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Abstract
When a person encounters a persuasive appeal, a salient perception of the message is
often the extent to which it is relatively proattitudinal or counterattitudinal. Some stud-
ies suggest that counterattitudinal communications are processed more deeply than
proattitudinal messages. However, other research has found the opposite processing
relation. Similarly, various properties of premessage attitudes and attributes of message
sources have been shown to affect message processing. Yet, in some cases, these
189
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findings have appeared inconsistent with one another. We suggest that this variety of
findings can be organized and understood by considering the motivational states that
guide processing of agreeable and disagreeable information, respectively. When
encountering counterattitudinal advocacies, people should often be motivated to
defend their views, and variables that influence defense motives should determine
the amount of processing. Conversely, proattitudinal information presents an opportu-
nity to bolster the premessage attitude. Thus, variables that affect the degree of bolster-
ing motivation can affect the amount of proattitudinal message processing. In this
chapter, we present the Discrepancy Motives Model—an integrative framework for
organizing how persuasion variables interact with message position to affect the depth
of information processing. In addition to processing differences, we discuss implications
that this new account holds for understanding other attitude change phenomena.
1. INTRODUCTION: MESSAGE POSITION
AND PERSUASION
Persuasion is an integral part of daily life. From TV spots and web

pop-ups, to policy proposals and personal requests, attempts to change

our attitudes account for a substantial amount of everyday social influence

and interaction. When people encounter a persuasive appeal, one of the

most salient initial perceptions may be the position that the communication

takes on the issue. Sometimes such perceptions come directly from the title

of a message. At other times, the source, the social setting, or a combination

of factors can elicit clear expectations that a message will be relatively con-

sistent with (i.e., proattitudinal) or discrepant from the message recipient’s

currently held attitude (i.e., counterattitudinal).

Across the persuasion literature, this message discrepancy construct has

been found to play an important role in several critical processes. In partic-

ular, much research has identified the pro- or counterattitudinal position of

the message as a determinant of how much attention and processing the

communication receives. Some classic research suggests that people think

more deeply about counterattitudinal than proattitudinal persuasive mes-

sages (e.g., Brock, 1967; Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b; Ditto & Lopez, 1992;

Edwards & Smith, 1996). However, there are clear indications that this

straightforward view of message position and information processing is

insufficient. In particular, several researchers have discovered instances in

which exactly opposite effects occur (i.e., greater processing of

proattitudinal rather than counterattitudinal messages; e.g., Baker &

Petty, 1994; Ziegler & Burger, 2011). These data include a number of recent
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studies designed to test a more general perspective on when proattitudinal or

counterattitudinal messages receive greater scrutiny (e.g., Clark &Wegener,

2009; Clark, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 2008a, 2008b; Clark, Wegener,

Habashi, & Evans, 2012).

In our research, a number of factors have yielded processing differences as a

function of message position—including several properties of premessage atti-

tudes and characteristics of message sources. At first glance, these influences

may seem diverse. However, we believe that the findings point to general

motivations related to the processing of agreeable or disagreeable information.

For instance, when one encounters a counterattitudinal advocacy, variables

that increase motives to defend against the attacking message can enhance

scrutiny of that information. On the other hand, variables that elicit a greater

need to bolster (i.e., support or strengthen) one’s attitude can increase atten-

tion to and processing of information that is proattitudinal.

Building from these basic assumptions, we present the Discrepancy

Motives Model (DMM). The DMM is a new, integrative framework for

understanding when and why a message arguing in one direction may be

processed more substantively than a message arguing in the opposite direc-

tion. Following brief overviews of classic and contemporary perspectives on

message position in persuasion, we present the tenets of the model and

review a number of investigations that provide empirical support. In addi-

tion, we posit several novel future directions generated by the DMM and

then discuss implications that it may hold for understanding phenomena

beyond the initiation of message processing.

2. CLASSIC AND CONTEMPORARY THEORIES

2.1. First-generation research: An emphasis

on persuasion outcomes
Since the inception of systematic research on persuasion, scientists have been

keenly interested in how the perceived pro- or counterattitudinal nature of a

message can impact attitude change. Classic, first-generation research linked

message position to the overall persuasive effectiveness of the appeal. For

example, some early theorists asserted that the degree of attitude change

should be an increasing function of how far the position of a message is from

a person’s current attitude toward the issue (i.e., message discrepancy; e.g.,

Anderson & Hovland, 1957). Later, with their influential Social Judgment

Theory, Sherif and Hovland (1961) qualified and expanded upon this idea.

These researchers postulated that the degree of attitude change should
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increase with message discrepancy, but only if the position of a message fell

into a person’s latitude of acceptance or range of positions they would find

acceptable. Conversely, if an encountered message fell into a person’s latitude

of rejection (i.e., the range of disagreeable positions), the amount of persuasion

should be a decreasing function of discrepancy.

The findings of several studies supported these general predictions. For

example, Bochner and Insko (1966) presented subjects with one of nine

messages advocating a certain number of hours of sleep per night (covering

all 1-h increments between 0 and 8 h). Subjects were also led to believe that

the message source was either a Y.M.C.A. director (low credibility) or a

Nobel Prize winning physiologist (high credibility). Results on belief

change represented an inverted-U relationship that was largely consistent

with Social Judgment Theory. For each source, the amount of belief change

toward the message increased to a point and then decreased with additional

extremity of the message (with the downturn in persuasive effectiveness

occurring at greater extremity when the source was high rather than low

in credibility). Although other studies showed similar inverted U-shaped

patterns, later research suggested that such findings were not driven by

the latitude in which a given message position fell. Rather, contrary to

the Social Judgment Theory, these experiments indicated that attitude

change was more a function of the width of the person’s latitude of accep-

tance (Eagly & Telaak, 1972; see also Eagly, 1981).

2.2. Second-generation research: A shifted focus
toward information processing

As the field of social psychology experienced the cognitive revolution,

researchers began to emphasize the role of information processing in persua-

sion. With the emergence of dual- and multiprocess models (i.e., the Elab-

oration Likelihood Model, Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; the Heuristic

Systematic Model (HSM), Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989), one mech-

anism that received considerable attention is the extent to which variables

(such as message position) can increase or decrease motivation to process

information. Such effects were postulated to occur when background levels

of motivation and ability (determined, e.g., by the level of personal rele-

vance of the attitude object or extent of distraction in the context) are rel-

atively moderate and not constrained to be particularly high or low (Petty &

Cacioppo, 1986). Despite specifying conditions in which effects on amount

of information processing were likely, these general theories of persuasion

did not specify particular effects of message position on depth of thinking.
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Rather, they were complemented by theory directly relating the position of

the message (as relatively pro- or counterattitudinal) to the amount of scru-

tiny given to the message.

During this era, the prevailing conceptualization was that counter-

attitudinal messages were more threatening to one’s attitude or sense of

self than proattitudinal information. Thus, message recipients should be

more motivated to carefully attend to and process counterattitudinal com-

pared with proattitudinal information (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b; Petty,

Cacioppo, & Haugtvedt, 1992). Early evidence consistent with this idea

came from work on cognitive responses as a mechanism for persuasion.

In one study, college participants were given a message that advocated a

tuition increase of one of three possible sizes (Brock, 1967). Message recip-

ients producedmore counterarguments as the advocacy championed a larger

tuition increase (i.e., as the appeal became more discrepant from recipients’

preferences; see also Greenwald, 1968). Similarly, in the context of health

persuasion, Ditto and Lopez (1992) found that participants generated more

alternative explanations in response to an unfavorable as opposed to a favor-

able medical diagnosis.

This proposed link to amount of thinking also received support from stud-

ies that used other indicators of attention and cognitive processing. For

instance, people spent more time evaluating (Edwards & Smith, 1996) and

showed greater recall of counterattitudinal compared to proattitudinal

message arguments (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b). Other research obtained

physiological evidence. For example, Cacioppo and Petty (1979a) either

provided no information about message position or told participants that they

would receive a message that was either proattitudinal or counterattitudinal.

Consistent with heightened motivation to process, greater electrical activity

in oral, speech-associated muscles was found when participants anticipated

a counterattitudinal appeal compared with the proattitudinal and no-

expectation conditions (for a review, see Cacioppo & Petty, 1981).

To this day, research questions relating common variables to the depth

of information processing have dominated the study of persuasion. This is

understandable because attitudes formed or changed via relatively high

levels of thinking are stronger than attitudes stemming from low levels of

processing (for reviews, see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty, Haugtvedt, &

Smith, 1995; Wegener, Petty, Smoak, & Fabrigar, 2004). In particular,

more effortful processing of attitude-relevant information has been linked

to enhanced persistence of the attitude over time (e.g., Haugtvedt &

Petty, 1992), increased resistance of the attitude to attacks (e.g.,
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Zuwerink & Devine, 1996; Haugtvedt & Wegener, 1994), and greater

influence of the attitude on future behavior (e.g., Verplanken, 1991).

