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Despite the fact that persuasion has been the subject of philosophical and academic inquiry 
since at least the time of Aristotle, the scientific study of persuasion did not begin until the 
early post–World War II period. During this time, researchers were guided largely by the 
notion that persuasion depended upon factors influencing people’s ability to successfully 
learn the information contained in a persuasive communication (Hovland et al., 1953). 
Not surprisingly, researchers spent a great deal of time investigating source, recipient, mes-
sage, and contextual factors that were believed to contribute to attention, comprehension, 
and retention of message information (see Briñol & Petty, 2012, for a history of persuasion 
research). As research findings accumulated, however, it soon became clear that the story 
was not so simple. Published studies conflicted with one another. One study would show 
that using an expert source enhanced persuasion while another would show that source 
expertise had no impact or, worse, was detrimental. Sometimes good mood would lead to 
more agreement with the message, while other times bad moods seemed to enhance per-
suasion. Additionally, some researchers (e.g., Wicker, 1969) noted that attitudes often did 
not predict behavior, questioning the very utility of the attitude construct for social scien-
tists. In order to resolve these fundamental questions, the Elaboration Likelihood Model 
of persuasion (ELM) was developed (see Petty & Briñol, 2012; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a).

As we shall see, this model has made three main contributions to the literature on atti-
tude change and the attitude-to-behavior relationship. Namely, the ELM (a) suggests that 
attitude change can result from relatively high- or low-thinking processes; (b) postulates 
that attitudes that are formed or changed can be more or less consequential (e.g., impact 
behavior more or less) as a function of the extent of thinking involved; and (c) specifies 
a small number of ways in which any one variable (e.g., source credibility, mood) can 
influence attitudes. In this chapter, we will identify the major concepts contained within the 
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ELM, review empirical research supporting the model, identify and address some  criticisms 
of the model, point out important applications of the model, and, finally, explore some 
implications of the model that relate to contemporary and likely future themes in social 
psychological research. But first, let us turn to the model’s most central concept: elaboration.

The Elaboration Continuum

Similar to depth-of-processing models of learning and memory (e.g., Craik & Lockhart, 
1972), the ELM assumes that individuals can differ in how carefully and extensively they 
think about a particular subject—in this case, a persuasive communication or attitude 
object (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986b). That is, in any given context, the amount of elaboration, 
or thinking about the relevant message or issue, can vary continuously from very low to very 
high, and is determined by a combination of individual differences and situational factors. 
Put simply, people can think a lot, a moderate amount, or very little about a persuasive 
communication or attitude object. In turn, the amount of thinking they engage in goes a 
long way in explaining how people will be persuaded—if they are persuaded at all.

Of course, individuals can think a great deal without actually considering the merits of a 
particular message or attitude object. For example, if a social psychology graduate student 
is watching a television advertisement for McDonald’s restaurant is carefully considering 
the merits of the ELM, she would have relatively few cognitive resources remaining to 
process the McDonald’s advertisement. Despite the fact that she is thinking a great deal, 
her thoughts are not about the advertisement and, as such, do not qualify as message or 
issue-relevant thinking. Clearly, amount of thinking per se is not synonymous with elabo-
ration likelihood. So, how can we predict the likelihood that a person will think carefully 
about a message or issue?

Determinants of Elaboration Likelihood

A number of individual differences and situational factors can impact the likelihood that 
a person will think carefully about a persuasive message or issue. According to the ELM, 
understanding which variables affect thinking is important for several reasons. First, as we 
explain in more detail later, the amount of thinking a person engages in determines what 
process is responsible for persuasion. For example, if the amount of thinking is low, then 
attitudes can be affected by simple cues in the situation, such as the mere number of argu-
ments that are presented (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984a) or how credible the message source is 
(Petty et al., 1981). However, if the amount of thinking is high, then attitudes are determined 
less by cues and more by an assessment of the merits of the position. Thus, if the message 
arguments are good ones, then greater thinking leads to more persuasion as people come to 
realize the merits of the evidence presented. On the other hand, if the message arguments 
are specious, then persuasion is decreased as people think more about these arguments 
and generate more unfavorable thoughts to them. Another reason why it is important to 
understand how variables impact elaboration is that when attitude change results from high 
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amounts of thinking, it tends to be more consequential (e.g., guides behavior more) than 
when it results from little thinking (Petty & Krosnick, 1995).

The factors that affect the extent of thinking can broadly be classified as relating to 
motivation or ability to think, although some factors relate to both motivation and ability. 
We first examine the implications of motivational factors and then examine how ability 
factors influence message processing.

Motivational Factors

As far as motivation to process is concerned, the factor that has arguably received the most 
empirical attention is personal relevance. When relevance is high, the message’s proposal 
relates directly to the recipient and stands to impact his or her life in some way (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1990). For instance, college students have been shown to process a message more 
carefully when its proposal relates to their own university than when the proposal concerns 
another institution (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979). Moreover, people process consumer adver-
tisements more carefully when they expect the advertised product to be test-marketed in 
their home city than when they believe the product will be test-marketed only in far-away 
locales (Petty et al., 1983). In addition to geographic place, time also impacts personal rel-
evance. That is, people process a message more carefully when the message’s proposal con-
cerns the near, rather than the distant, future (Petty et al., 1981). Also, consumers consider 
advertisements more carefully when they believe they will soon have to make a decision 
about the advertised product than when they have no such expectation (Petty et al., 1983). 
In all of these cases, high personal relevance yields increased amounts of message-relevant 
thinking. Given that all people are motivated to predict and control their physical and social 
environments (Heider, 1958), such findings make sense: what could be more adaptive than 
forming a veridical, well-considered attitude toward a novel issue when (a) the issue is of 
local import, (b) the issue will affect the message recipient fairly soon, and (c) the recipient 
faces an imminent decision about the issue?

