional variables that may affect information processing in a relatively objective 
manner. (I) Effects of rhetorical questions on attilUdes following strong and weak messages of low 
relevance (data from Petty, Cacioppo, & Heesacker, 1981). (2) Effects of rhetorical questions on 
altitudes following strong and weak messages of high relevance (data from Pelty. Cacioppo. & 
Heesacker, 1981). (3) Effects of social altractivencss on attitudes following strong and weak mes
sages of uncertain relevance (data from Puckett el al., 1983). (4) Effects of expertise on attitudes of 
field-dependenl subjects following strong and weak messages of uncertain relevance (dalB from 
Heesackcr el al.• 1983). (5) Effects of multiple sources on attitudes following strong and weak 
messages of uncertain relevance (data from Harkins & Petty, 1981a; Experiment 4). (6) Effects of 
recipient posture on altitudes following strong and weak messages of uncertain relevance (data from 
Pelty, Wells, Heesacker, Brock, & Cacioppo, 1983). 
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relevance of the message is low. When people are already naturally motivated to 
process the message, such as when personal relevance is high, we expected that 
the use of rhetoricals would either have no further effect on elaboration, or might 
even be disruptive of ongoing infonnation processing. The results of our study 
supported these expectations. When personal relevance was low, the use of 
rhetorical questions increased elaboration (see Box I, Fig. 8), but when personal 
relevance was high, subjects reported that the rhetorical questions were distract
ing and argument scrutiny was reduced (see Box 2, Fig. 8). 

Burnkrant and Howard (1984) replicated our rhetoricals study making a few 
key changes. Again, subjects were presented with the strong or weak version of 
our senior comprehensive exam message that was made either high or low in 
personal relevance. Instead of hearing the message over headphones, however, 
subjects were presented with the message as a written communication. In addi
tion, instead of summarizing each message argument as a rhetorical question 
after the argument was presented, all rhetorical questions preceded the presenta
tion of the message arguments. Burnkrant and Howard argued that these changes 
should eliminate the distraction effect that we observed under high involvement. 
First, presenting the message in print rather than orally gives subjects time to 
stop the message to consider arguments fully (see Section VI,B). Thus, the 
rhetoricals need not disrupt processing even if subjects are highly involved. 
Second, placing the rhetorical questions at the beginning rather than at the end of 
the arguments has the advantage of generating interest and curiosity while avoid
ing the disadvantage of interrupting the train of thought concerning the argument 
just presented. Their results were consistent with this reasoning. The use of 
introductory rhetorical questions in print enhanced argument elaboration re
gardless of the personal relevance of the issue. When paired with the strong 
arguments, rhetorical questions increased agreement, but when paired with the 
weak arguments, rhetorical questions decreased agreement. The studics on rhet
orical questions provide cogent examples of how an independent variable can 
have different but predictable effects on elaboration depending on the level of 
other variables, such as personal relevance and modality of message presentation. 

A second way in which the impact of one variable may depend on the level 
of another factor is in whether the variable induces relatively objective or rela
lively biased infonnation processing. For example, we have demonstrated that 
increasing the degree of personal relevance of a message can enhance a person's 
motivation to process the message in a relatively objective manner <Petty & 
Cacioppo, I979b). However, we have also seen that this processing may become 
biased if personal relevance is combined with a threat, such as lhat induced by a 
forewarning of persuasive intent (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979a). In shon, personal 
relevance per se may motivate increased processing, but when combined with 
some threat, the processing may be directed in the defense of one's initial 
position. 
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B.	 VARIABLES THAT AFFECf ELABORATION AND SERVE AS 
CUES 

In Section IX,A we argued that whether or not a particular variable en
hances or diminishes processing, or motivates relatively objective or relatively 
biased processing, may depend on the level of other variables in the persuasion 
context. Similarly, whether a variable affects information processing or serves as 
a peripheral cue may depend on the level of other elements in the persuasion 
situation. We discuss this feature of the ELM below. 