2.3. Third-generation research: Moderated impact
of message position on information processing

An emerging body of research challenges the general conceptualization that

counterattitudinal messages receive greater processing than proattitudinal

information. In fact, the findings of several investigations suggest that the

opposite is true in many cases—proattitudinal messages are processed more

thoroughly than counterattitudinal appeals. A general acknowledgment that

both proattitudinal and counterattitudinal messages can sometimes increase

thinking has been a long time in coming. Some early examples of greater

scrutiny of proattitudinal than counterattitudinal information occurred

when message recipients were in a happy mood state (Wegener, Petty, &

Smith, 1995) or when a message was identified as representing a (numeric)

minority opinion (Baker & Petty, 1994). At the time, however, such effects

were couched narrowly within theories specifically addressing recipient

mood or source status, respectively. However, the presence of those effects

and others like them makes it clear that the previous “main effect” theory

relating message position to the amount of processing is insufficient. More

generally, such effects call for a complex account that can predict when

proattitudinal appeals receive greater scrutiny and when counterattitudinal

messages receive greater scrutiny. Moreover, if the theory is to have broad

impact, it would have to address a wide variety of relevant moderator vari-

ables, rather than creating a new theory for each factor that is studied.

Over the past several years, we have turned our attention to developing

and testing such a theory. As we will review in later sections of this chapter,

we have identified a number of characteristics of the persuasion setting that

moderate effects of message position on the depth of information processing.

Similar to the earlier studies of mood or majority/minority sources, our

research has identified moderators that shift the effects from the traditional

increases in processing with counterattitudinal messages to opposite patterns

of enhanced scrutiny of proattitudinal messages. Unlike that previous

research, however, our research is guided by a more general theory capable

of organizing effects across a variety of moderator variables, rather than

developing a new variable-specific theory for every moderator that is

addressed. Before reviewing the various lines of research that identify and

document these moderators of message position effects, we discuss the broad

theory that motivated the research.



195The Discrepancy Motives Model

Author's personal copy
3. THE DISCREPANCY MOTIVES MODEL

Our DMM centers on the motives that may drive the processing of
proattitudinal or counterattitudinal messages. When a message recipient

encounters a counterattitudinal advocacy, it may well serve to threaten the

person’s opinion (cf., Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b). If so, the message recipient

may be motivated to defend their existing attitude against that threat. It stands

to reason, then, that variables capable of enhancing or reducing that perceived

threat should be capable of moderating the extent to which the message moti-

vates extensive processing. From this perspective, then, counterattitudinal

messages would sometimes prompt effortful scrutiny, but sometimes they

would not. At the same time, we suggest that motives related to threat and

defense only represent part of the picture. The processing of proattitudinal

messages should serve a different set of goals. In particular, when an appeal

supports the person’s existing view, message recipients may seek out and

process that information in an effort to support or bolster the attitude. There-

fore, variables that influence the extent to which people want to bolster

their attitude or the extent to which the message appears supportive could

influence motives to process the proattitudinal information. Thus, as with

counterattitudinal messages, there should be some circumstances in which

proattitudinal messages receive a great deal of processing, and situations in

which they do not. In the following sections, we expand on these general ideas

to outline the types of factors that fall under the DMM rationale.

3.1. Defense motives associated with counterattitudinal
message processing

When a counterattitudinal message is encountered, message recipients

will often be motivated to defend their current attitude against the attack

(Chen & Chaiken, 1999). The conceptualization of counterattitudinal mes-

sages as threats converges with a diverse base of past research and theory (see

Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; Cacioppo & Berntson,

1994; Rozin & Royzman, 2001). Counterattitudinal information implies

that the person is wrong about the topic. Because the desire to hold correct

attitudes is a primary motivation for evaluative processing (Festinger, 1954;

Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), information suggesting that the person is wrong

would likely be experienced as negative and threatening (cf., Cacioppo &

Petty, 1979b; Edwards & Smith, 1996). Thus, in an effort to avoid or defend

against potential threats, individuals should be motivated to take action
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(Taylor, 1991). Consistent with this rationale, encountering negative stimuli

has been linked to heightened physiological arousal (Clore & Gormly, 1974)

and stronger emotional reactions (Vinokur & Selzer, 1975) relative to pos-

itive experiences. Furthermore, paralleling some persuasion findings, nega-

tive information has been linked to increased cognitive activity in many

contexts including evaluations of the self (Klinger, Barta, & Maxeiner,

1980), others (Fiske, 1980), and social situations (Abele, 1985).

While this negativity-based processing may often be pronounced, a

number of common factors should be capable of enhancing or attenuating

such effects by increasing or decreasing a person’s motivation and ability to

defend their attitudes. For example, motivation to defend one’s attitude

could be affected either by shaping the perceived correctness of the advo-

cated position or by creating expectations that the proposed undesirable out-

comes are more or less likely to come to fruition. Similarly, perceptions that

one is able to defend their position could be influenced by the extent to

which the person believes she or he possesses the requisite knowledge or

resources to engage in the defense. With this in mind, one might consider

effortful defense as likely when a counterattitudinal message is perceived as a

challenge (cf., Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996; Schneider, Rivers, & Lyons,

2009). In this chapter, we use the threat terminology that has been more

common in the persuasion literature (e.g., Cacioppo & Petty, 1979b;

Edwards & Smith, 1996; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953). However, we

acknowledge that perceived inability to deal directly with a threateningmes-

sage could change the manner of response to the message (e.g., withdrawing

from the message rather than scrutinizing it).

A number of aspects of the persuasion setting could directly relate to

motives for active defense against a counterattitudinal appeal. For example,

consider the strength of the premessage attitudes held by recipients. Com-

pared to those with a weak premessage attitude on an issue, recipients hold-

ing a strong opinion should have greater perceptions that their current

view is correct, valid, and reflective of the self—even if the valence of atti-

tudes is the same across levels of strength (see Petty & Krosnick, 1995). For

example, to the extent that people are sure what their premessage attitudes

are (Petrocelli, Tormala, & Rucker, 2007), confident that they are correct

(Gross, Holtz, &Miller, 1995), and/or considering the attitudes as their own

(Prentice, 1987), counterattitudinal messages may seem surprising and

should constitute more of a threat. Of course, people with strong premessage

attitudes are also likely to feel relatively capable of confronting the threat in a

direct and active way. As a result, recipients with strong premessage attitudes
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may often be more motivated to defend their views and effortfully scrutinize

the counterattitudinal message. Conversely, if message recipients are rela-

tively unsure what their attitude is, whether it is correct or not, or do not

view the attitude as their own, then they may not perceive the message

to be as much of a threat. In addition, weak premessage attitudes may also

mean that those recipients would not feel as capable of actively defending

against any threat that is perceived. Therefore, recipients holding weak atti-

tudes would seem less likely to engage in effortful scrutiny of the

counterattitudinal information.

Appraisals of threat or perceived ability to defend may also be influenced

by shaping expectations about the likelihood of undesirable outcomes.

When a counterattitudinal outcome seems likely, the message should pose

more of a threat or elicit more surprise than when the same unfavorable out-

come seems less likely. Thus, if a persuasion variable influences the perceived

likelihood of the advocated outcome, this could also determine the amount

of careful scrutiny. Certain characteristics of message sources seem particu-

larly capable of carrying this potential. If a source possesses attributes that lead

message recipients to expect an effective, compelling advocacy, then the

proposed outcomes may seem likely to happen. If so, a counterattitudinal

message from this advocate should be more threatening and take greater

effort to oppose. In other words, when the message is counterattitudinal,

stronger expectations of undesirable outcomes should be associated with

increased defense motivation. Therefore, if the source is viewed as likely

to be effective, message recipients should be highly motivated to carefully

scrutinize the merits of the appeal. In contrast, if the source is viewed as inef-

fective, recipients should have expectations that the information will be spe-

cious rather than compelling. In such cases, the proposed undesirable

outcomes may be viewed as less likely to happen and, in turn, recipients

should be less motivated to scrutinize the message.

In summary, we believe that enhanced motivation to defend one’s atti-

tudes should often be responsible for more extensive, elaborative processing

of counterattitudinal messages (assuming that the recipient believes they

have sufficient ability to deal with a given threat). A number of common

variables in persuasion settings can enhance or reduce such motives and

therefore influence the extent of scrutiny of counterattitudinal messages.

It is important to note that these moderators were not considered within

the earlier perspectives attributing greater threat with counterattitudinal rel-

ative to proattitudinal messages (e.g., see Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Edwards &

Smith, 1996; Petty et al., 1992). In addition, these moderators get all the
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more interesting when one recognizes that the same variables capable of

influencing motives to defend against counterattitudinal appeals may also

affect motives more applicable to proattitudinal appeals.

