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This research concerns the relation among need for cognition, message processing,
and persuasion. Pairs of subjects holding approximately the same attitude toward
instituting senior comprehensive exams and differing widely in their scores on the
need for cognition scale were recruited to participate in the first study. In Experiment
1, subjects read a set of either strong or weak arguments supporting the recom-
mendation that senior comprehensive exams be instituted. Results revealed that
argument quality had a greater impact on the message evaluations and source
impressions provided by individuals high than by those low in need for cognition
and that subjects high in need for cognition reported expending more cognitive
¢ffort and recalled more message arguments regardless of argument quality. The
major findings in Experiment 1 were replicated in Experiment 2 with a different
topic (i.e., raising student tuition) and cover story. In addition, the inclusion of a
postcommunication attitude measure revealed that the attitudes of individuals high
in need for cognition were more affected by argument quality than those of subjects
low in need for cognition Together, these studies document a reliable difference
among individuals in their tendency to derive information from and claborate on

externally provided message arguments.

Social psychology is replete with theories
based on the premise that people, if not com-
monly enjoying, are at least commonly en-
,gaging in effortful problem solving as they steer
their course through their social environment.
The emphasis on the view that people actively
process information is apparent, for example,
in the vintage theories of social comparison
(Festinger, 1954), cognitive consistency (Abel-
son et al., 1968), and attribution (Heider, 1958;
Kelley, 1967) and in the recent interest in
“social cognition.” This view contrasts with
the notion that “‘behavior is actually accom-
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plished much of the time without paying at-
tention to the substantive details of the ‘in-
formative’ environment” (Langer, Blank, &
Chanowitz, 1978, p. 635).

The present research focuses on a particular
and pervasive component of our social envi-
ronment: persuasive communications. Will
(1982) estimated that the average American
is exposed to more than 1,500 persuasive mes-
sages daily from national advertisers alone.
People have neither the resources to think ex-
haustively about every persuasive appeal to
which they are exposed nor the luxury (or
apparently the inclination) of being able to
ignore them all. Elsewhere, we have suggested
that situational factors can play an important
role in enabling and motivating individuals to
think extensively versus superficially about the
merits of an appeal. In one such study (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1979), subjects were exposed to
a counterattitudinal advocacy containing ei-
ther strong arguments (i.c., they elicited pri-
marily favorabie thoughts about the appeal in
a pretest) or weak arguments (i.e., they elicited
primarily unfavorable thoughts about the ap-
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peal in a pretest). Some subjects were led to
believe the recommendation would affect them
personally (high issue involvement), and others
were led to believe it had few personal ram-
ifications (low issue involvement). Results in-
dicated that subjects engaged in greater scru-
tiny of the information in the message under
high than under low issue involvement. Con-
sequently, argument quality was a more im-
portant determinant of the postcommunica-
tion attitudes of subjects who believed the rec-
ommendation was personally important than
of those who believed it was unimportant.
Similarly, Petty, Wells, and Brock (1976) ex-
posed subjects to a strong or a weak set of
persuasive arguments under conditions of low
or high distraction. Distraction disrupted
message evaluation, and, as a result, subjects’
attitudes were affected by argument quality
when distraction was low, but not when dis-
traction was high (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1983,
for a review of how other situational factors
affect people’s motivation and ability to engage
in issue-relevant thinking).

We reasoned that just as there are situational
factors such as distraction and issue involve-
ment that influence the likelihood that indi-
viduals will think about and elaborate on the
externally provided message arguments, so too
must there be dispositional factors governing
message processing and, indirectly, persuasion.
Our reading of the literature suggested that
the individual difference described by Cohen,
Stotland, and Wolfe (1955; Cohen, 1957, Note
1) as need for cognition was a particularly
promising factor to examine. Indeed, although
it was overlooked at the time, Cohen et al.’s
initial study on need for cognition, in retro-
spect, may have been the first to demonstrate
that individuals high in need for cognition
scrutinize communications more, and are
more affected by its cogency, than are subjects
low in need for cognition. Subjects re~d a story
about an interview between a student and a
potential employer and then rated the story
In terms of how much they liked it, how in-
lere§ting they found it, and so forth. Some
subjects read a well-organized story, whereas
others read an ambiguous story. As might be
€Xxpected, the ambiguous story was evaluated
more negatively overall than the structured
story, but this discriminating judgment seemed

only to characterize individuals high in need
for cognition.

