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I. Introduction

Many decades of persuasion research have provided insights into the cognitive
processes that mediate the impact of a communication (see Wood, 2000). Many
of these processes were identified over 30 years ago by McGuire (1968a, 1968b,
1972; for reviews, see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty, Priester, & Wegener, 1994).
He proposed that the impact of a persuasive message depends on the completion of
a series of stages, including exposure to the communication, attention, comprehen-
sion, yielding, retention, and behavior. In this model, the probability of occurrence
of each particular cognitive activity depends on the completion of the previous
activities. Consequently, failure at any of these stages implies an interruption of
the persuasion process as a whole and of the ultimate impact of the message on
recipients’ actions.

Perhaps ironically, research following McGuire’s seminal analysis has not ex-
panded on the various stages of processing he identified or examined the manner
in which they interface. In contrast, it has ignored many of the processes he de-
scribed originally while failing to specify others, particularly the nature of yield-
ing. In fact, a simplification of his original model, proposed by McGuire (1968a)
himself, abandoned the distinction between exposure, attention, and comprehen-
sion and proposed a single stage comprising all aspects of message reception.
Retention and behavior were excluded as irrelevant to most laboratory studies of
persuasion, and yielding remained the other critical processing stage. In the new
framework, the probability of actual influence is a joint function of the proba-
bility of receiving the message and the probability of yielding to the message
recommendation once its content has been received.

Still more recent conceptualizations have ignored reception processes altogether
and focused almost exclusively on yielding. According to Greenwald (1968; Petty,
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Ostrom, & Brock, 1981), people actively relate the arguments contained in a com-
munication to their beliefs and feelings about these arguments, and prior knowl-
edge is more influential than the content of the persuasive message. The idea of
yielding as an active process of cognitive responding bad important implications
for the persuasion research developed in recent decades. For example, it gave way
to the use of thought-listing procedures (see Greenwald, 1968) to study persua-
sion and often led to a characterization of research that employs this methodology
as “process-oriented.” It also influenced Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986a, 1986b;
see also Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Chen & Chaiken,
1999) theorizing on the ways in which a communication has an influence. Accord-
ing to Petty and Cacioppo (1986a,1986b) as well as Chaiken (1980), a persua-
sive communication can generate issue-relevant thoughts and influence attitudes
via these thoughts. However, when people have neither the ability nor the mo-
tivation to think about the issues discussed in the message, they may still use
information (e.g., number of arguments, their past behavior, or the affect they
experience at the time) that can help them make a decision without having to
think about the issues at hand with any depth (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a,
1986b).

The aforementioned models all contributed to the understanding of persuasion
processes to date. However, one limitation of the existing theories of persuasion
(e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Kruglanski, Thompson, & Spiegel, 1999; McGuire, 1968a;
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) is that they do not specify how people search for
the bases of information they use in judgment. For example, both the elaboration
likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) and the heuristic systematic
model (Chaiken, 1980) maintain that message recipients who have the ability
and motivation to think about the persuasive message base their attitudes on the
arguments contained in the message. In contrast, recipients who are unable or do
not bother to think about the message content generally use other, less relevant
cues as a basis for judgment (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b). What is absent
from these models is an articulation of how message recipients determine what
information to use. Do people perform a selection of information beforehand? Or
are all bases of information examined and some discarded for the sake of simplicity
or in light of other standards?

The conceptualization we propose in this chapter, like McGuire’s (1968a), as-
sumes that the processing of a persuasive communication occurs in a series of
stages. However, it specifies the mechanisms that are involved in the selection of
different subsets of information that become relevant as people process a persua-
sive message. The sequence we propose is consistent with general conceptualiza-
tions of information processing (see, e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Wyer & Srull,
1989) and comprises interpretation of information, retrieval of information from
memory, and selection and use of available information as a basis for judgment.
Thus, people need to identify or direct attention to potential information that is
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available at the time and assess the extent to which this information is relevant to
the judgment they are about to make.