3.2. Bolstering motives associated with proattitudinal
message processing

Although negativity effects on processing are supported bymuch research, we

believe that there are many situations in which people seek, process, and rely

upon information perceived as positive (proattitudinal) rather than negative

(counterattitudinal). For example, in the context of verbal communication,

people use positive evaluative words more frequently than negative evaluative

words (e.g., Boucher & Osgood, 1969; Matlin & Stang, 1978). Similar biases

have been found when individuals form impressions of others. People report

more positive thannegative traits about others (e.g.,Benjafield, 1984;Tuohy&

Stradling, 1987). Furthermore, when people draw inferences about others’

abilities, perceivers rely more on positive than on negative performance infor-

mation (because positive information ismore diagnostic in these contexts; e.g.,

Reeder & Fulks, 1980; Skowronski & Carlston, 1987).

Closer to the domain of persuasion, studies of selective exposure to infor-

mation include many examples of people seeking predominantly attitude-

consistent rather than attitude-inconsistent information (see Hart et al.,

2009, for a review). Much of this research has been guided by cognitive dis-

sonance theory (Festinger, 1957, 1964). From this perspective, biases toward

choice of consonant (proattitudinal) information are propelled by a desire to

avoid the inconsistency that comes from free choice of exposure to dissonant

(counterattitudinal) information. Especially when experiencing the negative

state associated with dissonance (Elliot & Devine, 1994; Losch & Cacioppo,

1990), consonant (proattitudinal) information should be perceived as likely

to facilitate one’s goal to reduce the discomfort. In contrast, dissonant

(counterattitudinal) information would only work against this pursuit

(and increase feelings of discomfort). Thus, under these circumstances, peo-

ple should be motivated to seek out information that is attitude-consistent

and to avoid information that is attitude-inconsistent (see Frey, 1986; Smith,

Fabrigar, & Norris, 2008).

We believe that similar motives to support or strengthen one’s attitude

often guide the processing of proattitudinal persuasive messages. A number

of factors might influence the level of bolstering motivation that one expe-

riences and the extent to which the message is viewed as likely to advance

rather than thwart that motivation. For example, as discussed earlier, a
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number of strength-related attitudinal properties are associated with percep-

tions that an existing opinion is already correct (and not in need of additional

support, see Petty & Krosnick, 1995). Therefore, recipients with a relatively

strong attitude should feel little need to bolster by devoting cognitive

resources to information perceived as redundant with existing views. In con-

trast, when the premessage attitude is weak, recipients may prefer to hold an

opinion that is stronger. In some cases, the weakness of the attitude stems

from an attitude quality associated with an experience of discomfort (as in

attitude ambivalence or uncertainty, Van Harreveld, Van der Pligt, & De

Liver, 2009). In such cases, the presence of a proattitudinal message should

be perceived as a good opportunity to strengthen one’s weak opinion—to

increase subjective feelings of correctness (a key motivation underlying

attitude formation and change; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and reduce any

discomfort associated with the weak attitude. Hence, these message recip-

ients should be motivated to engage in careful attention to and effortful

processing of proattitudinal information.

One version of a goal to strengthen attitudes was used to explain moti-

vations to process in the HSM (Chaiken et al., 1989). That is, regardless of

the position of a message, recipients were said to process information in an

effort to increase confidence in their attitude to a point that matched their

desired confidence. For the most part, this idea was used to account for dif-

ferences in processing motivation across levels of issue importance or per-

sonal relevance (where the level of desired confidence would be higher

for more important/relevant topics). However, some research also suggested

that this processing can be selective, based on whether message recipients

believe that the processing will, indeed, increase their confidence. For

example, Bohner, Rank, Reinhard, Einwiller, and Erb (1998) provided

research participants with false feedback about what type of information they

could most effectively process (i.e., topic or person information). Later,

when lacking desired confidence, those same participants only engaged in

increased processing if the available information was of a type that they pre-

sumed they could effectively process. We believe that motives to support or

strengthen one’s attitude would be broader than the construct of confidence

and would more generally direct message recipients toward processing of

proattitudinal rather than counterattitudinal information.

In addition to attitudinal properties creating bolstering motives, aspects of

the communication itself could also influence the existence and strength of

suchmotivation. For example, various characteristics of the persuasive attempt

might alter expectations regarding whether the desirable (proattitudinal)
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outcomes seem likely to occur. When such desirable outcomes seem possible

but uncertain, the extent of support for the person’s current attitude may seem

insufficient or tenuous. In these cases, message recipients might seek informa-

tion that would reassure them and enhance their perceptions that the favorable

outcomes may yet come to fruition.

Consider a proattitudinal message presented by a high-quality source—

one expected to supply effective arguments and, thus, one likely to succeed

in implementing the proposal. In this case, the message itself should be taken

as very nonthreatening, highly supportive, and the positive outcomes

espoused should be viewed as likely to come to fruition. Thus, at moderate

background levels of motivation and ability to process the message, an active

bolstering attempt may seem unnecessary and recipients may choose to con-

serve resources rather than actively process the information. On the other

hand, this same message from a source with dubious credentials or other

indicators of ineffectiveness should send a very different signal. This advo-

cate should be viewed as likely to provide inadequate support to one’s views

and would make the proposed positive outcomes seem relatively unlikely to

happen. Because of these shortcomings, recipients’ motivation to bolster

their position may be substantial. They may be motivated to carefully attend

to the message as a means to ensure (or hope) that their own views are indeed

“correct” and/or that the outcomes they prefer are still likely to occur.
3.3. Summary and implications of the DMM
In sum, the DMM posits that persuasion variables work in concert with the

position of an advocacy to determine the likelihood of message processing.

These intersecting influences can be conceptualized in a number of ways that

are separately depicted in panels (A)–(C) of Figure 4.1. Each of these panels

represents a type of interaction between message position and other persua-

sion variables that can influence processing through affecting motives to

defend or to bolster. Consider panel (A). When an encountered message

is relatively counterattitudinal rather than proattitudinal, message recipients

may be motivated to defend their premessage attitudes. However, a variety

of persuasion variables work in concert with message position to influence

the extent of this motive to defend. For example, motives to defend should

be strengthened when the attitude is relatively strong rather than weak or

when the attacking source is perceived as being relatively effective rather

than ineffective. In such cases, heightened defense motivation should

increase the amount of information processing.
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Figure 4.1 Graphic depiction of three conceptual ways (panels A, B, and C) that mes-
sage position/discrepancy may combine with other persuasion variables to affect the
amount of processing of a persuasive message.
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Motives to defend are not the only influences on amount of thinking,

however. In panels (B) and (C), the key construct is the extent to which

the message recipient is motivated to bolster the premessage attitude. As

depicted in panel (B), message position is likely to interact with certain per-

suasion variables to influence the level of this motive. For example, relatively
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ineffective support for a desired (proattitudinal) outcome could enhance

motives to bolster the attitude, but more effective support for that desired

outcome could dampen such motivation.

When a combination of message position and other variables creates a

motive to bolster, that motive can directly enhancemessage processing. How-

ever, as depicted in panel (C), premessage attitude qualities or other variables

can also directly affect the level of bolstering motivation. Because motives to

bolster are satisfied more by processing of relatively proattitudinal rather than

counterattitudinal information, the level of bolstering motivation should

interact with the message position variable to influence the extent of

processing. Figure 4.2 presents a summary of the model with the three types

of interactions between message position/discrepancy and other persuasion

variables from Figure 4.1 labeled as points A, B, and C, respectively.

At least two aspects of the DMM approach are worth emphasizing

at this juncture. First, this depiction of the model should make clear that

the DMM approach goes substantially beyond a “main effect” theory of

counterattitudinal messages receiving greater processing than proattitudinal

appeals (cf., Edwards & Smith, 1996; Petty et al., 1992). Such a model would

have been represented by the single path from message position to depth/

amount of processing (or by the mediational path from message position

to defense motivation and from defense motivation to depth/amount of

processing). The DMM adds moderators to the traditional message position
Message position/
discrepancy

A

C

B

Motives to defend

Motives to bolster

Amount/depth of 
information
processing

Pre message attitude
  strength
Source characteristics
Recipient characteristics
Persuasive context

Persuasion variables

Figure 4.2 Graphic representation of the DMM that combines the types of interactions
depicted in the separate panels of Fig. 4.1 (as points A, B, and C, respectively).
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effects and adjusts the role of defense motivation to account for interactions

between message position and other persuasive variables. In addition, the

model adds a newmediator and moderator in the form of motives to bolster.

Another key feature of theDMM is thatmany variables would be expected

to createoppositeprocessing effects across pro- andcounterattitudinal positions

because theywork throughmore than one of these paths at the same time. For

example, consider a characteristic of the premessage attitude—such as its rela-

tive strengthorweakness.A strong initial attitude could create strongermotives

todefend theattitudewhenencountering acounterattitudinalmessage (panelA

in Figure 4.1 and interaction A in Figure 4.2). According to the DMM, this

would enhance processing of the counterattitudinal message relative to a wea-

ker premessage attitude.However, theweaker attitudemight also create stron-

ger motives to bolster the attitude, and this would create more extensive

processing of a proattitudinal message (panel C in Figure 4.1 and interaction

C in Figure 4.2). Thus, key results in studies supporting the DMMwill often

includeoppositeprocessingpatternswhenmessages are relativelyproattitudinal

rather than counterattitudinal.