The objective tests used to gauge individual
differences in need for coBriition were never
described in detail or published and are ap-
parently no longer available, so our initial ef-
forts were necessarily aimed at developing and
validating an assessment instrument (Cacioppo
& Petty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, in
press). In the first study, we generated a pool
of questions concerning a person’s reactions
to demands for effortful thinking in a variety
of situations (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982). When
generating these, we specifically included items
describing a variety of situations in which
people could choose to garner information,
analyze available evidence, abstract from past
experiences, or synthesize ideas; explicitly ex-
cluded were items dealing with inner brood-
ings, reverie, mystical or religious experience,
mind wandering, and artistic imaginings.
Hence, the need for cognition scale (NCS) was
designed to distinguish between individuals
who dispositionally tend to engage in and enjoy
effortful analytic activity and those who do
not. Following pilot testing to identify ambig-
uous items in need of rewording or deletion,
the set of iterns was administered to two groups
of individuals presumed to differ substantially
in their tendency to engage in and enjoy ef-
fortful cognitive endeavors (i.e., members of

a university faculty vs. assembly line workers .

in the neighboring communities). Criteria of
ambiguity, irrelevance, and internal consis-
tency were employed to select the items for
the NCS, and a factor analysis of these items
confirmed that one factor was dominant. A
second study, in which the NCS was admin-
istered to a more homogeneous population
(undergraduate students in an introductory
psychology class), validated the factor structure
obtained in the first study. Finally, correlations
with what were expected to be related (e.g.,
open-mindedness) and unrelated (e.g., test
anxiety) constructs provided discriminant and
convergent evidence for the validity of the NCS
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982, in press).

Evidence that individuals high in need for
cognition do indeed enjoy relatively effortful
cognitive tasks even in the absence of feedback
about performance was obtained in Study 4
of Cacioppo and Petty (1982). Subjects used
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either simple or complex instructions while
performing a boring number-circling task. Af-
terward, subjects expressed their attitudes to-
ward the task. It was not surprising that sub-
jects generally disliked the task, but a signif-
jcant interaction revealed that people high in

-need for cognition tended to prefer the com-

plex to the simple task whereas people low in
need for cognition tended to prefer the simple

“to the complex task.

Having achieved a means for assessing need
for cognition, we were in a position to return

. to the question that initiated our interest in

this disposition: Do individual differences in
need for cognition predict the likelihood that
recipients will extract and cognitively elaborate
on information from a persuasive commu-
nication? Experiment 1 was designed as a con-
ceptual replication of Petty, Harkins, and Wil-
liams (1980), with the major difference being
that we examined the role of a dispositional
(need for cognition) rather than a situational
(group size) factor on cognitive effort and
message evaluation. Experiment 2 was sub-
sequently conducted to examine the effects of
need for cognition and argument quality on
persuasion.

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we varied the cogency of
the message arguments supporting the rec-
ommendation that seniors be required to pass
a comprehensive exam in their major as a re-

quirement for graduation (a counterattitudinal.

advocacy). Subjects, who were selected follow-
ing preliminary testing on the basis of their
scores on the NCS and their initial attitudes
toward the recommendation, were told that
their task was to evaluate an editorial written
by a journalism student. They then read either
a strong or a weak set of arguments supporting
the recommendation to institute senior com-
prehensive exams. We expected the results
would be reminiscent of those obtained when
situational factors such as issue involvement

(Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), group size (Petty

et al., 1980), or distraction (Petty et al., 1976)
were manipulated. Specifically, although we
expected the version of the message containing
strong arguments to be evaluated more posi-
tively than the version containing weak ar-

guments by all subjects, this difference was
expected to be stronger for individuals who
carefully scrutinize the message (i.e., subjects
high in need for cognition) than for those who
do not (i.e., subjects low in need for cognition).

Method

Preliminary Test

Five hundred twenty-seven undergraduate students in
introductory psychology classes participated in a prelim-
inary testing session during which they completed a battery
of tests. Included in the battery were the 34-item NCS
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) and an attitude survey regarding
campus issues (€.g., raising student tuition, instituting senior
comprehensive exams). Students were classified as being
low, moderate, or high in need for cognition based on
their responses to the NCS, and pairs of students who
differed dramatically in need for cognition (i.e., who fell
in the bottom or the top tripartite of scores) and who
reported approximately the same attitude toward instituting
senior comprehensive exams were recruited for possible
participation in Experiment 1. Students did not know
what facet of the preliminary testing was responsible for
their eligibility, and the experimenter did not know the
subjects’ levels of need for cognition when they arrived
at the laboratory.

Design and Procedure

One hundred fourteen undergraduates (53 men and 61
women) ultimately participated in a 2 (Need for Cogni-
tion) X 2 (Argument Quality) factorial. Subjects were tested
in groups of 5 to 16 in cubicles constructed so that no
subject could have visual or verbal contact with any other
subject. It was possible, therefore, to run all experimental
conditions simultaneously.