Of course, personal relevance need not always involve direct, material consequences 
for the message recipient, as the above examples may suggest. A message can also be per-
sonally relevant if it touches on core aspects of a recipient’s personality or identity. For 
instance, messages matched to individuals’ levels of extroversion receive greater elabora-
tion than do mismatched messages (Wheeler et al., 2005). Also, messages framed in the 
second person (i.e., directly referencing the recipient) are remembered better than mes-
sages framed in the third person (Burnkrant & Unnava, 1995), indicating that directly 
addressing a recipient can yield greater elaboration of a message, even holding other 
aspects of the message constant. These findings comport well with other published 
research, which demonstrates that an individual will process social information more 
carefully when that information relates to salient or important aspects of the individual’s 
self-concept (Markus, 1977; Markus et al., 1985). These findings also demonstrate that 
personal relevance can be metaphorical as well as material, deriving from the message’s 
relationship to certain aspects of the recipient’s self-concept or identity (Fleming & Petty, 
2000). Importantly, however, the consequences are the same in each case—with increased 
personal relevance comes increased message processing. And when message processing 
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is high, persuasion depends on whether the thoughts generated to the message are largely 
favorable or unfavorable (see Carpenter, 2015 for a review of personal relevance and per-
suasion research).

Aside from personal relevance, several other sources of processing motivation exist. 
One such source involves the chronic tendency to engage in and enjoy thinking about any 
idea or subject, termed the need for cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982). People high in 
the need for cognition simply enjoy thinking. They are the type of people who are likely 
to spend hours poring over crossword puzzles or contemplating the implications of an 
obscure philosophical question. People low in the need for cognition, in contrast, tend not 
to enjoy thinking for its own sake, and generally engage in deep thought only when they 
are required to do so. In order to measure individual differences in the need for cognition, 
Cacioppo and Petty developed the Need for Cognition (NC) scale (Cacioppo & Petty, 
1982; Cacioppo et al., 1984), which has proven useful in a variety of research projects since 
its inception. What is important for the present purposes is that people scoring high on 
the NC scale process persuasive messages more carefully than do those who score low on 
the scale (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 1983; Luttrell et al., 2017). In other words, individuals high 
in the need for cognition have an especially high elaboration likelihood, whereas individ-
uals low in NC generally do not process persuasive messages very carefully and are more 
dependent on simple cues in the persuasion context (see Petty et al., 2009, for a review of 
need for cognition research).

Another source of processing motivation involves psychological consistency. People 
strive to perceive their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as consistent with one another, 
and experience discomfort when considering an inconsistency between—or among—
these factors. Indeed, people expend considerable effort in attempting to reduce or elim-
inate perceived inconsistencies (see Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958). One type of inconsis-
tency, termed attitudinal ambivalence, can arise when an individual has several conflicting 
beliefs about an attitude object. For instance, a person might enjoy the taste of chocolate 
ice cream but dislike the fact that it is high in saturated fat and contributes to weight gain 
and elevated cholesterol. According to Maio et al. (1996), individuals possessing such atti-
tudes are motivated to reduce their ambivalence by carefully scrutinizing attitude-relevant 
information in the hope of developing a veridical, internally consistent attitude. In other 
words, attitudinal ambivalence can lead to increases in message processing. But although 
early findings (e.g., Maio et al., 1996) implied that people with ambivalent attitudes care-
fully process any information relevant to their ambivalence, more recent research suggests 
that ambivalent individuals are especially likely to attend to and elaborate upon proattitu-
dinal information (Clark et al., 2008a), given that processing proattitudinal information is 
more likely than counterattitudinal information to reduce ambivalence.

In addition, people are more likely to think carefully about information when their 
thoughtful evaluations of objects (i.e., explicit attitudes) conflict with their more automatic 
or “gut” evaluations (i.e., implicit attitudes; see Briñol et al., 2006; Petty et al., 2006). In 
such situations, people may not define their attitude as ambivalent (since they are unaware 
of or deny the source of the conflict), but they experience psychological discomfort none-
theless (Rydell et al., 2008). In one study showing how discrepancies in deliberative and 
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 gut-level reactions can lead to greater information processing (Johnson et al., 2017), 
college  students who had consistent or conflicting implicit (automatic) and explicit (delib-
erative) attitudes toward African Americans were exposed to a message advocating hiring 
more African American professors. The message contained either strong or weak argu-
ments for the proposal. Analyses of attitudes revealed that the larger the discrepancy bet-
ween the students’ automatic and deliberative attitudes (e.g., automatic negativity toward 
Blacks but positive deliberative reactions), the more the quality of the arguments mattered 
in affecting their attitudes. That is, students with implicit–explicit inconsistency engaged 
in greater processing of the race-relevant message than those who held consistent implicit 
and explicit attitudes.