4. EMPIRICAL SUPPORT FOR THE DMM

In recent years, research comparing pro- and counterattitudinal mes-
sage processing has grown by leaps and bounds. Consistent with much

research on the scrutiny of persuasive messages, the majority of this work

has indexed the level of processing by manipulating the quality of the argu-

ments provided in a persuasive appeal. When the amount of message

processing is relatively low, the quality of arguments in the message has

little impact on resulting cognitive responses and attitudes. In contrast,

when processing of message content is relatively high, the quality of

the arguments has a substantial impact on thoughts and attitudes (for a

discussion of this method of indexing amount of information processing,

see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Related to the view from the 1970s to

the 1990s that proattitudinal messages receive less scrutiny than

counterattitudinal messages, Worth and Mackie (1987) manipulated the

quality of arguments provided by a political candidate that was either

opposed to or in favor of government controls on acid rain. Argument qual-

ity had little impact on postmessage attitudes of people for whom the gov-

ernment control information was relatively proattitudinal. However, the

quality of the arguments had significantly greater influence on postmessage

attitudes of people for whom the appeal was relatively counterattitudinal.
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In the DMM-inspired research, we expected opposite effects of message

position on processing across levels of the relevant moderating variables. This

appears in studies as Moderator�Message Discrepancy�Argument Quality

interactions. The three-way interaction pattern could be decomposed by exam-

ining Message Discrepancy�Argument Quality interactions at different levels

of the moderating variables or by examining Moderator�Argument Quality

effects for relatively pro- versus counterattitudinal messages. For ease of graph-

ing (because of large main effects of pro- vs. counterattitudinal messages), the

figures presented in the chapter will depict separate Moderator�Argument

Quality interactions for relatively counterattitudinal (where defensive motives

should prompt scrutiny) and proattitudinal messages (where bolstering motives

should initiate processing).

4.1. Properties of premessage attitudes
Message recipients often bring a great deal to the persuasive setting. Chief

among these elements is the attitude the person holds before the message is

encountered. Therefore, we start our discussion with research on how

qualities of premessage attitudes produce opposite processing effects

depending on the extent to which an advocacy is relatively pro- or

counterattitudinal. We focus on the variables of attitude ambivalence,

accessibility, and certainty. After discussing these variables, we then con-

sider other common factors that may tap similar defense or bolstering

motives.

4.1.1 Attitude ambivalence
Over the past two decades, a focus on strength-related dimensions of atti-

tudes has significantly advanced scientific inquiry into how opinions are

formed and changed. One key contributor to attitude strength is the degree

to which people hold mixed or conflicted opinions. For example, consider a

person’s attitude toward a proposed government policy. Even if the individ-

ual holds favorable views of the advocacy, he or shemay realize that there are

some unfavorable aspects of it as well. This simultaneous activation of pos-

itive and negative evaluations has been termed as attitude ambivalence (see

Kaplan, 1972; Olson & Zanna, 1993).

Ambivalent attitudes are characterized as structurally weak and, perhaps

even more importantly, as psychologically uncomfortable. Therefore, peo-

ple who are ambivalent might often be motivated to reduce the discomfort

triggered by holding inconsistent evaluations (for a review, see Van

Harreveld et al., 2009). Before our research, the prominent view linking
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premessage attitude ambivalence to message processing was to assert that

people experiencing ambivalence would effortfully process attitude-relevant

information in order to resolve conflicting evaluations (e.g., Jonas, Diehl, &

Brömer, 1997; Maio, Bell, & Esses, 1996).

The DMM perspective on this question would start by suggesting

that ambivalence would motivate message recipients to bolster their existing

attitude (i.e., to reduce its ambivalence). However, this bolstering motive

would not be served equally well by processing all types of information.

Instead, pro- and counterattitudinal information should be considered

as differentially capable of serving such goals. Therefore, premessage attitude

ambivalence should increase the processing of proattitudinal but not

counterattitudinal messages. When lacking ambivalence, the premessage

attitude is stronger and motives to defend the attitude may be present when

encountering a counterattitudinal (but not a proattitudinal) message. Thus,

when attitudes are relatively unambivalent, processing should be greater

when messages are relatively counterattitudinal rather than proattitudinal.

Clark et al. (2008b) tested these hypotheses. In a pair of studies using

message topics of nuclear power and taxation of junk food, the valence and

ambivalence of participants’ premessage attitudesweremeasured. Later, partic-

ipants received either strong (compelling) or weak (specious) arguments

supporting the advocacy. Participants’ postmessage attitudes were measured

on typical evaluative scales (e.g., good/bad; desirable/undesirable), and cogni-

tive responses were collected via a thought-listing task (for specific thought-

listing procedures, see Wegener, Downing, Krosnick, & Petty, 1995). In

each study, results on both postmessage attitudes and thought favorability

supported the DMMpredictions (Figure 4.3 presents the postmessage attitude

resultsof the junk food tax study,Clark et al., 2008b, Study1B).Whenencoun-

tering a relatively counterattitudinal message (where defensive motives would

encourage processing), strong arguments were more persuasive than weak

arguments when the recipient’s premessage attitude was relatively strong

(low ambivalence) rather than weak (high ambivalence). However, the

processing pattern was in the opposite direction when the message was rela-

tively proattitudinal (and bolstering motives would encourage processing).

That is, strong arguments were more persuasive than weak arguments when

the recipient’s premessage attitude was relatively weak (high ambivalence)

rather than strong (low ambivalence).

In a follow-up study, Clark et al. (2008b, Study 2) found additional sup-

port for bolstering motives directing processing of proattitudinal informa-

tion at high levels of ambivalence. In this investigation, high ambivalence
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counterattitudinal (�1 SD). Bottom panel: Predicted values for postmessage attitude
as a function of attitude ambivalence (�1 SD) and argument quality when the message
was relatively proattitudinal (þ1 SD). Adapted from Clark et al. (2008b, Study 1b).
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participants reported that a proattitudinal message would be more likely than

a counter appeal to reduce their ambivalence. Furthermore, these percep-

tions were found to mediate effects of message discrepancy on processing

(i.e., the Potential Ambivalence Reduction�Argument Quality interaction

remained significant but reduced the Message Discrepancy�Argument

Quality interaction when both were in the model).
4.1.2 Attitude accessibility
A variety of other strength-related features of attitudes have been shown

to hold important implications for persuasion (see Petty & Krosnick, 1995).

Of these properties, perhaps the most widely researched is attitude
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accessibility—the ease with which attitudes can be retrieved from memory.

The degree of accessibility has been hypothesized to reflect the associative

strength between a person’s mental representation of the attitude object

and their evaluation of it (Fazio, 1995). Early research linking attitude acces-

sibility to information processing suggested that higher levels of premessage

accessibility were associatedwith greatermessage scrutiny (Fabrigar, Priester,

Petty, & Wegener, 1998). These findings were originally thought to result

from accessibility triggering perceptions of importance/personal relevance

(e.g., Roese & Olson, 1994; but see Bizer & Krosnick, 2001) or activating

attitude-relevant knowledge (e.g., Wood, 1982). However, later research

found higher accessibility to be associated with greater attitude confidence

(Holland, Verplanken, & van Knippenberg, 2003)—especially, a greater

sense of clearly knowing what one’s attitude is toward an object (Petrocelli

et al., 2007).

A DMM approach would suggest that a counterattitudinal message

would be perceived as more wrong and more of a threat when the message

recipients have a clearer idea of what their attitude is. A proattitudinal mes-

sage might seem redundant and unnecessary when one already has an acces-

sible attitude. However, when one lacks attitude clarity (holding an

inaccessible attitude), the proattitudinal message can bolster the attitude

and make it stronger.

In an experimental test of these predictions, Clark et al. (2008a, Study 2)

manipulated the favorability of participants’ attitudes toward a tuition pro-

posal at an unnamed university. Participants later received a message advo-

cating institution of the program. Thus, the message was counterattitudinal

for some participants and proattitudinal for others. Following this induction,

participants completed a survey in which attitude accessibility was manipu-

lated by expressing the attitude either once or six times (see Fazio, 1995).

After the survey, participants received either strong or weak arguments in

favor of the tuition plan. The effects on the favorability of message-related

thoughts and postmessage attitudes (see Figure 4.4) supported the hy-

potheses. When the message was counterattitudinal (and processing of the

message would be encouraged by defense motives), the quality of the argu-

ments influenced persuasion when premessage attitudes were high but not

low in accessibility. The opposite pattern occurred when the message was

proattitudinal (and processing of the message would be encouraged by bol-

stering motives). Argument quality influenced persuasion when premessage

attitudes were low but not high in accessibility. An additional study revealed

the same Accessibility�Message Discrepancy�ArgumentQuality interaction
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when the valence and accessibility of premessage attitudes were measured

rather than manipulated (Clark et al., 2008a, Study 1).