At the beginning of the experimental session, subjects
were instructed that the University of lowa’s branch of
the National Society of Journalism Teachers was under-
going an evaluation of its programs and that the psychology

- department was assisting by studying the subjective impact

of various journalistic styles. The subjects were further
told that they would be reading an editorial prepared by
a journalism student for possible broadcast and publication.
Subjects were asked simply to provide an evaluation of
the editorial. .

Immediately following these background comments, the
subjects read either a strong or a weak set of arguments
favoring the recommendation that senior comprehensive
exams be instituted as a prerequisite for graduation at
their university. Afterward, subjects completed a dependent
variable booklet and participated in another study that is
irrelevant to the present discussion. At the conclusion of
the study, subjects were debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Independent Variables

" *Need for cognition. Subjects’ classification as being high

or low in need for cognition was based on their responses
to the NCS, obtained several weeks earlier in the prelim-
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inary test (see above). Although the separation of the pre-
liminary test from Experiment 1 by several weeks may
have weakened this factor, we reasoned that need for cog-
nition would not be an important recipient factor to con-
sider should it not represent . fairly stable individual dif-
ference. Students whose NCS scores fell within the middle
tripartite were not recruited to participate in Experiment
1 to minimize any errors in classification that could resuit
when, as in our preliminary test, there are clusters of
individuals scoring at and near the median value.

Argument quality. All subjects read an editorial that
they believed had been prepared by a journalism student
for possible publication in the local newspaper. The edi-
torials were approximately 300 words long and contained
either six strong or six weak arguments for instituting senior
comprehensive exams. These sets of arguments, which
were essentially those described as the “strong™ and *‘very
weak” communications in Petty et al. (1980), were pretested
and adjusted as necessary to assure that the strong version
elicited primarily favorable thoughts and the weak version
elicited primarily unfavorable thoughts from both subjects
high and subjects low in need for cognition.'

Depeﬁdent Variables

Message evaluation. We postulated that subjects high,
in contrast to those low, in need for cognition would dis-
criminate between the strong and the weak versions of the
message arguments when evaluating the editorial. In order
to assess message evaluation, subjects were asked to rate
the editorial, using the following 9-point scales: (a) “To
what extent do you feel the communication made its point
effectively?’ (1 = not at all, 9 = completely); (b) *“To what
extent did you like the communication?” (1 = not at all,
9 = very much); () “To what extent do you feel the
communication was convincing?” (1 = not at all, 9 = very
convincing); (d) “Considering both content and style, how
well written was the communication?” (1 = poorly written,
9 = very well written); and (e) “Would you judge the
reasons given for supporting the recommendation in the
preceding message as being . . [’ (1 = very poor and
uncompelling, 9 = very good and compelling). The average
of each subject’s responses to these five questions served
as the general index of message evaluation.

Cognitive effort. We also postulated that people high,
in contrast to those low, in need for cognition would be
thinking more extensively about the message arguments.
Two questions were embedded in the postexperimental
questionnaire to test this hypothesis: *“To what extent were
you trying hard to evaluate the student’s performance as
a journalist?” (1 = not at all, 9 = very much) and “How
much effort did you put into evaluating the communi-
cation”” (1 = none, 9 = very much). The average of each
subject’s responses to these two questions served as the
index of cognitive effort.

Recall of message arguments. In pilot research (Petty,
Note 2), subjects high in need for cognition recalled more
message arguments than did subjects low in need for cog-
nition. In order to determine whether this was a reliable
finding, subjects in the present study were asked to list as
many of the message arguments as they could remember.
Subjects, who had not expected this recall test, were given
5 minutes to list arguments. Subsequently, two judges in-
dependently determined the number of arguments each

subject correctly recalled. Judges were unaware of the ex-
perimental hypotheses and any subject’s level of need for
cognition, though of course judges knew whether they were
scoring recall from the strong or the weak version of the
message. An item listed by a subject was counted correctly
recalled if it expressed one of the six arguments contained
in the appropriate message. Arguments listed twice by a
subject were counted only once. The interrater reliability
was .74, and the judges’ counts were averaged prior to
analyses to derive the index of message recall.

Ancillary questions. Several additional items were
embedded in the questionnaire to maintain the cover story
and for exploratory purposes. Subjects were asked, *“Would
you judge the source of the preceding message as being
. . 7 (1 = very low in expertise, 9 = very high in expertise);
“Would you judge the source of the preceding message as
being. . .” (1 = very untrustworthy, 9 = very trustworthy);
“Would you judge the recommendation made in the pre-
ceding message as being . . .” (1 = very unimportant to
you personally, 9 = very important to you personally);
and “Would you characterize the preceding message as
being. . .’ (I = not at all worth thinking about, 9 = very
much worth thinking about).