For example, the attitude toward the issue a message advocates is often informed
by the affective implications of the message arguments. However, affect deriving
from other sources can have strong influences as well. Thus, pleasant music in
a commercial may be objectively irrelevant to the merits of a product but can
still generate favorable attitudes toward the product provided the positive affect it
induces biases recipients’ judgments (for a comprehensive review of the influences
of affect, see Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994). The mechanisms that underlie
the influence of affect in persuasion are most likely to involve the use of affect
as information (Schwarz & Clore, 1983; see also Cohen, 1990; DeSteno, Petty,
Wegener, & Rucker, 2000; Ottatti & Isbell, 1996; Wyer & Carlston, 1979).1 When
message recipients are able and motivated to think about the information available
at the time, they are likely to identify or direct attention to the arguments in
the persuasive message and their own affective reactions as potential criteria for
judging the validity of the message advocacy. They may then judge the arguments
contained in the message to be relevant but discount their extraneous affective
reactions as coming from their mood. Both moderate and extreme decreases in
ability and motivation are likely to reduce the influence of argument strength. That
is, any decrease in ability and motivation is likely to decrease the probability of
(a) identifying the arguments contained in the message and (b) deciding that these
arguments are relevant. In contrast, the influence of ability and motivation on the
use of other, less relevant information may be curvilinear. That is, when people can
exert moderate amounts of thought, they may identify their extraneous affective
reactions but fail to discount them. In contrast, when ability and motivation are
low, they may not identify their affective reactions to begin with, and so their mood
may have no influence.

Once recipients of a persuasive message select their decision bases, they are
likely to judge the implications of performing the behavior the message recom-
mends. Consider a message that recommends a given course of action and presents

lPeople‘s attitudes toward the behavior advocated in a persuasive message may be informed by affect
from two sources. For example, the mere mention of the behavior being advocated may spontaneously
elicit affect, and this affect might contribute to one’s reported attitude toward the behavior independent
of the implications of the message content. Both Bargh (1997) and Fazio (1990) report evidence that
mere exposure to an attitude object (e.g., the behavior the message recommends) can be sufficient
to stimulate a spontaneous evaluative reaction to it. Transitory situational factors that are objectively
irrelevant to the message may elicit affect that recipients experience and attribute to the behavior
the message advocates. As several studies by Schwarz and his colleagues indicate (for reviews, see
Clore et al., 1994 Schwarz, Bless, & Bohner, 1991; Schwarz & Clore, 1996), people cannot always
distinguish between the affect that is elicited by a particular referent and the affect they happen to
be experiencing for other reasons (e.g., the weather, music, or a recalled past experience). In those
situations, affect can inform attitudes and be reflected in behavioral intentions and actual behavior
decisions as well (see Albarracin & Wyer, 2001).
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arguments that the behavior will have positive consequences. The present concep-
tualization asserts that recipients may (a) assess the likelihood that these outcomes
will actually occur as a result of the behavior (outcome beliefs) and (b) estimate
their desirability (outcome evaluations). The implications of beliefs and evalu-
ations may then be combined to form an attitude in the manner postulated by
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). This attitude, along with other possible elements (e.g.,
social norms or perceptions of control; see Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Madden, 1986;
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) may influence the recipients’ intention to perform the
behavior, and this intention may later provide the basis for their actual behavior
decisions.

There are two important considerations in relation to the model we propose.
Although this model resembles Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) conceptualization,
Fishbein and Middlestadt (1995) have explicitly stated that their approach is
not a description of the processes that take place but a convenient computa-
tional device for researchers interested in predicting attitudes and behavior. In
contrast, the proposed model (just like McGuire’s 1985 model) assumes that
this sequence does reflect the causal reality of responses to a behavior-related
message.