I.	 Source Experri.re/ AllracriveneJJ 

In Section I. we noted that one aspect of persuasion research that has 
disappointed reviewers of the field is that even variahles that were expected to be 
quite simple in their effeds on attitude l-hange have instead proved to he quite 
complex. We also noted that perhaps the most dramatic example of this was the 
conflicting results of research on features of the message source (Eagly & Him
melfarh, 1974). Postulate 3 (Section IV) of the ELM outlines the several differ
ent ways in which source (and other) factors can affect persuasion: they can serve 
as arguments, they can serve as cues, or they can affect argument processing. In 
the research that we have reviewed so far, we have focused on how source 
factors operate when the elaboration likelihood is either very high or very low. 
We have seen that when people are unmotivated and/or unable to process a 
message, they rely on simple cues in the persuasion context, such as the expertise 
or attractiveness of the message source, although other cues may be used if they 
are more salient. Importantly, since subjects are either unmotivated or unahle to 
evaluate message arguments, a positive source tends to enhance persuasion and a 
negative source tends to reduce persuasion, regardless of message quality (e.g., 

see top panels in Fig. 4). 
On the other hand, when people are highly motivated and able to process 

message arguments, strong arguments are more effective than weak ones despite 
the presence of peripheral cues such as source credibility and attractiveness (e.g., 
see bottom panels in Fig. 4). When motivation and ability to process are high, 
people are concerned with evaluating the true merits of the advocacy. In order to 
do this, they will scrutinize all available and inferred information in the immedi
ate persuasion context, and attempt to relate it to information stored previously in 
memory. Interestingly, a consideration of source factors may be part of a per
son's attempt to evaluate issue-relevant information when the elaboration like
lihood is high. For example, under some circumstances a source feature may 
itself serve as a persuasive argument by providing information central to the 
merits of the attitude object (e.g., a physically attractive source, without saying 
anything, may provide persuasive visual testimony as to the effectiveness of a 
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beauty product; Kahle & Homer, 1985; Petty & Cacioppo, 198Ib). Additionally, 
a consideration of source information might help a person in evaluating the true 
merits of any given argument (e.g., is the expert source biased or does the source 
have a vested interest?). 

It may now appear that the cases of high and low elaboration likelihood are 
quite clear. Source factors affect agreement with a message by serving as simple 
acceptance or rejection cues when the elaboration likelihood is low, but do not 
serve as simple cues when the elaboration likelihood is high. Instead, they are 
considered along with the message arguments in an attempt to evaluate the true 
merits of the advocacy. These conclusions, however, are only part of the story of 
how source factors impact on persuasion. As we noted in Section III,A, we view 
elaboration likelihood as a continuum anchored at one end by the peripheral route 
to persuasion, and at the other end by the central route. In all of our research 
described in the previous sections, we have attempted to create and describe 
relatively clear instances of central and peripheral routes to persuasion. Thus, for 
example, in our research on motivation to process, subjects were either highly 
involved with the topic (e.g., students were confronted with an advocacy that 
had implications for their own graduation; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981), 
or very uninvolved (e.g., the students were certain that there were no personal 
implications of the advocacy). The extreme high and low elaboration likelihood 
conditions have been quite useful for theory testing purposes and in explicating 
the two routes to persuasion. However, these conditions represent only part of 
the elaboration likelihood continuum. 

Specifically, many day to day persuasion contexts are unlikely to be as high 
or as low in elaboration likelihood as the conditions we have deliberately created 
in our initial research. For example, people are sometimes uncertain as to the 
personal relevance of an issue, or have moderate rather than very high or very 
low knowledge on a topic. We have proposed that under more moderate condi
tions, people use source characteristics to determine how much to think about the 
message (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981a, 1984c). When the personal consequences or 
prior knowledge on an issue are moderate or unclear, people may not be sure if 
the message is worth thinking about or if they are able to do so. Under these 
circumstances, characteristics of the message source can help a person decide if 
the message warrants (or needs) careful scrutiny. In our own research on moder
ate levels of motivation to process, undergraduate students have been led to 
believe that a change in policy was being advocated for their university, but they 
were not told when or if this policy ever would be implemented. Thus, unlike our 
studies on high and low personal relevance (see Section VI,A), subjects could 
not be certain whether or not the change in policy would affect them. 