The incidental emotions recipients experience during persuasion have also been shown 
to impact message elaboration. In general, sadness has been associated with relatively care-
ful information processing, whereas happiness has been associated with relatively shallow, 
heuristic processing (e.g., Bless et al., 1990, 1996). Assuming that the emotional states are 
not overly arousing, most researchers have agreed that emotions operate in a motivational 
manner, providing perceivers with information regarding their progress in achieving 
personal goals (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Schwarz, 1990). According to this approach, neg-
ative emotions can signal insufficient goal progress and motivate the perceiver to carefully 
scrutinize all available information, with the goal of enhancing predictability and control 
over the environment and, thereby, speeding goal progress (see Weary & Edwards, 1996, 
for a related discussion of negative affect and information-processing). Positive emotions, 
according to this perspective, indicate that everything is “okay” and that no in-depth 
 information-processing strategies are necessary.

Another approach to the relationship between emotion and elaboration considers the 
link between emotions and cognitive appraisals of emotions (e.g., Lazarus, 1991; Smith & 
Ellsworth, 1985). According to this perspective, because sadness is associated with an 
uncertainty appraisal, it is expected to enhance information processing aimed at reducing 
that uncertainty, whereas happiness and anger are expected to reduce information 
processing because they are associated with certainty appraisals (see Tiedens & Linton, 
2001). That is, if people feel sad rather than angry prior to receiving a message, the feelings 
of uncertainty rather than certainty will lead them to engage in greater message processing 
in an attempt to reduce the uncertainty.

A third approach involves emotion management and assumes that individuals are gen-
erally motivated to achieve and maintain positive emotional states. Because of this, indi-
viduals are expected to engage in careful thought primarily when they believe such thought 
will contribute to restoring or maintaining a positive state. This perspective, termed the 
hedonic contingency model, has inspired a number of investigations ( Wegener & Petty, 
1994; Wegener et al., 1995) and has yielded a fair amount of empirical support. For 
 instance, participants in happy states process optimistic, uplifting messages more care-
fully than do participants in neutral or sad states because people in positive states must be 
especially attracted to uplifting messages in order to maintain their positive moods. These 
findings refute the notion that positive emotions inevitably lead to decreases in message 
processing (relative to neutral or negative emotions).
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Ability Factors

In addition to our sampling of motivational factors that affect message processing (e.g., 
personal relevance, need for cognition, ambivalence, emotion), a number of ability factors 
also influence the likelihood that a person will carefully elaborate a persuasive message. 
One fairly obvious example involves message repetition. That is, with increasing amounts 
of message repetition, people are better able to comprehend, scrutinize, and recall the argu-
ments in a persuasive communication (Cacioppo & Petty, 1980). Also, message recipients 
must possess adequate attentional resources in order to carefully elaborate a message. For 
instance, in one study (Petty et al., 1976), distraction reduced college students’ ability to 
distinguish strong from weak arguments supporting a tuition increase. Relatedly, time lim-
itations can reduce the likelihood that a perceiver will be able to carefully process a message 
(Ratneshwar & Chaiken, 1991). Finally, people are better able to comprehend and scruti-
nize message arguments when they possess a high degree of knowledge and experience 
regarding the message’s topic (Wood & Kallgren, 1988). For instance, individuals generate 
more cognitive responses to persuasive messages when these messages relate to well-devel-
oped knowledge structures than when they do not (Cacioppo et al., 1982). Taken together, 
these findings highlight the importance of processing ability as a precursor to message elab-
oration. Put simply, having a high motivation to think does little good if there is not also 
the ability to think.

Two Routes to Persuasion

Having examined the factors influencing amount of message elaboration, we now move 
on to the crux of the ELM. Specifically, the ELM holds that, at the end points of the elab-
oration likelihood continuum, people can be persuaded via one of two processing modes, 
termed the central and peripheral routes to persuasion. The likelihood that one or the other 
route will predominate in any given situation is determined by the perceiver’s elaboration 
likelihood (i.e., whether they are motivated and able to think about the message), which we 
have already discussed in detail. Within each general processing mode, a number of more 
specific mechanisms can lead to attitude change. It is to these mechanisms that we now turn.

Peripheral Route to Persuasion

If a person does not think much about a persuasive communication (i.e., low elaboration), 
he or she is likely to be persuaded by one of several low-effort mechanisms, which collec-
tively comprise the peripheral route to persuasion. To give an example of how the peripheral 
route to persuasion operates, consider an advertisement in which an attractive supermodel 
is paired with a particular brand of soft drink. One mechanism producing persuasion in 
this case could be classical conditioning (Staats & Staats, 1958). That is, assuming that the 
supermodel activates positive affect in most recipients of this advertisement, then with 
enough viewings of the ad pairing the (initially neutral) soft drink brand with the super-
model, the viewers would come to associate positive feelings with the soft drink brand, 
even when the soft drink was presented without the supermodel (see also Olson & Fazio, 
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2001). Although classical conditioning can occur when people are aware that the soft drink 
is paired with the model, if awareness is absent, the learning is more appropriately called 
evaluative conditioning (see Hofmann et al., 2010, for a review).

Relatedly, by encouraging viewers to develop an association between the (positively val-
ued) supermodel and the (initially neutral) soft drink brand, the ad’s developers’ may be 
capitalizing on consistency, or balance, processes (see Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958). That 
is, people generally strive to possess consistent and coherent mental representations (e.g., 
‘I like myself, I like the supermodel, the supermodel likes this brand of soda, and so should 
I’), and the development of such mental representations in many cases can occur without 
conscious intention or awareness (Greenwald et al., 2002).