Furthermore, unlike other stage-processing models (e.g., McGuire, 1972), the
proposed conceptualization of persuasion assumes that the different stages can be
bypassed. For example, people are often influenced by the behaviors they perform
(Albarracin & Wyer, 2000). In those conditions, they often infer that they have
an attitude that is consistent with a behavior they performed in the past, and this
attitude guides their future actions. Similarly, people’s attitudes may be based on
the extraneous affect they experience at a given time, and these attitudes may
then influence their confidence that the behavior will yield positive outcomes. In
fact, bypassing stages may lead to greater impact of an intervention because it
reduces the likelihood that the processing sequence will be disrupted prematurely.
Moreover, impact on stages that are more advanced in the sequence (e.g., attitudes)
can lead to greater maintenance of change because such impact provides easy-to-
remember information that can be used as a basis for future actions.

In this chapter, we have organized the different implications of the proposed
model into seven postulates. These postulates are presented in Table I. The first
four postulates define stages of processing and the way in which information
from memory is selected and used in persuasion. Postulate 5 describes judgment
and behavior processes once the information has been selected. The remaining
two postulates concern resolution of cognitive conflict and maintenance and de-
cay of change over time. After presenting each postulate and the evidence that
suggests its validity, we review traditional conceptualizations of persuasion and
indicate how the proposed model either differs from or extends past research and
theory.
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TABLE 1
POSTULATES
Number Postulate
1 The processing of a communication occurs in a series of stages that involve information

interpretation; retrieval of prior knowledge from memory; and identification, selection,
and use of information as a basis for judgment. Decreases in ability and motivation to
think about the information can disrupt processing at any stage.

2 Recipients of a persuasive communication interpret the arguments of the persuasive
message as well as other information that is available at the time (e.g., characteristics of
the source, past behavior, or extraneous affect). Decreases in ability and motivation are
likely to first affect the processing of information that is more difficult to interpret and
then the processing of information that is easier to interpret.

3 Recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve information from prior knowledge
primarily to validate or refute information they receive. Thus, they are more likely to
think about the information contained in the message than about issue-relevant
knowledge that is not directly related to the message content.

4 Recipients of a persuasive communication identify potential bases for judgment and then
select information on the basis of relevance. Consequently, decreases in ability and
motivation can lead to a linear reduction in the influence of the arguments contained in
the message but to a nonmonotonic impact on the influence of less relevant information.

5 Recipients of a persuasive communication may form beliefs in and evaluations of the
content of the message and integrate this and other information (e.g., extraneous affect)
into attitudes. They may then develop intentions to engage in the action the message
implies. However, these stages can be bypassed and their order altered.

6 When recipients of a persuasive communication detect conflict at the time they process
the communication, they may analyze the information contained in the message in a
more careful way. When they detect conflict after the message has been received, they
may integrate the information to generate an attitude towards the issues of concern.

7 Communications that have a direct impact on a stage closer to the behavior lead to greater
change maintenance than communications that have an impact on an early stage.

IL. Interpretation, Identification, and Selection
of Information in Persuasion

A. PROCESSING OCCURS IN STAGES

Individuals who are exposed to a persuasive message are not passive recipients
of information. Instead, they sequentially transform the available information into
mental representations (McGuire, 1968a; Srull, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1989). That
is, recipients of a persuasive communication first interpret the arguments contained
in the persuasive message and any other information that is available at the time
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Fig. 1. Stage processing in persuasion.

(e.g., characteristics of the source, their own behavior in the past, or the affect
they experience momentarily). In doing so, they retrieve representations from
permanent memory that facilitate the interpretation of the information available at
the time. They then identify or direct attention to elements among the information
they received or retrieved from memory and select those they judge relevant to
the judgment they are about to make. A graphic representation of these processes
appears in Fig. 1. As is shown in our description of the subsequent postulates in
Table I, decreases in ability and motivation can affect information processing at
all stages and, consequently, performance of the behavior the message suggests.

Postulate 1: The processing of a communication occurs in a series of
stages that involve information interpretation; retrieval of prior knowledge
from memory; and identification, selection, and use of information as a
basis for judgment. Decreases in ability and motivation to think about the
information can disrupt processing at any stage.

