[98C

THE ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD
MODEL OF PERSUASION

Richard E. Petty

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI
COLUMBIA, MISSOURI

John T. Cacioppo

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
UNIVERSITY OF IOWA
IOWA CITY, IOWA

I Introduction......................... 124
I1. Postulate 1: Seeking Correctness ................... ...~ 127
. Postulate 2: Variations in Elaboration .................._...... 128

A. The Elaboration Continuum. .............................. " 129

B. Developmental Trends in Elaboration........................... """ 130

IV. Postulate 3: Arguments, Cues, and Elaboration .................. ... .. . . . 132
A. Argument/Message Quality ... 132

B. Peripheral Cues. ... ... 134

C. Affecting Elaboration........................._.. .. 136

V. Postulate 4: Objective Elaboration................................ """ 137
A. Distraction........................ 139

B. Repetition ... ... 143

C. Personal Relevance/Involvement........................ .. .~ 144

D. Personal Responsibility .......................................T 149

E. Need for Cognition........................... ... 150

V1. Postulate 5: Elaboration versus Cues............ ... . 152
A. Personal Relevance/Involvement and the Operationof Cues ............ ... ... 152

B. Other Moderators of Cue Effectiveness .................. ... ... . 161

VI Postulate 6: Biased Elaboration ...........................__ e 162
A. Prior Knowledge....................... . .. e 165

B. Forewamings.................... ... . . I 170

C. Other Biasing Treatments.................... ... .~-0007""0 174
VIII. Postulate 7: Consequences of Elaboration............................ . " 175
A. Persistence of Persuasion.................. ... . T 176

B.  Attitude-Behavior Link ................... ... T 179

C. Resistance to Counterpersuasion ............................. ... " 181

' 123
ADVANCES IN EXPERIMENTAL Copyright © 1986 by Academic Press, Inc.

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY, VOL. 19 All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.



124 RICHARD E. PETTY AND JOHN T. CACIOPPO

IX. Complicating Factors ..................oooo 182
A. Variables with Multiple Effects on Elaboration .......................... . 183
B. Variables That Affect Elaboration and Serve as Cues................... ... .. 186
X. Summary and Conclusions . ... 191
References. ... .. ... o 192

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 1960s, 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 Rheforic), 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,
1981a), 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 began 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 ot persua-
sion appeared to be more enduring than the latter (see Fig. 1; 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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Fig. 1. Central and peripheral routes to persuasion. This figure depicts the two anchoring
endpoints on the elaboration likelihood continuum (adapted from Petty, 1977; Petty & Cacioppo,
1978, 1981a).

the ELM, which is based on these 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, & Stoltenberg, 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 attitude. Consistent with the positions of other attitude
theorists (e.g., Thurstone, 1928), we regard attitudes as general evaluations
people hold in regard to themselves, 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 (behavior-
initiated change), because the theme music in a recently heard commercial in-
duced a general pleasantness (affect-initiated change), or because the person 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 candidate’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 attitudes.

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 subsequent 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 changes induced by
exposure to the opinions of varying numbers of other people. But first we need to
outline our other postulates.
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III. Postulate 2: Variations in Elaboration

Postulate 2 states that:

Although people want to hold correct attitudes, the amount and nature of issue-relevant
elaboration in which people are willing or able to engage to evaluatea 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 attitude
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 (cf. 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,
Slovic, & Tversky. 1982; Langer, 1978; and Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977).!

1See Petty and Cacioppo (1986) for discussion of the relationship between these distinctions and
the central/peripheral distinction of the ELM.
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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. 1). In an earlier review of the attitude change literature (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1981a), 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, 1980), 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 an.* applied primarily in situ.tions 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 affective cues are presented, it is still possible for people to
form a ‘‘reasonable’’ attitude without relying on scrutiny of the issue-relevant
arguments presented by relying on various persuasion rules or inferences that
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 that they have learned on the basis of past experience (e.g., people agree
with people they like). Social judgment theory (Sherif & Sherif, 1967) proposes
that people evaluate messages mostly on the basis of their perceived position—
messages are contrasted and rejected if they appear too discrepant (fall in the
latitude of rejection), but are assimilated and accepted if they appear closer to
one’s initial position (fall in the latitude of acceptance; Pallak, Mueller, Dollar,
& Pallak, 1972).

In addition to the relatively simple acceptance/rejection rules proposed by
the preceding models, attitude change may be affected by more complex reason-
ing processes, such as those based on balance theory (Heider, 1946; Insko, 1984)
or certain attributional principles (e.g., Kelley, 1967; Eagly, Wood, & Chaiken,
1978). Importantly, even reliance on more complex inferences obviates the need
for careful scrutiny of the issue-relevant arguments in a message. In other words,
each of these processes (e.g., self-perception, assimilation, balance) is postu-
lated to be sufficient to account for attitude change without requiring a personal
evaluation of the issue-relevant arguments.2 In sum, we have proposed that when
either motivation or ability to process issue-relevant arguments is low, attitudes
may be changed by associating an issue position with various affective cues, or
people may attempt to form a reasonable opinion position by making an in-
ference about the likely correctness 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

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

2Insko (1981) extended balance theory to include a person’s consideration of issue-relevant
arguments. This more general balance formulation 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.”” Consistent 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 affective cues may
still produce attitude change in adults. :

In sum, one’s initial evaluations are likely to be largely hedonistic since,
lacking the 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 paraliels 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