Another fairly low-effort mechanism leading to persuasion in this case could involve 
misattribution of the affective reaction to the model as having arisen, at least in part, in 
response to the soft drink brand (Dutton & Aron, 1974; Jones et al., 2009). Again, assum-
ing that the affective reaction to the supermodel was positive, this process would make 
attitudes toward the soft drink brand more favorable. Finally, people who are not carefully 
scrutinizing this advertisement may make use of a simple heuristic, processing the super-
model as a simple cue to persuasion (e.g., Haugtvedt et al., 1988). For instance, the viewers 
of the advertisement might reason that they are likely to enjoy products that people they 
like (e.g., supermodels) also enjoy, thereby developing a more favorable attitude toward 
the soft drink brand that the supermodel endorses (see Chaiken, 1987). Each of the mech-
anisms we have outlined—conditioning, misattribution, the development of balanced 
mental representations, and the use of heuristic cues—involves fairly little cognitive effort 
aimed at assessing the information relevant to the merits of the attitude object, but none-
theless could lead to (at least temporary) attitude change in the direction favored by the 
advertisement’s developers.

Central Route to Persuasion

If a person is motivated and able to think carefully about a persuasive communication (e.g., 
high personal relevance of the message, few distractions), he or she is likely to follow the 
central route to persuasion. In the central route, individuals carefully scrutinize the ele-
ments of the persuasive message in order to determine whether the message’s proposal 
makes sense and will benefit them in some way. Specifically, the central route to persuasion 
involves a focus on the strength of message arguments, which are pieces of information in 
the communication intended to provide evidence for the communicator’s point of view. 
If the message contains strong arguments, then thoughtful individuals will generate pre-
dominantly favorable thoughts in response to the message and will experience attitude 
change in the direction advocated by the message. In contrast, if the message contains weak 
arguments, then thoughtful perceivers will generate predominantly unfavorable thoughts 
in response to the message and will experience no attitude change or even change in the 
direction opposite to that advocated by the message (i.e., boomerang; Petty et al., 1976).

Given the importance of argument quality—that is, whether arguments are strong or 
weak—in the central route to persuasion, a fairly obvious question arises: what deter-
mines the strength of message arguments? In most of the literature inspired by the ELM, 
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argument quality has been determined on an empirical basis. This is because the goal of 
the research was not to examine what makes arguments strong or weak but instead to 
see if some other variable (e.g., personal relevance) increased or decreased the extent of 
message processing. Thus, arguments were pilot-tested by giving them to members of a 
particular population who were asked to think carefully about them. Those arguments 
eliciting mostly favorable thoughts were considered strong, whereas those eliciting mostly 
unfavorable thoughts were considered weak (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a). Although this 
approach to argument quality does a good job of identifying strong and weak arguments 
for particular populations and is very useful for research purposes, it does not elucidate 
a general theory of argument quality. Although there are many idiosyncratic reactions to 
particular arguments (Petty et al., 1981), research has suggested a few key factors that ren-
der some arguments better than others. First, consistent with expectancy-value models of 
attitudes (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), the more positive the consequence that an argument 
highlights and the more likely to occur that positive consequence is portrayed to be, the 
more favorable people will find the argument (see also Johnson et al., 2004). In addition, 
the more unique and important the dimension the argument addresses, the higher the 
impact it may have (Petty & Wegener, 1991). Finally, strong arguments tend to relate con-
sistently with one another in the context of the overall message: they are cogent, coherent, 
and compelling. Weak arguments, in contrast, are often illogical and self-contradictory.

Of course, thinking a great deal about a persuasive communication does not mean that 
the recipient will process the message’s arguments in an even-handed, objective manner. 
Although objective, normatively rational processing of persuasive arguments is one strat-
egy that individuals can take, interpretation of message arguments can also be biased by 
various factors. For instance, individuals consider arguments consistent with their pre-ex-
isting attitudes to be stronger than arguments opposing their pre-existing attitudes. In one 
study examining the topic of capital punishment (Lord et al., 1979), individuals polarized 
in the direction of their initial attitudes when exposed to both pro- and counter-attitudinal 
information on the issue. Also, in addition to its role in motivating processing of persua-
sive communications—which we have already discussed—emotions can also bias recipi-
ents’ evaluation of persuasive arguments. Specifically, high-elaboration participants have 
been shown to evaluate persuasive arguments more favorably when they are in a happy 
rather than a neutral state (Petty et al., 1993). Indeed, when feeling sad, people tend to see 
sad consequences as more likely, and when feeling angry, angering outcomes seems more 
likely (DeSteno et al., 2000). Thus, sadness biases people to favor sad arguments over other 
kinds, whereas anger biases people to favor angry arguments over other kinds. Given these 
findings, it is clear that persuasion via the central route does not necessarily involve the 
impartial consideration of message arguments but, instead, can involve a biased interpre-
tation and assessment of the information contained in the persuasive communication.