In many ways, Postulate 1 is a generalization of subsequent postulates in the
model, particularly Postulate 5. Its generality, however, implies that the impact
of a persuasive message depends on general principles of information processing
(Chaiken, 1980). Thus, recipients of a persuasive message interpret available infor-
mation and then identify and select information for judgment. Without a doubt, the
way in which they perform each activity depends on their ability and motivation
to think about the information they receive. However, the effects of decreases in
ability and motivation on the interpretation of information differ from their effects
on the identification and selection of bases for judgment. We elaborate on these
contingencies in reference to other postulates.

B. INTERPRETATION OF INFORMATION IN PERSUASION

Recipients of a communication can be influenced by the arguments of the per-
suasive message or by other information that is available at the time (e.g., char-
acteristics of the source or the affect they experience for reasons unrelated to
the message). However, for information to have an influence, it must first be in-
terpreted. Imagine that people encounter an ad promoting a Christmas sale at
a clothing store. After the input information undergoes some low-level, sensory
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interpretation, recipients are likely to understand the message arguments in terms
of semantic concepts (“sale,” “fashion,” “designer,” “winter,” “collection”) that
are available from permanent memory.

Decreases in ability and motivation may disrupt the interpretation of informa-
tion. That is, people may interpret information more effectively when they have
ability and motivation to think about it than when they do not. However, decreases
in capacity and motivation should first affect the processing of information that is
more difficult to interpret and then the information that is easier to interpret. For
example, greater decreases in ability and motivation may be necessary to disrupt
the interpretation of affect than to disrupt the interpretation of the message argu-
ments. In any event, the interpretations of the arguments are readily available to
make judgments about the advocacy of the persuasive message. Other information
experienced at the time (e.g., extraneous affect) or retrieved from memory (e.g.,
the recipients’ prior actions) may become available as well.

LLINTS

Postulate 2: Recipients of a persuasive communication interpret the ar-
guments of the persuasive message as well as other information that is
available at the time (e.g., characteristics of the source, past behaviors, or
extraneous affect). Decreases in ability and motivation are likely to more
difficult to interpret and then the processing of information that is easier
to first affect the processing of information that is interpret.

One important implication of Postulate 2 is that people are likely to need more
ability and motivation to interpret complex information than to process easier
materials. A recent confirmation of this possibility was provided by Thompson
and Kruglanski (2000). They showed that any information is easier to process
when presented in simple, short arguments than when presented in more elabo-
rate formats. In the first experiment of their series, participants read either long,
detailed arguments advocating a tuition increase at their university or brief, easy-
to-comprehend reasons why the policy should be instituted. Participants were more
influenced by elaborate arguments when they were able to carefully think about the
arguments in the message than when they did not (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a,
1986b). Correspondingly, they were more influenced by short arguments when
their ability to think about them was low than when it was high.

In their second experiment, Thompson and Kruglanski (2000) found that de-
creases in ability or motivation could also disrupt the interpretation of descriptions
of the message source. Thus, participants were more influenced by elaborate de-
scriptions of the message source when their ability to think about the information
was high than when it was low. In contrast, they were more influenced by short
descriptions of the source when their ability to think about the information was
low than when it was high. Therefore, they concluded that information complexity
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can affect comprehension of various types of materials, although it has a higher
influence when ability and motivation are low than when they are high.

C. RECALL OF INFORMATION FROM PRIOR
KNOWLEDGE IN PERSUASION

Recipients of a communication retrieve information from prior knowledge as
they validate the information they receive. Prior knowledge can serve several func-
tions. For example, it can supply evidence to affirm or refute the arguments in the
message. Thus, if a message argues that condoms provide 100% protection against
HIV (human immunodeficiency virus), recipients who are aware of actual rates
of effectiveness are likely to refute the argument. In addition, message recipients
may bring up material that the message failed to mention and this material can be
either in line with or in opposition to the message advocacy. For example, they
may recall that condom use also prevents infection with hepatitis B or that their
partner dislikes condoms. Such bolstering and counterarguing based on materi-
als not mentioned in the message could, of course, influence people’s attitudes in
response to the message.

