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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. In 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 pattern of data in the two
panels above it. First note that unlike a variable operating as a simple positive cue
(left half of panel II), 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 attitude. 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 insupport of its position (see right half of Panel IV, Fig. 2).

Figure 2 summarizes the ways in which a treatment can affect attitude
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 II), 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 floor effect for the weak arguments).
The caveat here is to include an appropriate control or baseline condition so that
ceiling and floor 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 turn 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.



ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF PERSUASION 165
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 & Tesser, 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; Taylor & 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).

1. Message Processing Effects

The impact of knowledge structures on attitude-relevant processing is
shown clearly in Tesser’s program of research on the effects of ‘‘mere thought’’
(e.g., Sadler & Tesser, 1973; Tesser & Conlee, 1975; Tesser, 1976). In a series
of studies, Tesser has shown that when instructed to think about an issue or
object, attitudes tend to become more polarized in the direction of their initial
tendency (i.e, they become more schema consistent; see Tesser, 1978, for a
review). Importantly, this polarization effect requires that subjects have an orga-
nized store of issue-relevant information to guide processing, and that they are
motivated to employ this issue-relevant knowledge in defense of their initial
opinions. In the absence of these conditions, mere thought may not lead to
polarization (Linville, 1982; Millar & Tesser, 1984; Tesser & Leone, 1977).

Although Tesser’s research has focused on situations in which no message
is provided to subjects, similar schema-driven processing can be observed wh:n
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, 1982). Our hypothesis was that schema-
relevant messages would be more likely to invoke schematic 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 ‘‘legalistic’’ schema. Subjects 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-relevant 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 by the increased generation of favorable thoughts to
schema-reflective messages.

If a message is inconsistent with a person’s initial opinion, however, it
would be expected that prior knowledge would enhance the person’s ability to
counterargue the message. In a test of this hypothesis, Wood (1982; Experiment
1) assessed the prior knowledge and experience people had on the issue of
environmental preservation by asking them to list their beliefs and previous
behaviors concerning environmental preservation. Subjects were divided into
high and low belief and behavior retrieval groups based on a median split on the
number of beliefs and behaviors listed. Consistent with the view that this assess-
ment technique taps prior knowledge, subjects who generated more behaviors
indicated that they had thought more about preservation, knew more about 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 by 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 (cf. 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 alsc supported the view that prior knowledge is an important
determinant of sex differences in influenceability (e.g., Karabenick, 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 1
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.
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Fig. 6. Prior knowledge biases message processing. (a) Increased knowledge makes it easier
to counterargue weak than strong message arguments. (b) Length of arguments serves as a peripheral
cue for low but not high knowledge subjects (data adapted from Wood, Kallgren, & Priesler, 1985;
see Footnote 9).

After exposure to one of the versions of the message, subjects indicated
their attitudes on the topic of environmental 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 attitudes of high knowledge subjects were affected
by argument quality, but the attitudes of low knowledge subjects were not. A
closer inspection of this interaction pattern (graphed in Fig. 6a) indicates that
although high knowledge subjects were generally more resistant to all messages
than low knowledge subjects, this was especially true for the message containing
weak arguments. As noted previously, this particular interaction pattern suggests
that high knowledge subjects were better able (and perhaps more motivated) to
counterargue the incongruent message, but that it was more difficult to coun-
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.® ‘

9For ease of exposition we have graphed the data based on a median split on knowledge (W.
Wood, personal communication, October 18, 1984) rather than the three-way split reported in the
published article. As might be expected, the three-way split only enhances the differences between
high and low knowledge groups, though the median split is based on a larger sample 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 variables is ‘‘forewarning’’ (see 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 and/or position of the persuasive
message (warning of message content). A second kind of treatment suggests to
subjects that they are the targets of an influence attempt (forewarning of per-
suasive intent). Although some studies have explored the effects of combining
the two kinds of forewarnings (e.g., Allyn & Festinger, 1961; Brock, 1967), it is
possible 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, 1966). Importantly, which effect is obtained appears to
depend largely on a person’s motivation and ability to think about the issue. With
low motivation and/or ability, 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.

1. Warning 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 wamning would motivate recipients to begin considering
information that would support their beliefs and counterargue opposing argu-
ments (i.¢., biased processing). Consistent with this view, a content forewarning