In one study (Puckett, Petty, Cacioppo, & Fisher, 1983), for example, we 
told subjects that students in an evening undergraduate continuing education 
course had written essays on the issue of whether comprehensive exams should 
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be given in a student's major area of study as a prerequisite for obtaining a 
bachelor's degree. Each subject was given a folder containing a typed essay 
along with a card containing a picture and a brief description of the author of the 
essay. Two major variables were manipulated in the study: (I) the social attrac
tiveness of the author (socially attractive authors were more physically attractive 
and had better family backgrounds and more prestigious hobbies than the socially 
unattractive authors), and (2) the quality of the arguments in the editorial (either 
strong or weak). A third variable, age of the essay author, was also manipulated 
but this factor had no effect on persuasion. After looking through the appropriate 
folder, subjects were asked to rate their own opinions about the senior compre
hensive exam issue. The major result indicated that the arguments were more 
carefully processed when they were associated with a socially attractive than a 
socially unattractive source. More specifically, the significant message quality x 
source attractiveness interaction was due to the joint tendencies for attractiveness 
to enhance agreement with the proposal when the arguments presented were 
strong, but for attractiveness to reduce agreement when the arguments presented 
were weak (see Box 3, in Fig. 8). The latter effect (an attractive source reducing 
agreement), of course, is opposite to what one nonnally would expect the effect 
of attractive sources to be (see review by Chaiken, 1985). 

In a study conceptually similar to the Puckett et al. (1983) study, we again 
left the degree of personal relevance ambiguous and manipulated the quality of 
the arguments presented in favor of senior comprehensive exams. This time, 
however, subjects heard rather than read the message, and we varied source 
expertise rather than social attractiveness (Heesacker, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1983). 
Some subjects were led to believe that the source of the message was a professor 
of education at Princeton University (high expertise), and others were led to 
believe that the source was a local high school student (low expertise). The 
subjects in this study were divided into those who were relatively field dependent 
or independent as assessed by the embedded figures test (Ekstrom, French, & 
Hannon, 1962). The data for field-dependent subjects showed a message quality 
x source expertise interaction (see Box 4, Fig. 8). Similar to the effect observed 
for social attractiveness, the arguments were more carefully processed when they 
were presented by the expert than by the inexpert source. Again, the interaction 
was due to the joint tendencies for strong arguments to be more persuasive when 
presented by an expert, but for weak arguments to be less persuasive when 
presented by an expert, and again the latter effect is opposite to what one 
nonnally would expect the effect of expertise to be. 12 

12Field-independent subjects showed only a main effect for argument quality. probably because 
these subjects were generally more motivated and/or able to extract meaning from stimuli (Witkin, 
Goodenough, & Oltman, 1979). If field-independent subjecls generally have a higher elaboration 
likelihood, then they would be more likely 10 process message arguments regardless of the source. 

In sum, although the operation of source factors may seem quite simple on 
the surface, the ELM indicates that their operation, although orderly and predict
able, is quite complex. In separate experiments, we have seen that when personal 
relevance is high, source factors can serve as persuasive arguments or assist in 
the evaluation of arguments; when personal relevance is low, source factors can 
serve as simple cues; and when personal relevance is moderate or ambiguous, 
source factors can affect the extent of message processing. Since all of these 
effects are obtained under different conditions, however, it is not surprising that 
a great diversity of results has been observed in the literature. 

2. Other Variables with Multiple Functions 

We have now seen how some source variables can serve as arguments in 
some contexts, cues in other contexts, and affect argument processing in still 
other situations. This general principle, which is stated explicitly in Postulate 3 
(Section IV), was applied mostly to separate variables as we explicated the 
various postulates of the ELM. However, it should now be clear that anyone 
variable can serve in all of these roles. A few more examples should help to 
elucidate how one variable can serve in multiple roles depending on the specific 
features of the persuasion context. 