When people are thinking carefully about a message or issue, they also consider how 
confident they are in the thoughts that they generate (Petty et al., 2002). If people are con-
fident in the thoughts they have generated, these thoughts will have an impact on their 
attitudes. If people doubt the validity of their thoughts for any reason, these thoughts 
are unlikely to impact attitudes toward the issue. Thus, when thoughts about the mes-
sage or issue are largely favorable, enhancing confidence in those thoughts will increase 
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 persuasion, and instilling doubt will reduce persuasion. However, when thoughts about 
the message or issue are largely unfavorable, enhancing confidence will reduce persuasion 
but instilling doubt will undermine reliance on one’s negative thoughts, thereby increasing 
persuasion.

A number of persuasion variables that have been examined in classic persuasion studies 
have also been shown to impact thought confidence (Briñol & Petty, 2009a). For instance, 
individuals who nod their heads as they listen to a persuasive message containing either 
strong or weak arguments show a stronger effect of argument quality on attitudes than 
do individuals who shake their heads as they consider the same messages (Briñol & 
Petty, 2003), and follow-up analyses showed that this effect was due to increased thought 
confidence among participants who were nodding their heads as compared to participants 
who were shaking their heads. Similarly, writing one’s thoughts on a piece of paper and 
then throwing those thoughts in the trash leads to less confidence in one’s thoughts and 
less use of them in forming attitudes than tucking one’s thoughts safely in one’s pocket. 
That is, physically discarding one’s thoughts leads to mentally discarding them as well 
(Briñol et al., 2013).

Emotion is another variable that impacts thought confidence. For example, participants 
who are induced to experience a happy state after reading a message and listing their 
thoughts in response to that message are more likely to use these thoughts in forming an 
attitude than are participants who are placed in a neutral or sad state after message elab-
oration and thought-listing (Briñol et al., 2007). Happiness increases the use of thoughts 
because it is a pleasant state that leads people to like their thoughts more (affective val-
idation) and because happiness is associated with confidence which leads people to see 
their thoughts as more valid (cognitive validation). However, some emotions have poten-
tially opposite effects on thought liking and thought confidence. Anger, for example, is an 
unpleasant state that is associated with confidence, whereas awe is a more pleasant state 
that is associated with uncertainty (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988). Thus, in a series of studies 
(Briñol et al., 2018), it was shown that when people were made to feel anger or awe fol-
lowing the generation of positive or negative thoughts, anger led to less thought use than 
awe when people were focused on how pleasant they felt (because thoughts were liked less 
when angry), but anger led to more thought use than awe when people were focused on 
how confident they felt (because thoughts were seen as more valid when angry).

Critically, variables operating through meta-cognitive mechanisms—that is, by influ-
encing one’s evaluation of one’s own thoughts—are impactful primarily when people are 
thinking a great deal about the issue (for a review, see Petty et al., 2007). After all, it takes 
a considerable amount of cognitive effort to not only generate thoughts in response to a 
message or issue but also assess these thoughts. Timing is also important when it comes 
to thought-validation. That is, persuasion variables tend to influence thought confidence 
if introduced during or after the message but can influence amount of message processing 
if introduced before the message. As an example, consider the case of source credibility. 
If a perceiver learns that a message comes from an expert source before processing the 
message, this perceiver will likely elaborate the message more carefully than if the mes-
sage had come from a non-expert source because an expert is more worthy of processing 
than a non-expert (Heesacker et al., 1983). If perceivers learn that a message comes from 
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an expert source only after elaborating the message, however, the expertise information 
will impact their confidence in the thoughts that they generated. Specifically, thoughts 
generated in response to a message from an expert source will be seen as more valid (and 
used more) than thoughts generated in response to a message from a non-expert source 
( Tormala et al., 2007). Importantly, the valence of one’s thoughts (positive or negative) 
would have more of an effect on attitudes under high (vs. low) source expertise in both 
of the cases outlined above, but the mechanisms responsible for the two effects would 
be quite different. When expertise precedes the message, thoughts matter more with the 
expert source because it is under high expertise that the message is processed carefully. 
When expertise follows the message, thoughts matter more with the expert source because 
it is under high expertise that people come to rely on the thoughts that they generated. It 
is to this issue—the notion that variables can impact persuasion in different ways under 
different circumstances that we turn to next.

Putting It All Together: Multiple Roles for Persuasion Variables

As we have seen, people can be persuaded via one of two processing routes, and the 
likelihood that they will use either route depends heavily on how much they are moti-
vated and able to think about the persuasive message. If people are not motivated or able 
to scrutinize a message, they will be persuaded by one of several low-effort processes 
that comprise the peripheral route. If they are motivated and able to think carefully 
about the message, persuasion will depend primarily on people’s cognitive responses to 
the message. That is, in the central route, the number and valence of thoughts, as well 
as the confidence with which these thoughts are held, determine the extent of persua-
sion. And, as we have also seen, a number of factors influence the likelihood that a mes-
sage will be elaborated carefully. We have also touched upon the notion that specific 
factors—such as moods and pre-existing attitudes—can bias the interpretation of mes-
sage information, making the generation of positive or negative thoughts more likely. 
Finally, we have also noted that certain factors can lead people to have greater or lesser 
reliance on the thoughts that they have generated when forming or changing their atti-
tudes. Thus, without making it explicit, we have already discussed many of the ways that 
variables can impact persuasion. This idea, namely that variables can serve multiple roles 
in the persuasion process, is central to the ELM. Specifically, the model holds that vari-
ables can (a) impact the amount of elaboration a message receives, (b) operate as simple 
cues to persuasion, (c) serve as a message arguments, (d) bias the interpretation of mes-
sage information, or (e) affect the confidence people have in their thoughts (Petty et al., 
2009; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a).