Prior to this DMM research, the attitude accessibility effects of Fabrigar

et al. (1998) did not fit conceptually with the attitude ambivalence effects of

Maio et al. (1996). Specifically, accessibility and ambivalence tend to be neg-

atively correlated (e.g., see Krosnick, Boninger, Chuang, Berent, & Carnot,

1993), but high levels of accessibility and ambivalence were both linked to

increased message processing. The DMM approach organizes and clarifies

these effects. Though the original theories did not treat message position

as a moderator, Maio et al. (1996) happened to use a proattitudinal message,

whereas Fabrigar et al. (1998) used largely counterattitudinal messages.

Indeed, one can see in the DMM research that the Maio et al. (1996) results
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parallel the Clark et al. (2008b) processing of relatively proattitudinal mes-

sages (bottom half of Figure 4.3), and the Fabrigar et al. (1998) results parallel

the Clark et al. (2008a) processing of counterattitudinal messages (top half of

Figure 4.4). As each DMM study makes clear, however, the Maio et al. and

Fabrigar et al. results each constitute only half of the overall picture. In each

case, the opposite pattern of processing occurs when themessage represents a

different level of discrepancy from the premessage attitude.

4.1.3 Attitude certainty
The Clark et al. (2008a) research on attitude accessibility did not directly test

for a role of attitude confidence or certainty, though the DMM rationale for

those studies would be consistent with such a possibility. Similar to having

ambivalence, uncertainty has also been characterized as a psychologically

uncomfortable state—one that people should often be motivated to alleviate

(see Petty, Briñol, Tormala, & Wegener, 2007). Consistent with this con-

ceptualization, research has shown that low levels of certainty are often asso-

ciated with increased processing of related stimulus information (e.g.,

Edwards, 2003; Tiedens & Linton, 2001).

The predominant explanation for these processing effects centered on the

notion of social perceivers as “cognitive misers” (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; for a

review, see Tormala & Rucker, 2007). Strong feelings of certainty are con-

sidered as a signal that one has sufficient knowledge about a stimulus. Thus,

there is little need to expend limited cognitive resources in scrutinizing

stimulus-relevant information. Conversely, a state of uncertainty signals that

more knowledge is needed and effortful processing of additional information

serves as a means to gain confidence. This logic is consistent with the suffi-

ciency principle of the HSM—which emphasizes the importance of the dis-

crepancy between actual and desired levels of certainty (Chaiken et al., 1989).

These previous perspectives linking confidence and processing did not

consider message position as a moderator. However, a DMM perspective

on premessage attitude confidence would suggest that uncertainty leading

to processing is likely to be a limited effect. When a persuasive appeal is rel-

atively proattitudinal (and processing would serve motives to bolster the atti-

tude), recipients who are uncertain of their attitude should be more likely to

process the message than people who are already certain. However, opposite

effects may occur when the message is counterattitudinal (and defense

motives would prompt effortful processing). Message recipients who hold

their attitudes with certainty should be more likely to process as a means

to defend their attitude. In contrast, people holding uncertain attitudes
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may not be as motivated to defend those attitudes and might perceive them-

selves as less able to successfully defend their view (which could further

dampen motivation to attempt the defense).

These hypotheses were examined by Jules, Clark, Wegener, and Tormala

(2012, 2013) in one study that measured existing differences in certainty and

another investigation wherein confidence was manipulated (by instructing

participants to write about a past instance when they experienced either con-

fidence or doubt, cf., Petty, Briñol, & Tormala, 2002). In each study, the

valence of participants’ premessage attitudes toward an issue was first mea-

sured. After an unrelated task, participants were given a message consisting

of either strong or weak arguments on the topic (in favor ofmoreU.S. nuclear

power plants in Jules et al., 2012; in favor of a university tuition plan in

Jules et al., 2013). In both studies, the key Attitude Certainty�Message

Discrepancy�Argument Quality interaction was significant. When the mes-

sage was relatively counterattitudinal (and processing of the message would be

encouraged by defense motives), the quality of the arguments influenced per-

suasion when premessage attitudes were held with high but not low certainty.

The opposite pattern occurred when the message was relatively proattitudinal

(and processing of the message would be encouraged by bolstering motives).

Argument quality influenced persuasion when premessage attitudes were held

with low but not high levels of certainty.

In a follow-up study, Jules et al. (2012) found that participantswith lowatti-

tude certainty expected a proattitudinal message to be better able to enhance

confidence in their opinion compared with a counterattitudinal appeal. These

expectations were then found to mediate message discrepancy effects on the

extent towhich these participants processed a later attitude-relevant advocacy.

Taken together, these results for premessage attitude certainty conceptually

parallel the earlier results for premessage attitude accessibility (one potential

antecedent of attitude certainty; Holland et al., 2003; Petrocelli et al., 2007).

Furthermore, it seems likely that certainty can have effects above and beyond

accessibility per se—given the observed findings when confidence was manip-

ulated via a procedure that is unlikely to influence accessibility of attitudes (i.e.,

Jules et al., 2013; see Petty et al., 2002).

4.1.4 Summary of premessage attitude (recipient) factors
The research reviewed in this section offers convergent support for the

DMM perspective. Across a number of investigations, key premessage atti-

tudinal variables have been found to interact with message discrepancy

to determine how much people process information. Furthermore, these
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processing patterns are consistent with differences in defense motives guid-

ing scrutiny of counterattitudinal appeals and bolstering motives driving the

processing of proattitudinal messages. That is, relatively strong premessage

attitudes tend to enhance processing of attacking (counterattitudinal) infor-

mation, but relatively weak premessage attitudes tend to enhance processing

of bolstering (proattitudinal) messages. In a number of cases, mediational

evidence also supports the proposed role of motives to bolster weak

premessage attitudes in processing of proattitudinal information.

Prior theories had related each of the studied premessage attitude prop-

erties to the extent of processing of attitude-related information. In each

case, initial theories simply predicted more processing with ambivalent,

accessible, and uncertain premessage attitudes, respectively. These proposed

effects may have appeared to be paradoxical. Accessible attitudes could be

held with certainty but were likely to be associated with low rather than high

levels of ambivalence. However, the DMM proposed that such effects

would bemoderated (andwould often reverse) across different levels of mes-

sage discrepancy. In showing support for these predictions, the previous

contradictions are resolved, and the conditions are clarified for when each

of the previously hypothesized effects occurs.

It is clear that message recipients bring much more than a premessage

evaluation to the persuasive setting. That evaluation can be infused with dif-

ferent qualities or experiences that interact with message discrepancy to pro-

duce propensities to effortfully process the message. It could well be that

additional premessage attitude properties (such as the importance of the atti-

tude, Eaton & Visser, 2008, or the amount of attitude-relevant knowledge,

Wood, Rhodes, & Biek, 1995) would combine with message discrepancy

in similar ways to influence message processing. It also seems possible that

the message recipient could bring a variety of other qualities and experiential

states to the persuasive setting, and these qualities and states might also be

relevant to DMM theorizing. For instance, one of the early examples of

proattitudinal receiving greater scrutiny than counterattitudinal information

was when the persuasion context made the recipient happy prior to receipt

of a message (Wegener, Petty, et al., 1995). Similar to the DMM-oriented

view of bolstering motives related to tenuously held attitudes, Wegener,

Petty, et al. (1995) suggested that tenuously held positive states couldmotivate

selective processing of proattitudinal (capable ofmaintaining the positive state)

rather than counterattitudinal information (capable of undermining the pos-

itive state). More recent theorizing suggests that when dealing with pro- or

counter appeals that are less capable of influencing mood, information that
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is evaluatively inconsistent with prior mood can be surprising and receive

greater scrutiny (Ziegler, in press; Ziegler & Burger, 2011).

Message recipients are also likely to bring general motivational orienta-

tions or discrepancy-related individual differences to the persuasive setting.

For example, when individuals or recent situations prime a promotion- or

prevention-oriented regulatory focus (Higgins, 1998), those orientations

might influence the extent to which pro- or counterattitudinal information

is processed (e.g., with a promotion orientation leading to enhanced

processing of proattitudinal messages and prevention orientation leading

to enhanced processing of counterattitudinal information). Similarly, some

individual differences might advance processing motives related to the

DMM. For instance, people high in preference for consistency (Cialdini,

Trost, & Newsom, 1995) might be more likely to bolster any weak existing

attitudes and, hence, process pro- rather than counterattitudinal messages.

These and other possibilities should be examined in future research.

4.2. Characteristics of message communicators
In addition tomessage recipient variables, aspects of message communicators

would seem capable of influencing motives to process counter- and

proattitudinal information. As discussed earlier, perceptions of the extent

to which one’s current attitude is well versus inadequately supported should

be relevant to both defense and bolstering motives. Therefore, features of a

communicator that relate to the quality of support the source can offer

would seem likely to moderate processing of pro- and counterattitudinal

messages. We begin by discussing the credibility or efficacy of individual

message sources. Then, we review research on the extent to which a group

source is organized, cohesive, and efficacious (i.e., source entitativity).