First, consider the impact of the number of other peoplt: who endorse a 
particular attitudinal position. Traditional analyses of the number of message 
sources have assumed that the more people who are perceived to advocate a 
position (up to some limit). the more confonnity pressure that is induced. and the 
more agreement that results (e.g .. Asch. 1951; White. 1975). One popular 
explanation for this conformity effect is that people shift toward the majority 
view out of a desire to hold a correct opinion (Festinger. 1954). An alternative 
point of view is that the more people who are associated with a particular 
position, the more recipients may think about the position advocated (Burnstein 
& Sentis, 1981; Burnstein & Vinokur, 1977) or about the specific arguments 
presented (Harkins & Petty, 1981a,bl. This enhanced thinking might lead to 
more or less agreement depending on the nature of the thinking. For example, 
Harkins & Petty (1981 a) found that when the personal relevance of a proposal 
was left ambiguous, increasing the number of sources who presented strong 
arguments enhanced persuasion, but that increasing the number of sources who 
presented weak arguments reduced persuasion (see Box 5. Fig. 8). 

Imponantly. we do nol mean to ,uggestthat expcn/allra~tivesllur~e, invari"bly enhan~e infonnalion 
processing when involvement is moderate. Under sllme cnnditillns. for example. il may be more 
adaptive and/or necessary III engage in more ,erutiny of a moderale or low than a clearly credible 
source (Pelly & Cacioppo. 1981a. 1<)l!4,·). 

I 
----l
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The initial (confonnity) e)(planation of mulliple source effects is consistent 
with the view that the mere number of other people advocating a position serves 
as a simple peripheral cue as to the validity of the advocacy. The second (infor
mation processing) interpretation. however, is more consistent with the view that 
the atlitude ~hanges induced by multiple sources follow the central route to 
persuasion (Harkins & Pelly, 1983). The ELM, of course. suggests that both of 
these processes may operate in different situations. When the elaboration like
lihood is very low (such as when personal relevance is low or distraction is high), 
people will he unmotivated to evaluate the issue-relevant information presented 
and may use the numher of people who support the issue as a simple cue as to the 
worth of the proposal. When the elaboration likelihood is moderate. people may 
use the number of sources advocating a position as an indication of whether the 
message is worth considering. Finally. when the elaboration likelihood is very 
high. message recipients will undertake a deliherate assessment of the message 
arguments and the numher of endorsers will have little further value as a motivat
or of thought or as a simple acceptance cue. No e)(perimentto date. however, has 
e)(amined the impacl of the number of sources across the full elaboration like
lihood continuum. 1.1 

Factors associated with the message source. of course. are not the only 
variables that can hoth serve as cues and affect message processing. Message 
variables can likewise serve in hoth roles. We have already discussed how the 
number of arguments could serve as a simple cue when personal relevance was 
low. but affect information processing when personal relevance was high (pelly 
& Cacioppo, 1984a). Similarly. recipient and conte)(t variables may serve in 
mulliple roles. For e)(ample. we have shown that the physical posture of a 
message recipient can affect the e)(tent of elaboration under moderate involve
ment conditions. In one study (Petty. Wells, Heesacker, Brock, & Cacioppo. 
1983), people who were reclining comfortably during message e)(posure showed 
greater attitudinal differentiation of strong from weak message arguments than 
people who were standing (see Bo)( 6, Fig. 8). If subjects were presented with a 
message they were unmotivated or unable to elaborate, however, then posture (or 
other factors related to comfort during message e)(posure) might serve as simple 
positive or negative affective cues (e.g., Griffit & Veitch, 1971). 

Importantly, even though the ELM holds open the possibility that variables 
can affect agreement either by having an impact on information processing or by 
serving as simple cues, the ELM specifies, in a general manner at least, the 
conditions under which each process is likely to operate. Thus. a whole list of 
source (e.g., credibility, allractiveness. number of sources). message (e.g .• 

DOur analysis of mUltiple sources assumes thaI all sources are advocating Ihe same position. 
When conflicting positions are advocated by different numbers of people (as in minority influence), 
the silualion becomes more complex (see Maass & Clark. 1984). 
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number of arguments, use of rhetoricals, discrepancy), audience (e.g .• recipient 
posture, presence of hecklers, false physiological feedback), and other variables 
may affect atlitudes by modifying infonnation processing under certain condi
tions (e.g., ambiguous personal relevance), but affect attitudes by serving as 
simple cues in other contexts (e.g., low prior knowledge). 