To illustrate how a particular variable can serve in multiple roles in the persuasion pro-
cess in different situations, let us consider some concrete examples. First, consider how 
incidental emotions affect persuasion. As we have already noted, a felt emotion can oper-
ate as a simple cue to persuasion under low-elaboration conditions, producing change 
consistent with its valence (i.e., positive emotions produce more favorable attitudes than 
negative emotions). Under high-elaboration conditions, emotions can bias interpretation 
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of message arguments when the emotion precedes the message (e.g., DeSteno et al., 2000; 
Petty et al., 1993). When an emotion follows a message, it can affect how much people 
like their thoughts or how valid the thoughts seem, which can affect whether or not 
the thoughts are relied upon (Briñol et al., 2018). Further, when elaboration is not con-
strained by other factors to be particularly low or high, emotions can affect the amount 
of processing messages receive (Mackie & Worth, 1989; Wegener et al., 1995). Lastly, 
one’s emotion can be scrutinized as a piece of information (i.e., an argument) relevant 
to a particular conclusion. For example, if people are evaluating a tear-jerker movie, the 
more sad they feel when watching the movie, the more positively they should rate the 
movie because producing sadness is a positive feature of this kind of film (Martin et al., 
1993; see Petty & Briñol, 2015, for an extended discussion of the multiple roles emotions 
can play in persuasion).

Another variable that has been shown to impact persuasion via multiple roles is source 
credibility (i.e., trustworthiness and expertise). Messages presented by sources high in 
expertise generally receive more processing than messages presented by sources low in 
expertise (Heesacker et al., 1983). Additionally, messages presented by sources that are 
high in expertise but low in honesty are scrutinized more carefully than messages present-
ed by expert sources perceived to be truthful (Priester & Petty, 1995). Under high-thinking 
conditions, source credibility can bias processing of message information when the source 
is made salient prior to message processing. In particular, highly credible sources lead per-
ceivers to generate more favorable thoughts about a message than do less credible sources 
(Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994). Learning that a message comes from an expert (vs. non-
expert) source after message processing can lead people to have more confidence in the 
thoughts they generated in response to that message (Tormala et al., 2006). Finally, source 
credibility can serve as a cue to persuasion under low-elaboration conditions and as an 
argument under high elaboration (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984b; see Briñol & Petty, 2009b, for 
a discussion of the multiple roles for source factors in persuasion). Thus, we can see that 
source credibility—like emotion—can operate in each of the roles for persuasion variables 
identified by the ELM. Indeed, there are many variables that have been shown to operate 
in these multiple roles.

Consequences of Elaboration: Attitude Strength

Aside from impacting the manner in which individuals will be persuaded, elaboration also 
yields a number of downstream consequences. Specifically, attitudes initially formed or 
changed via a high amount of message- or issue-relevant thinking are especially stable over 
time, resistant to counterpersuasion, likely to bias information processing in a proattitudi-
nal direction, and likely to lead to attitude-consistent behavior (Petty et al., 1995). Taken 
collectively, these long-term outcomes are considered to be features of attitude strength 
(Petty & Krosnick, 1995).

It makes a fair amount of sense, from a practical standpoint, that attitudes based on a 
great deal of elaboration are stronger than attitudes based on less issue-relevant thinking. 
For one, people who have thought a great deal about a particular subject will naturally 
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have a more well-developed and internally consistent knowledge structure surrounding 
the attitude object than will individuals who have not thought much about the subject. As 
such, any novel information will exert less influence on the overall mental representation 
in the former case than in the latter. Additionally, thinking a lot about an issue can render 
one’s attitude on that issue more accessible (Smith et al., 1994). For instance, if a person 
thinks a great deal about Diet Coke, his or her attitude toward Diet Coke is likely to be 
chronically accessible and, in turn, is especially likely to guide information processing 
and behavior with respect to Diet Coke (Cacioppo et al., 1986; Fazio & Williams, 1986). 
Finally, people are likely to feel especially certain in attitudes that are based on extensive 
amounts of issue-relevant thinking (Petty et al., 1995). Over time, because people assess 
their level of thinking to determine certainty, perceived thinking becomes a heuristic that 
can affect attitude certainty in the absence of any real thinking (Barden & Petty, 2008). 
And, of course, when people are highly confident in their attitudes, the attitudes become 
more persistent over time, resistant to attack, and likely to impact behavior (Gross et al., 
1995). Thus, we can see how elaboration impacts attitude strength: by making attitudinal 
representations more internally consistent, well developed, and accessible, and by making 
individuals more confident in their attitudes (see Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995).