4.2.1 Source credibility/efficacy
Compared with sources that lack credibility, highly credible advocates should

be perceived as more likely to present information that is compelling, valid, or

otherwise “correct.” Due to these perceptions, early theorists posited that

advocacies from credible sources held more potential incentives than those

from noncredible communicators. Thus, message recipients should be more

motivated to carefully attend to information disseminated by credible advo-

cates (Hovland et al., 1953; Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Kelman & Hovland,

1953). Several previous findings are consistent with this conceptualization

(e.g., Heesacker, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1983; Tobin & Raymundo, 2009;

cf. DeBono & Harnish, 1988). For example, Tobin and Raymundo
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(2009, Experiment 1) gave college participants a counterattitudinal message

that argued against extending the length of Spring Break. When the source

was described as an expert, participants processed the message more

thoroughly compared to when the source was a nonexpert.

The DMM approach suggests that validity-related and similar percep-

tions would work in concert with the position of the message to motivate

processing. That is, perceptions of source credibility and how likely a source

will have success with their proposal may combine with the position of the

message to trigger various levels of threat or concern over likely outcomes.

As previously discussed, counterattitudinal appeals should often represent at

least some level of threat and recipients should typically view the message-

relevant outcomes as undesirable. When such a message emanates from a

credible or efficacious source, these negative perceptions may be enhanced.

In this case, knowledge about the source’s credibility may not only yield

strong expectations that the information will be compelling but also that

the proposed negative outcomes will be likely to occur. Hence, recipients

should be motivated to carefully scrutinize a counterattitudinal communi-

cation from a highly credible advocate. This threat-based explanation

aligns with many of the past studies that have linked increased message

processing with high credibility sources. In particular, reported data in these

investigations indicated that the stimulus messages were indeed

counterattitudinal (see DeBono & Harnish, 1988; Heesacker et al., 1983;

Tobin & Raymundo, 2009).

Perceptions of high source credibility should not have the same effect

when messages are proattitudinal, however. Rather than threatening, these

messages should be viewed as supportive and recipients should want the

proposed outcomes to come to fruition. With this in mind, a proattitudinal

appeal from a highly credible source should be viewed as especially support-

ive—because he or she should be expected to provide valid information that

resonates with a recipient’s opinion on an issue. In this case, there should be

little indication that something is amiss and recipients’ should feel little need to

engage in effortful scrutiny of the message. However, this same favorable

advocacy from a source that lacks credibility may be disconcerting. In this sit-

uation, the recipient should want the proposal to be successful, however he/

she may be concerned that this is unlikely to happen—given that source will

likely present arguments that are specious or otherwise ineffective. This per-

ceived lack of support should trigger motives to bolster and recipients’ should

be motivated to process the message. In this case, increased processing could

serve as a means to gain assurance that the merits are reasonable, that preferred
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outcomes are likely, and that the advocacymight yet be successful—in spite of

the low credibility source.

Taken together, the DMMapproach suggests that processing of a counter-

attitudinal appeal should be enhanced when the source is credible or effica-

cious rather than noncredible or ineffective (because the effective source

increases the need to defend against the attack). In contrast, processing of a

proattitudinal appeal should be enhanced when the source lacks credibility

or effectiveness (because the ineffectual source creates concern that the desired

outcome will not occur, prompting a desire to bolster the attitude).

Research by Clark et al. (2012) tested this DMM conceptualization. In

an initial investigation (Study 1), participants’ premessage attitude toward

the taxation of junk food was measured as part of a large survey. Next, par-

ticipants were given expertise information about the source of a forthcoming

message. In high-expertise conditions, the source was described as “a leading

scholar in the field of health and food sciences.” Conversely, participants in

low-expertise conditions were told that the message source was “a high

school junior.” Following this manipulation, participants then received a

set of either strong or weak arguments that advocated for the institution

of junk food taxes in the United States. Results on postmessage attitudes

(see Figure 4.5) and the favorability of participants’ thoughts supported

the predictions. When the message was relatively counterattitudinal, the

quality of the message arguments had a significant effect on persuasion when

the source was an expert, but not when the source lacked expertise. In con-

trast, when the message was relatively proattitudinal, argument quality

influenced persuasion when the source lacked expertise, but not when

the source was an expert. As a more direct test of the motives at work, a

follow-up study found that an expert source was associated with greater

perceived opposition than a nonexpert when the message was

counterattitudinal. On the other hand, relative to an expert, a nonexpert

triggered greater perceptions of inadequate support when the message

was proattitudinal (Clark et al., 2012, Study 2). In turn, these perceptions

accounted for the interactive effects of source expertise and message position

on processing.

Other experiments that directly manipulated communicator efficacy

showed similar patterns of information processing (Clark & Wegener, 2009,

Studies 4A and4B). In particular, an efficacious sourcewas found to elicitmore

scrutiny of a counterattitudinal message relative to an ineffectual advocate.

However, in response to a proattitudinal message, greater processing was

observed when a source was portrayed as ineffectual rather than as efficacious.
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Figure 4.5 Top panel: Predicted values for postmessage attitude as a function of source
expertise and argument quality when the message was relatively counterattitudinal
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4.2.2 Source entitativity
In many settings, persuasive communications originate from groups rather

than individuals. Regardless of whether the source is an organization,

company, or other type of collection, many characteristics of individuals

(e.g., credibility) should also be applicable to those group advocates. How-

ever, some perceptions may be primarily meaningful in situations where one

encounters a message from a group rather than an individual. One such attri-

bute corresponds to the perceived entitativity of a group.

Entitativity is the extent to which an aggregate of individuals is viewed as

bonded together to form a coherent, meaningful unit (Hamilton, Sherman, &

Castelli, 2002; cf., Campbell, 1958). Perceptions of entitativity differ widely
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across various collections of people. For instance, friends and families are per-

ceived as having high levels of entitativity, whereas people waiting in a store

or at a bus stop have low perceived entitativity (Lickel et al., 2000). Because

greater entitativity should be related to stronger perceptions of singularity or

consistency, a perceiver should be better able to predict the future behaviors

of entitative rather than nonentitative groups. Therefore, in the context of

impression formation, it has been postulated that highly entitative groups

should initiate deeper, more elaborative processing of target-related infor-

mation (see Hamilton & Sherman, 1996).

When a group source provides a persuasive message, it seems likely that

these perceptions of singularity or cohesion would relate to important

DMM-related source characteristics. For example, Clark and Wegener

(2009) postulated that perceptions of group entitativity should be associated

with perceptions of group efficacy. As opposed to nonentitative groups,

highly entitative message sources should be viewed as likely to effectively

argue their position and, consequently, likely to bring about the future out-

comes they propose. The results of two studies supported this rationale.

A strong and consistent relation between perceptions of entitativity and

message-related efficacy was found both in response to real groups (Study

1A) and common group characteristics (Study 1B).

According to the DMM, an entitative group should be perceived as espe-

cially threatening when presenting a counterattitudinal appeal because the

negative outcomes being proposed may seem likely to come to fruition.

In turn, these perceptions should motivate message recipients to carefully

process the presented arguments. In contrast, a group lacking entitativity

(thus lacking efficacy) would not prove much of a threat. The pattern should

be different when the message is proattitudinal, however. A highly entitative

group should not be perceived as threatening at all. Rather, high source

entitativity/efficacy may lead one to view the favorable advocacy as being

“in good hands” and that it is unnecessary to expend cognitive resources

scrutinizing the appeal. However, a source that lacks entitativity should elicit

concern that the group cannot bring the desirable outcomes to fruition.

Thus, message recipients may be motivated to carefully process in an effort

to find some information that may alleviate their concerns or—in essence—

bolster their own position.

Clark and Wegener (2009) found evidence that source entitativity may

guide processing differently as a function of message discrepancy. After mea-

suring participants’ premessage attitudes toward nuclear power, Clark and

Wegener (2009, Study 2) supplied them with information designed to
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manipulate the entitativity of a groupmessage source. In the high entitativity

conditions, the group was described as very organized and its members

shared common goals. Conversely, in low entitativity conditions, the group

was depicted as loosely organized and its members held separate intentions

(adapted from Rydell & McConnell, 2005). Participants then received a

strong or weak message in favor of building more nuclear power plants.

Results on postmessage attitudes (see Figure 4.6) and cognitive responses

showed the predicted effects of entitativity and message discrepancy on

processing. When the message was relatively counterattitudinal, argument

quality had a significant effect on postmessage attitudes when the source

was high rather than low in entitativity. In contrast, when the message
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Figure 4.6 Top panel: Predicted values for postmessage attitude as a function of source
entitativity and argument quality when the message was relatively counterattitudinal
(�1 SD). Bottom panel: Predicted values for postmessage attitude as a function of
source entitativity and argument quality when themessagewas relatively proattitudinal
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was relatively proattitudinal, the quality of the arguments influenced persua-

sion when source entitativity was low rather than high.