X. Summary and Conclusions 

At the most general level. we have outlined two basic routes to persuasion. 
One route is based on the thoughtful (though sometimes biased) consideration of 
arguments central to the issue, whereas the other is based on affective associa
tions or simple inferences tied to peripheral cues in the persuasion context. When 
variables in the persuasion situation render the elaboration likelihood high. the 
first kind of persuasion occurs (central route). When variables in the persuasion 
situation render the elaboration likelihood low, the second kind of persuasion 
occurs (peripheral route). Importantly, there are different consequences of the 
two routes to persuasion. Attitude changes via the central route appear to be more 
persistent. resistant, and predictive of behavior than changes induced via the 
peripheral route. 

In the body of this article we have discussed a wide variety of variables that 
proved instrumental in affecting the elaboration likelihood, and thus the route to 
persuasion. In fact, one of the basic postulates of the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model. that variables may affect persuasion by increasing or decreasing scrutiny 
of message arguments, was highly useful in accounting for the effects of a 
seemingly diverse list of variables (see Figs. 3 and 8). The effects of these 
variables had been explained with many different theoretical accounts in the 
accumulated persuasion literature. The ELM was successful in tying the effects 
of these variables to one underlying process. We have also seen that many 
different variables could serve as peripheral cues, affecting persuasion without 
issue-relevant thinking. Finally, we saw that some variables were capable of 
serving in multiple roles, enhancing or reducing thinking in some contexts, and 
serving as simple acceptance or rejection cues in others. 

We began this article by noting that reviewers of the attitude change liter
ature have been disappointed with the many conflicting effects ohserved, even 
for ostensibly simple variables. For example, manipulations of source expertise 
have sometimes increased persuasion, sometimes have had no effect. and have 
Sometimes decreased persuasion. Similarly, studies testing different theories 
have sometimes found the theory to be useful in predicting attitude change, and 
at other times have found the theory to be unpredictive. For example. self
perception processes appear to operate under some conditions, but not others. 
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The Elaboration Likelihood Model attempts to place these many conflicting 
results and theories under one conceptual umbrella by specifying the major 
processes underlying persuasion and indicating how many of the traditionally 
studied variables and theories relate to these basic processes. Thus, we have seen 
that a seemingly simple variable like source credibility actually is capable of 
affecting persuasion in rather complex ways. The ELM, however, elucidates the 
conditions under which these different effects are likely to operate. Similarly, we 
have seen that a theoretical process such as self-perception, which emphasizes a 
simple inference based on behavioral cues, is likely to operate when the elabora
tion likelihood is relatively low but not when the elaboration likelihood is very 
high. 

We believe that perhaps the greatest strength of the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model is that it specifies the major ways in which variables can have an impact 
on persuasion, and it points to the major consequences of these different media
tional processes. In one sense, the ELM is rather simple. It indicates that vari
ables can affect persuasion in a limited number of ways: A variable can sel"'.'e as a 
persuasive argument, serve as a peripheral cue, or affect argument scrutiny in 
either a relatively objective or a relatively biased manner. In confining the 
mediational processes of persuasion to just these possibilities, the ELM provides 
a simplifying and organizing framework that may be applied to many of the 
traditionally studied source, message, recipient, and context variables. The pos
tulates of the ELM do not ultimately indicate why certain arguments are strong or 
weak, why certain variables serve as cues, or why certain variables affect infor
mation processing. Instead, the ELM limits the mediational processes of persua
sion to a finite set, and specifies, in a general way at least, the conditions under 
which each mediational process is likely to occur and the consequences of these 
processes. In doing this, the ELM may prove useful in providing a guiding set of 
postulates from which to interpret previous work, and in suggesting new hypoth
eses to be explored in future research. 
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