Criticism of the ELM

Perhaps the most thoroughgoing critique of the ELM is implicit in the unimodel of persua-
sion (Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999). Although the unimodel adopts the ELM’s elabora-
tion continuum and its postulate that extent of thinking is related to attitude strength, it 
rejects the idea that different psychological processes operate along the continuum. Instead, 
the unimodel argues that there is only one process of persuasion that operates to various 
degrees along the continuum. According to the unimodel, persuasion always results from 
the recipient’s analysis of the evidence provided, whether the person is thinking a lot or very 
little. Furthermore, Kruglanski and Thompson object to certain data presented in support 
of the ELM. For example, they argue that the conclusion that people who are not thinking 
very much rely on simple cue processes more than individuals who are thinking more 
carefully has not been supported by the empirical literature. Specifically, these authors 
argue that peripheral cues have usually been presented in ways that make them particu-
larly easy to process (e.g., attractive source, very short statements at the beginning of mes-
sages), making low-motivation and -ability perceivers especially likely to use these cues 
as evidence in forming or modifying their attitudes. Relatedly, Kruglanski and Thomp-
son argued that message arguments are generally presented in long form (e.g., dense para-
graphs of information, minutes-long verbal presentations), meaning that this information 
is only likely to impact attitudes if recipients are motivated and able to process it exten-
sively. That is, there is a confound between the information serving as simple “cues” and the 
information serving as “arguments.” Because of this, one type of evidence (i.e., cues such as 
source credibility) requires less thought than the other (i.e., arguments), providing support 
for different amounts of thinking being involved in persuasion but not for fundamentally 
different processes of persuasion.
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In responding to the critique offered by Kruglanski and Thompson (1999), Petty et al. 
(1999) raised a number of theoretical and methodological points. Most importantly, they 
noted that although some studies have used manipulations of cues and arguments that vary 
in complexity, other studies have not. For example, they point to a study in which three or 
nine weak, counterattitudinal arguments were presented to participants (for the original 
study, see Petty & Cacioppo, 1984a). Given that the weak arguments elicited predomi-
nantly unfavorable thoughts, participants who were thinking carefully (i.e., high elabo-
ration induced by high personal relevance) had less favorable attitudes after reading nine 
rather than three weak arguments. Critically, participants under low elaboration (induced 
by low personal relevance) who were exposed to the exact same messages evinced a very 
different pattern: they were more favorable to the proposal when presented with nine 
arguments than when they were presented with three. In this study, the three-versus-nine-
arguments manipulation served as both the cue manipulation and the argument manip-
ulation so that there could be no differences in length or complexity between the two 
manipulations. Yet, participants under high- and low-elaboration conditions applied very 
different psychological operations to this information. That is, participants in the low-
elaboration conditions appeared to simply count the number of message arguments and 
to conclude that a greater number of arguments was better (i.e., more persuasive) than a 
smaller number. However, those in the high relevance condition did not simply count the 
arguments but instead evaluated them for merit. These different processes led to differ-
ent persuasion outcomes. Clearly, amount of thinking differed across the high- and low-
elaboration groups in this study. But the quantitative difference in elaboration is not the 
only difference that mattered. Rather, participants used the information presented to them 
in a qualitatively different manner as a function of elaboration. This qualitative distinction 
between different processing styles, Petty et al. (1999) argued, is both theoretically and 
practically important and should not, as Kruglanski and Thompson (1999) recommended, 
be left out of social psychological theories of persuasion (For other criticisms of the ELM 
and responses to these criticisms, see Petty et al., 2004).

Applications of the ELM

Many pressing social and political problems involve, at base, maladaptive attitudes, beliefs, 
and behaviors. For instance, consider the problem of sexually transmitted infections (STI) 
such as HIV. Although awareness of the risks associated with unprotected sexual activity 
is doubtlessly widespread, many sexually active adults nonetheless fail to take adequate 
precautions against becoming infected or spreading infection to others (e.g., using latex 
condoms; Anderson et al., 1999). One way to encourage people to engage in safer sex prac-
tices is to change their attitudes toward such practices. In an application of the persuasion 
literature in general—and of the ELM in particular—Petty et al. (1993) noted that attitude 
change based on extensive thought (i.e., central route) is more likely to produce attitude-
consistent behavior than is attitude change based on less thought (see also Petty & Kros-
nick, 1995). Thus, it is important not only to change people’s attitudes toward condom use 
but also to encourage such change to take place in a thoughtful manner.
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One way to achieve this goal is to make a message about the risk of contracting HIV 
seem particularly relevant to the intended audience, thereby increasing motivation to pro-
cess the message. This can be done in a relatively simple manner by directly mentioning 
message recipients (e.g., saying “YOU can get HIV” rather than “PEOPLE can get HIV”; 
see Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989). Alternatively, one might develop a two-pronged message, 
aiming first to change message recipients’ perceptions of their personal level of risk and 
second to encourage condom usage as a method for reducing this risk. If such a tack is 
taken, however, it is important that message recipients not become overly afraid or anx-
ious about HIV and other STIs, as these extreme emotions may lead individuals to avoid 
thinking about the message (Janis, 1967; see also Albarracín et al., 2005; Rogers, 1983).

A second way to increase processing of messages encouraging safer sex practices is for 
these messages to be presented by highly credible sources. A recent meta-analysis of the 
efficacy of HIV-prevention interventions indicated that interventions delivered by expert 
sources were especially effective in yielding desired behavioral changes (Albarracín et al., 
2006). This finding may reflect the tendency of message recipients to process messages 
delivered by highly credible sources more carefully than messages delivered by less credi-
ble sources (see Heesacker et al., 1983). A third way that careful processing of information 
related to HIV prevention might be encouraged involves the use of rhetorical questions 
(Petty et al., 1981). That is, people may be especially likely to elaborate upon persuasive 
information if it is followed by a brief, rhetorical question (e.g., ‘Don’t you think it’s a good 
idea to use condoms to prevent HIV?’) instead of a similar statement (e.g., ‘It’s a good idea 
to use condoms to prevent HIV”).