The hypothesized role of concern over likely negative outcomes and

unlikely positive outcomes was also addressed by Clark and Wegener

(2009, Study 3). Message recipients reported high levels of concern both

when entitative sources provided a counterattitudinal message and when

nonentitative sources provided a proattitudinal message. Concern was

low when entitative sources provided a proattitudinal message and when

nonentitative sources provided a counterattitudinal message. Also, the

extent of concern about message outcomes mediated the interactive effects

of source entitativity and message discrepancy on message processing. The

research on efficacious or inefficacious individuals (who were equally high

on entitativity) also supported the role of perceptions of source efficacy in

driving these effects (Clark & Wegener, 2009, Studies 4A and 4B).

It is worth noting that work conducted by other researchers also supports

the DMM approach. In a set of studies, Rydell and McConnell (2005)

found that participants processed messages more deeply when a group source

was perceived as high compared to low in entitativity. Interestingly, among

participants in their samples, the message was viewed as largely counter-

attitudinal (i.e., advocating comprehensive exams for college seniors; see

Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
4.2.3 Summary of source factors
Since the inception of systematic research on persuasion, characteristics of

message sources have been some of the most widely studied aspects of com-

munication settings. One of the distinct mechanisms by which sources can

affect persuasion is by determining how much message recipients carefully

think about communications. In this section, we reviewed the extent to

which the source was credible or efficacious and the extent to which a group

sourcewas highly entitative. The evidence corresponding to each of these var-

iables provides strong support that their scrutiny-inducing capabilities are

moderated by the position of the message. In particular, characteristics that

trigger stronger expectations of validity or the ability to facilitate proposed

outcomes have been associated with greater processing of counter- but

decreased processing of proattitudinal information. Conversely, attributes that

lead recipients to anticipate invalidity or an inability to facilitate outcomes

have been linked to enhanced processing of pro- but diminished scrutiny

of counterattitudinal messages. As specified by the DMM, these processing
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outcomes and the mediational evidence are consistent with sources influenc-

ing motives to defend or bolster one’s premessage views.

A variety of other source attributes may produce similar effects onmessage

processing. Indeed, one of the early examples of proattitudinal messages

receiving greater scrutiny than counterattitudinal messages was when the

source represented a numeric minority (Baker & Petty, 1994; see also

Martin &Hewstone, 2003; 2008). Baker and Petty (1994) focused on the sur-

prise that would be involved in learning that one holds a minority position

(because people generally assume that most people agree with them). How-

ever, in addition to surprise, the DMM suggests that the majority–minority

statusmight affect the perceived threat (and defensemotivation) involvedwith

counterattitudinal messages and perceived support (and bolsteringmotivation)

when dealing with proattitudinal messages.

Other source characteristics likely to influence processing of pro- versus

counterattitudinal messages might include the sheer number of sources or

the extent of similarity between a source and the message recipient. Previous

research suggests that messages delivered by multiple sources are processed

more than those delivered by a single source (e.g., Harkins & Petty, 1981).

Likewise, advocates who are relatively similar to the message recipient elicit

more information processing than sources that are dissimilar (Mackie,

Worth, & Asuncion, 1990). For each of these variables, differences in

processing depth have been attributed to general source-based perceptions

of the likely validity of the message—with both multiple and similar com-

municators postulated to create strong expectations of cogency or accuracy.

Of course, as discussed throughout this section, differences in these same

perceptions are at the heart of the opposite processing effects we have found

across relatively pro- versus counterattitudinal messages. Hence, future

research should examine whether these additional communicator variables

also produce processing patterns that differ as function of message position.

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR DEFENSE AND BOLSTERING
MOTIVES BEYOND THE AMOUNT OF INFORMATION

PROCESSING

Thus far, we have discussed how the DMM organizes previous per-

suasion findings and unveils a number of future research directions

concerning determinants of message-related thinking. We believe that this

conceptualization holds the potential to enhance understanding of a variety

of other attitude change mechanisms as well.
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5.1. Selective exposure to information
As discussed in this chapter, a great deal of research on persuasion examines

influences on processing of encountered messages. However, in many set-

tings, people actively seek out some pieces of attitude-relevant information

and avoid others. Therefore, influences on information seeking are also

important. Because information choices represent more behavioral out-

comes, such studies also allow us to compare the DMM approach with tra-

ditional attitude strength predictions for attitude–behavior relations. That is,

properties of attitudes associated with strength (such as low ambivalence or

high confidence) would enhance the likelihood of later thinking and behav-

ior being guided by that attitude (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). In turn, this may

sometimes create stronger relations between existing attitudes and the extent

to which chosen information is attitude-consistent (e.g., see Brannon,

Tagler, & Eagly, 2007). However, the current discussion of bolstering

motives opens up an alternative possibility. That is, when bolstering motives

are strong and people view an action as capable of serving those motives,

information choices might be directed more by attitudes with properties tra-

ditionally associated with weakness rather than strength.
5.1.1 Doubt and selective exposure
Sawicki et al. (2011) examined links between attitude certainty and selective

exposure. In two studies examining exposure to pro- and antinuclear power

information, measures and manipulations of attitude doubt (vs. certainty)

showed a significant bolstering pattern. That is, attitudes held with relative

doubt better predicted the favorability of information chosen in an exposure

task (in which participants had 2 min to sample from a list of five pro- and

five antinuclear power paragraphs). From the DMM perspective, the stron-

ger relation between prechoice attitudes and the favorability of information

chosen when prechoice attitudes were doubtful (rather than confident)

could reflect differences in motivation to bolster. It could also be that the

more even-handed choices by people holding their attitudes with confi-

dence reflected some presence of defense motivation. However, people

with confident attitudes did not prefer counter- over proattitudinal

information.

Follow-up work examined the conditions under which this DMM-

inspired (bolstering) pattern was most likely and when the opposite (tradi-

tional attitude strength) pattern might emerge. In general, the perceived

ability of available information to effectively bolster attitudes should be an
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important limiting factor. In particular, Sawicki et al. (2011) considered the

familiarity of the available information. If able to seek proattitudinal infor-

mation that is unfamiliar, it could add new support to the attitude and effec-

tively bolster it. However, if information is already familiar and doubt still

remains, then this information was presumably not enough to remove

uncertainty. Furthermore, reminding the person of that familiar information

would be less likely to effectively bolster the attitude. Thus, bolstering effects

seemed most likely when choosing unfamiliar information.

Traditional attitude strength effects seemed more likely when choosing

more familiar information. If attitudes provide an indication of which avail-

able information is dependable and correct (the knowledge function of atti-

tudes, Katz, 1960), then attitudes might be perceived as especially useful

with regard to familiar information (that helps form the basis of one’s opin-

ion). Thus, if people are choosing familiar proattitudinal information, it

could be because the attitude was used as a signal for the quality of the infor-

mation (and attitudes held with confidence rather than doubt should be

viewed as providing more valid evaluative input).

With this mind, in a third study, Sawicki et al. (2011) measured attitudes,

attitude certainty, and two key perceptions of the chosen information—its

favorability and familiarity. When participants reported choosing relatively

familiar information, pre-exposure attitudes better predicted the favorability

of chosen information when the attitudes were held with certainty rather

than doubt (the traditional attitude strength pattern). In contrast, when par-

ticipants reported choosing relatively unfamiliar information, pre-exposure

attitudes better predicted the favorability of chosen information when the

attitudes were held with doubt rather than certainty (the bolstering pattern

consistent with the DMM).

5.1.2 Ambivalence and selective exposure
Sawicki et al. (in press) examined parallel predictions pertaining to attitude

ambivalence. Consistent with the previous rationale about familiarity,

research participants reported that unfamiliar (unknown) proattitudinal infor-

mation would more effectively reduce their ambivalence compared with

familiar (known) proattitudinal information. Rather than examine ratings

of familiarity after choice, Sawicki et al. (in press) measured research partici-

pant’s level of reported knowledge about the topic. Two studies produced

interactions of knowledge, ambivalence, and attitudes. Higher levels of

ambivalence were associated with stronger influences of prechoice attitudes

on information choices when topic knowledge was low (a bolstering pattern).
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However, lower levels of ambivalence were associated with stronger influ-

ences of attitudes when topic knowledge was high (an attitude strength

pattern).

5.2. Implications for high- and low-elaboration persuasion
The DMM organizes message position effects on information processing

that occur when motivation to process a persuasive communication is mal-

leable (i.e., not constrained to be quite high or low). However, the DMM

also has implications for persuasion in high- and low-elaboration settings.

Persuasion variables influence attitudes through different mechanisms

when motivation and ability to process are constrained to be low or high

(see Petty &Wegener, 1998, for a review). For instance, when unmotivated

or unable to think, message recipients often rely on some peripheral aspect of

a communication as a simple shortcut to persuasion. In contrast, the same

persuasion variable might influence attitudes through other mechanisms

when message recipients are highly motivated and able to process the mes-

sage. That is, under particular circumstances, the variable could bias effortful

processing, serve as an argument to support or oppose the advocacy, or (in)

validate cognitions generated in response to the attitude object (for a review,

see Petty & Briñol, 2012).

