Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
1986, Vol. 51, No. 5, 1032-1043

Central and Peripheral Routes to Persuasion:
An Individual Difference Perspective

John T. Cacioppo Richard E. Petty

University of fowa

Regina Rodriguez

University of Towa

Chuan Feng Kao

University of Iowa

According to the elaboration likelihood model, both situational and dispositional factors can influ-
ence the extent to which attitudes are formed through issue-relevant thinking. The results of Experi-
ment | indicated that individuals high in need for cognition are more likely to think about and
elaborate cognitively on issue-relevant information when forming attitudes than are individuais low
in need for cognition. Analyses further indicated that individuals low in need for cognition acted as
cognitive misers rather than as verbal dolts. In Experiment 2, individual differences in need for
cognition were used to test the prediction from the elaboration likelihood model that subjects who
tend to engage in extensive issue-relevant thinking when formulating their position on an issue also
tend to exhibit stronger attitude-behavior correspondence. Results confirmed this hypothesis: The
attitudes of individuals high in need for cognition. which were obtained in a survey compileted ap-
* proximately 8 weeks before the 1984 bresid‘é?l’tial election, were more predictive of behavioral inten-
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tions and reported voting behavior than were the attitudes of individuals low in need for cognition.

One of the major sources of variance in attitude research is
that attributable to individual differences among subjects. In
discussing this feature of experimentation, Underwood and

Shaughnessy (1975) noted that certain questions allow individ- .

ual differences to be an integral part of theoretical thinking,
and this capability provides an important means of testing the
adequacy of theoretical notions. They also maintained that “no
variable has been so consistently ignored as has the individual-
difference variable in theory construction” (p. {51). The pur-
pose of the present research was to refine the contemporary
conceptualization of need for cognition, to examine whether
the effects of need for cognition on message processing and per-
suasion observed in previous research are attributable simply
to intelligence, and to test a self-contained individual difference
assumption in the elaboration likelihood model (ELM; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1981, 1986a, 1986b) that subjects who tend to en-
gage in extensive (in contrast to meager) issue-relevant thinking
when formulating their position on an issue also tend to exhibit
stronger attitude-behavior correspondence.

The ELM is based on the notion that people are motivated to
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hold correct attitudes but have neither the resources to process
vigilantly every persuasive argument nor the luxury—or appar-
ently the inclination—of being able to ignore them all (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1981). The fact that-the situational factors that.have
been used to manipulate the extent to which attitudes are based
on issue-relevant thinking sometimes account for only a smail

portion of variance is theoretically due, in part, to systematic
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individual differences among people in their desire to engage in
issue-relevant thinking when they formulate their attitudes.
This suggests that an individual differences strategy could be
used to measure chronic variations among people in elabora-
tion likelihood prior to the presentation of a persuasive appeal.

In particular. we reasoned that there are stable (though not
invariant) individual differences in intrinsic motivation to en-
gage in effortful cognitive endeavors generally (Cacioppo &
Petty, 1982, 1984; Cacioppo. Petty, & Morris. 1983), just as
there are stable individual differences in intrinsic motivation
to engage in effortful physical endeavors. Individual difference
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factors such as competence and effectance motivation (White, -

1959), cognitive style (Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough, &
Karp, 1962/1974), and self-etficacy (Bandura, 1977). although
related when dealing with cognitive tasks to the theoretical dis-
tinction for which we were searching, fail to fully capture the
specificity we sought. For instance, general differences across
individuals in competence, effectance motivation, and self-
efficacy can influence people’s fears and anxieties about non-
cogitative as well as cogitative tasks and their behavior on physi-
cal as well as mental tasks (e.g., see White, 1959, p. 297). An
individual difference variable that would influence people’s
fears and anxieties specifically about tasks involving vigilant in-
formation processing and behaviors on cognitive tasks would,
of course, provide a stronger test of hypotheses regarding the
importance of issue-relevant thinking in attitude change and in