The two functions of prior knowledge, however, may not be equally important.
That is, message recipients presumably retrieve prior knowledge in the process of
validating or refuting material they receive (e.g., representations of the arguments
contained in the message). Consequently, prior knowledge may be used primarily
to validate or refute material received at the time (see Wyer & Radavanski, 1999)
and only occasionally as a source of contents that do not directly bear on the
validity of the message arguments.

Postulate 3: Recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve infor-
mation from prior knowledge primarily to validate or refute information
they receive. Thus, they are more likely to think about the information
contained in the message than about issue-relevant knowledge that is not
directly related to the message content.

To reiterate, Postulate 3 implies that people who receive a persuasive com-
munication retrieve prior knowledge, primarily to validate or refute information
received at the time. Thus, recipients of a persuasive communication may com-
pare the message arguments about potential outcomes of the behavior with their
prior knowledge about those outcomes. If prior knowledge validates the arguments
contained in the message, recipients are likely to believe in them. In contrast, peo-
ple are likely to refute the message when they detect inconsistencies between the
information presented in the message and their prior knowledge about the issues.
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The implication of this postulate is that prior knowledge that bears on the argu-
ments contained in the message is likely to be more influential than prior knowledge
on issues not directly addressed in the message. Although this corollary may ap-
pear trivial, other researchers have maintained that prior knowledge about issues
that the message fails to mention is more consequential than beliefs in and evalu-
ations of the message arguments (see, e.g., Greenwald, 1968). For example, it is
possible that recipients of a persuasive message may suspect that arguments that
are contrary to the message advocacy have been left out. In this case, recipients
may retrieve prior knowledge and reject single-sided messages.

Two types of research suggest that people are more likely to validate and refute
the information received at a particular time than to retrieve material about con-
tents not mentioned in the persuasive message. First, McGuire’s (1964) work on
resistance to persuasion suggests that people resist a counterattitudinal message
most effectively when they are exposed to refutations of the arguments prior to en-
countering these arguments. In contrast, the sole availability of evidence in support
of one’s attitudes fails to inoculate message recipients against subsequent attacks.
Consequently, they are less able to resist future attacks relative to recipients who
were previously exposed to refutations of the message arguments.

Now, consider McGuire and Papageorgis’ (1961) inoculation research in the
context of our model. In their research, participants received arguments against a
deeply held but weakly supported belief (i.e., truism; e.g., brushing one’s teeth fre-
quently is beneficial). Prior to the attack, however, recipients received information
that (a) refuted these arguments (refutational-same conditions), (b) refuted other
arguments in support of the truism (refutational-other conditions), (c) attacked the
truism but presented no specific information, or (d) neither attacked the truism nor
presented information. Findings indicated that recipients who received a refuta-
tion of the arguments in the message (refutational-same conditions) resisted change
more successfully than participants who either refuted other arguments or engaged
in no refutation prior to receiving the message. To this extent, it appears that prior
knowledge confers most resistance when it has direct implications for the interpre-
tation of the content of the message (refutational-same conditions). However, the
influence of prior knowledge is presumably weaker when it does not bear directly
on the arguments of the persuasive message (refutational-other conditions).

If it is true that recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve prior knowl-
edge to validate information they receive, they should generate more thoughts
about the source of the message and the arguments contained in it than about
issue-relevant knowledge that is not directly related to the message content. Data
collected by Roberts and Maccoby (1973) provide support for this possibility.
Participants in their study received a message advocating exclusion of all editorial
and persuasive material from the news media. Some of these participants listed
their thoughts at the time they listened to the message. Of these thoughts, only 23%
were generated on the basis of contents not discussed in the message, whereas the


























































































































































