5.2.1 Differential reliance on peripheral cues and directional
biases in processing

A number of variables act as simple cues whenmotivation or ability is lacking

but bias processing when motivation and ability are high (if messages are suf-

ficiently ambiguous). For example, Petty, Schumann, Richman, and

Strathman (1993) examined effects of recipient mood across different levels

of elaboration. Positive mood led to more favorable postmessage attitudes

than neutral mood. However, the favorability of message-related thoughts

mediated the effect of mood on attitudes when motivation to process the

message was high (consistent with mood biasing processing), but not when

motivation to process was low (consistent with mood operating as a simple

cue). Other variables such as source credibility (Chaiken & Maheswaran,

1994) have produced similar peripheral cue and biased processing effects.

Many such effects could be driven in part by perceptions of correctness—

related to the defense or bolstering motives specified by the DMM. Thus,

one implication of the DMM approach may be that defense or bolstering

motives would lead to selective impact of variables that serve the motives.

For instance, when a message is proattitudinal and, therefore, capable of
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serving motives to bolster, message recipients may be especially likely to

seize on attitude-consistent cues (if motivation or ability is lacking) when

premessage attitudes are weak (in need of bolstering) rather than strong.

Similarly, when motivation and ability to process are high, processing

may be more biased by bolstering-consistent variables when premessage atti-

tudes are weak rather than strong. In contrast, when the message is

counterattitudinal, message recipients may be especially likely to seize on

attitude-consistent cues (if motivation or ability is lacking) if premessage atti-

tudes are strong (prompting motivation to defend the attitude) rather than

weak. Similarly, when motivation and ability to process are high, processing

may be more biased by defense-consistent variables when premessage atti-

tudes are strong rather than weak (cf., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1997).

Thus, future research could examine the extent to which the cue and biased

processing effects of variables like positive mood or source credibility vary

when an advocacy is pro- versus counterattitudinal. This DMM-inspired

proposal would represent an interesting new direction for research on

high- or low-elaboration persuasion.

5.2.2 Differential validation of thoughts
Over the past decade, persuasion researchers have become increasingly

interested in metacognition (i.e., thinking about thinking; Jost,

Kruglanski, & Nelson, 1998)—especially the degree to which people are

confident in their thoughts about an attitude object (see Petty et al.,

2007). According to the self-validation hypothesis (Petty et al., 2002), the

amount of confidence that an individual has in their thoughts should carry

substantial implications for attitude change. For example, two message

recipients could produce the same positive thought in response to a persua-

sive appeal. However, one recipient may have more confidence in the

thought than the other. The self-validation hypothesis posits that the person

who has more confidence should view their thought as more valid and hence

rely on it more when forming an attitude toward the issue. Consistent with

the DMM, we believe that message position can influence the extent to

which people are confident in their thoughts, especially when that confi-

dence comes from inferences about the correctness of available information.

To date, a number of persuasion variables have been found to determine

thought confidence under certain conditions. First, self-validation has been

found primarily when individuals are highly motivated to carefully process a

message and thus produce cognitions that could become validated. A second

limiting condition concerns the timing of the confidence-inducing factor. In
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particular, research has shown that variables can primarily validate thoughts

when they are encountered after recipients have processed a message (for a

review, see Briñol & Petty, 2009). For example, learning that a communicator

is credible rather than noncredible after a message has been shown to increase

thought confidence (Evans&Clark, 2012;Tormala, Briñol,&Petty, 2006; see

also Briñol, Petty, & Tormala, 2004; Tormala, Briñol, & Petty, 2007). Simi-

larly, learning that a source is highly efficacious rather than ineffectual

(Clark, Evans, & Wegener, 2011) or that the source represented a numerical

majority rather than a minority (Horcajo, Petty, & Briñol, 2010) also increases

thought confidence. Presumably, these effects are driven by beliefs that cred-

ible, efficacious, ormajority communicators should present information that is

trustworthy and valid. If the source should present the best available arguments,

then a recipient can infer that seemingly compelling features of a position are

indeed strong and positive. If support for the advocacy is weak, this same com-

municator can also confirm reactions to these arguments by signaling that no

truly compelling arguments can be made. In sharp contrast, a source expected

to present invalid information should elicit a lack of trust—leading message

recipients to doubt rather than be confident in their own reactions.

Consistent with the DMM, we believe that these different expectations

may carry decidedly different validation effects contingent on the position of

a message. Moreover, we posit that such influences may be driven by the

different goals that people may have when motivated to process pro- versus

counterattitudinal information. When carefully processing a proattitudinal

message, recipients should often be motivated to verify, confirm, or corrob-

orate the tenets of the appeal (e.g., high bolstering motivation). In this con-

text, source characteristics suggesting that the communicator can be trusted

(e.g., high credibility) should better facilitate this goal compared with an

advocate whosemessage validity should be questioned (e.g., low credibility).

Hence, source indicators of validity should enhance recipients’ confidence

in their reactions to a proattitudinal message—as shown in previous research

(e.g., Tormala et al., 2006).

However, validity-related characteristics might have the opposite effect on

confidence when introduced after a counterattitudinal advocacy. Rather than

processing in an effort to find confirmation, message recipients would be

motivated to counterargue, refute, and discredit themessage (i.e., high defense

motivation). Thus, it seems plausible that these message recipients would feel

more confident when source characteristics support the invalidity rather than

validity of the message arguments. At first blush, this notion seems to conflict

with the findings of previous investigations of source influences on self-
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validation. However, one intriguing aspect to this body of research is that

counterattitudinal messages have not been used. Rather, past studies have

employed messages that advocated consumer products or other stimuli

(e.g., a fictitious company; Horcajo et al., 2010) that likely elicited premessage

views that are moderate or favorable as opposed to decidedly unfavorable.

6. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

People receive persuasive messages every day that vary in the extent to
which they are perceived as agreeable (proattitudinal) or disagreeable

(counterattitudinal). For more than half a century, the extent to which a per-

suasive communication is pro- or counterattitudinal has been of keen interest

to researchers. One notable way this factor influences persuasion is by affecting

the amount of careful scrutiny that people give to the information. For many

years, the prevailing view has been that counterattitudinal messages are

processed more deeply than proattitudinal messages (e.g., Cacioppo & Petty,

1979b; Edwards & Smith, 1996). Throughout the literature, a number of other

common persuasion variables have also been shown to determine the amount

of thinking (Petty & Wegener, 1998), although some of these effects have

seemed contradictory—as when evidence suggested that both highly ambiva-

lent and highly accessible attitudes increase information processing (Fabrigar

et al., 1998; Maio et al., 1996). By focusing on the different motives that guide

the processing of agreeable and disagreeable information, however, the DMM

offers a comprehensive framework for organizing and understanding these var-

ious findings. In particular, the pro- or counterattitudinal nature of a message

works in concert with other persuasion variables to influencemotives to defend

one’s attitude against attacks and to bolster one’s attitude by processing

proattitudinal information.

A significant mass of research supports this new conceptualization. As

reviewed in this chapter, an ever-growing number of studies show that

properties of the premessage attitude (Clark et al., 2008a, 2008b; Jules

et al., 2012, 2013) and characteristics of the message source (Baker &

Petty, 1994; Clark & Wegener, 2009; Clark et al., 2012) interact with mes-

sage position to determine the amount of processing. Strikingly, opposite

effects on processing are routinely observed across these moderating vari-

ables. Such effects illustrate quite clearly that previous “main effect” theories

relating message position or other persuasion variables to amount of message

processing are insufficient. Early examples of such findings were narrowly

conceptualized in theories relating to the specific moderator variable
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(e.g., Baker & Petty, 1994; Wegener, Petty, et al., 1995). However, when

taken together with evidence directly inspired by the DMM, these previ-

ously separate pieces converge to support a broader understanding of how

message discrepancy can influence the depth of information processing.

Furthermore, the DMM holds important implications in the literature,

beyond effects on amount of processing. In some areas, supportive evidence

is beginning to accumulate (as in selective exposure to information; e.g.,

Sawicki et al., 2011). In other areas, such as low- and high-elaboration per-

suasion processes, the implications await further research. We look forward

to work that addresses these possibilities. Moreover, it is our hope that the

current theory and research will fuel future investigations within and beyond

the context of message-based persuasion.
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Horcajo, J., Petty, R. E., & Briñol, P. (2010). The effects of majority versus minority source
status on persuasion: A self-validation analysis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
99, 498–512.

Hovland, C. I., Janis, I. L., & Kelley, H. H. (1953).Communication and persuasion: Psychological
studies of opinion and change. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Hovland, C. I., & Weiss, W. (1951). The influence of source credibility on communication
effectiveness. Public Opinion Quarterly, 15, 635–650.
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