Results

Because not every student we recruited to
participate in Experiment | appeared, a one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was per-
formed first to determine whether the subjects
who participated in Experiment 1 differed in
their initial attitude toward instituting senior
comprehensive exams. The results conﬁrqu
that the attempt to match subjects on this
measure was successful (Ms = 4.02 and 4.06
on a 9-point scale for subjects low and those
high in need for cognition, respectively; F <
1). Next, subjects’ responses in Experiment |

! Argument quality has been defined operationally such
that “strong” arguments elicit more favorable than un-

favorable statements, as assessed by the thought-lisﬁns'

technique (cf. Cacioppo & Petty, 1981) and “weak” ar-
guments clicit more unfavorable than favorable thqush's
about the recommendation (e.g., see Petty & Cacioppo
1979; Petty et al., 1976). In pretests for the present study:
we observed that a “Strong™ message that ‘e had used
previously again tended to elicit more favorable than un-
favorable thoughts when need for cognition was ignored.
However, when the profile of cognitive responses was €X-
amined within each need-for-cognition group, we found
that people high in need for cognition were actually g6
erating slightly more unfavorable thoughts (€.g., counter
arguments) than favorable thoughts to the strong message-
Modifying the strong arguments (e.g., by fabricating more
impressive and believable statistics) proved sufficient ©
elicit primarily favorable thoughts from both individ
high and those low in need for cognition.
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were submitted to 2 (Need for Cognition) X
2 (Argument Quality) ANOVAs.?

Cell means for message evaluation are de-
picted in Figure 1. As expected, the ANOVA
yielded two significant effects on this measure:
a main effect for argument quality, A1,

"110) = 160.86, p < .001, which simply re-

flected that the strong arguments were judged
more positively (M = 5.86) than the weak ar-
guments (M = 2.26), and a Need for Cogni-
tion X Argument Quality interaction, F(I,
110) = 22.45, p < .001 (see Figure 1). Pairwise
comparisons by the Duncan multiple-range
test revealed that individuals high in need for
cognition provided more discriminating judg-
ments of these externally provided arguments
than did individuals low in need for cognition.

We have found that people scrutinize a per-
suasive message more when they believe the
recommendation is personally relevant than
when they believe it is irrelevant (e.g., Petty
& Cacioppo, 1979). In the present study, we
reasoned that individuals high in need for cog-
nition were more likely to cogitate generally
and about persuasive communications specif-
ically, but it is possible that they viewed the
persuasive appeal about senior comprehensive
exams as more personally relevant. If the latter
was the case, then a main effect for need for
cognition should obtain on the appropriate

ancillary measure included in this study. -

Analysis of the measure regarding issue in-
volvement ruled out this alternative interpre-
tation. However, a main effect for argument
quality, F(1, 110) = 4.46, p < .05, indicated
that the recommendation was considered more
important when supported by strong rather
than weak arguments, and a Need for Cog-
nition X Argument Quality interaction, F(1,
110) = 4.47, p < .05, reflected that subjects
high in need for cognition rated the recom-
mendation as being more important when it
was supported by strong rather than weak ar-
guments, whereas argument quality did not
alter the ratings of subjects low in need for
cognition (see Table 1).

The results of analysis of the recall data,
which revealed one significant effect, were also
consistent with the notion that individuals high
in need for cognition extracted more from,
and thought more about, the message argu-
ments. Subjects high in need for cognition re-
called substantially more arguments (M =
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Figure 1. Message evaluation as a function of argument
quality and need for cognition.

3.98) than their counterparts (M = 2.91), F(1,
110) = 13.62, p < .01. Analysis of the measure
of cognitive effort also revealed that subjects
high in need for cognition reported expending
more effort thinking about the editorial (M =
5.93) than did subjects low in need for cog-
nition (M = 4.98), F(1, 110) = 9.61, p < .01.
A main effect for argument quality signified
that subjects reported thinking more about
the weak than the strong message arguments,
K1, 110) = 6.78, p < .05, but a Need for
Cognition X Argument Quality interaction
indicated that this effect primarily character-
ized subjects high in need for cognition, F(1,
110) = 6.48, p < .05 (see Table 1).

Yet another suggestion that individuals high
in need for cognition were thinking more about
the message arguments comes from their judg-
ments of the communicator. Recall that sub-
Jjects knew nothing about the communicator
other than that he or she was a journalism
student who had written an editorial that they
had read. The subjects’ impressions of the
communicator are summarized in Table 1. It
is not surprising that subjects perceived the
communicator to be more expert, F(1,
110) = 84.38, p < .01, and trustworthy, F(1,
110) = 135.69, p < .001, after they had been
exposed to the strong rather than the weak
arguments. However, these effects were clearly

2 Initial attitudes were also equivalent across conditions
when a 2 (Need for Cognition) X 2 (Argument Quality)
analysis of variance was performed (all Fs < 1).