Finally, people may be especially likely to process information regarding HIV prevention 
if that information is tailored to specific aspects of their personality or self-concept, such as 
gender (McCulloch et al., 2008) or need for cognition (Bakker, 1999; see Teeny et al., 2021, 
for a review of the effectiveness of message personalization). Of course, research on the 
ELM suggests many other variables that could also impact motivation or ability to process 
messages relating to HIV prevention, and the examples provided here are simply illustra-
tions. Also important, any strategy aimed at increasing recipients’ message processing will 
only yield attitude change in the desired direction if the arguments contained in the message 
are strong so that favorable thoughts are elicited. Thus, it is not enough simply to encourage 
message recipients to think carefully about HIV-prevention strategies. The quality of the 
arguments that are presented is also critical and should definitely be considered by those 
who are developing messages in this domain. Furthermore, even if favorable thoughts are 
elicited, they will have no impact if people do not have confidence in their thoughts.

In addition to application to the health domain (e.g., Petty et al., 2009), the ELM has 
been applied in a variety of other areas as well, including psychological therapy (Cacioppo 
et al., 1991), school psychology (Petty et al., 1997), mass media effects (Petty, Priester 
et al., 2002), drug abuse prevention (Baker et al., 1991), consumer behavior and marketing 
(Teeny et al., 2017), placebo effects (Geers et al., 2019), and even the practice of finan-
cial auditing (Griffith et al., 2018), among others. Although a thorough treatment of each 
of these applications is beyond the scope of this chapter, they bear mentioning, as does 
the general approach they represent. Specifically, each application examines—as did the 
approach to HIV-prevention outlined above—how attitude change can lead to desired 
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behavioral changes, pointing out that  attitudes formed or changed via extensive  message- 
or issue-relevant thinking are especially likely to lead to attitude-consistent behaviors (see 
also Petty & Krosnick, 1995). Thus, it is important, particularly from a public health per-
spective, to develop methods that encourage individuals to think carefully about messages 
aimed at modifying problem behaviors. Otherwise, the attitudinal or behavioral changes 
realized by specific interventions will likely diminish or dissipate as time progresses.

New Directions: Automatic and Deliberative Attitude Measures

One interesting research development during the last 15 years concerns the explosion of 
research interest in the distinction between automatic and deliberative attitude measures 
(for reviews, see Fazio & Olson, 2003; Petty et al., 2009). Specifically, response latency mea-
sures, such as the implicit association test (IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998) and the evaluative 
priming procedure (Fazio et al., 1995), have been developed, in part to try to circumvent 
limitations associated with more traditional survey measures (Schwarz, 1999). These pro-
cedures, termed implicit or automatic measures, attempt to measure the first evaluative 
reaction that automatically comes to mind when a person is exposed to an attitude object. 
These measures have been contrasted with more traditional attitude measures, which gen-
erally involve Likert-type or semantic differential scales, where people report how much 
they like something (explicit or deliberative measures). Although some controversy exists 
regarding the interpretation of each type of measure (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 
2006; Wilson et al., 2000), many researchers agree that automatic measures tap the strength 
of associations—stored in memory—between attitude objects and evaluations. However, 
recent research has indicated that the evaluations that are automatically activated upon 
presentation of an attitude object may not, at least in some cases, be consciously endorsed 
by the individual holding such evaluations (Petty et al., 2006).

To understand cases of implicit-explicit attitude discrepancies, consider a case in which 
a former smoker is presented with a package of his favorite brand of cigarettes. In all 
likelihood, such a person will automatically activate a favorable evaluation when presented 
with the cigarettes, given his history of positive experiences with them. However, this per-
son would probably not endorse this automatically activated attitude as his “true” attitude 
toward cigarettes, given that he has stopped smoking them and knows that they contribute 
to a variety of health problems, including lung cancer and heart disease. Thus, while an 
automatic measure of attitudes toward cigarettes would likely show that this individual is 
quite favorable toward cigarettes, a more deliberative measure would show that he does 
not like them very much. A similar situation might occur with a person who has recently 
decided to give up sweets – the automatic measure would show positivity, but the deliber-
ative measure would be less favorable. Which measure captures the “true” attitude? And 
how would each type of measure be affected by persuasion attempts?

According to the meta-cognitive model (MCM) of attitude structure (Petty et al., 2007; 
Petty et al., 2012), people can store many types of information in memory about an atti-
tude object. This information can include not only object evaluations but also beliefs 
about attitude objects, feelings, and validity information regarding the attitude–object 
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association. So, for instance, a former smoker could associate cigarettes with favorability, 
but this cigarette-favorability association could be “tagged,” in memory, as wrong or false. 
Given that this validity tag is less accessible than the object-evaluation association itself, 
automatic measurement techniques are relatively unlikely to reflect the invalidation of the 
cigarette-favorable link (i.e., unlikely to detect that the person has recently rejected the 
former positive evaluation of cigarettes). Because automatic measures involve quick and 
non-thoughtful responses to stimulus pairings, information that is directly related to an 
attitude-object is most likely to be activated and applied in responding to such measures 
(Petty & Briñol, 2006). Deliberate measures, in contrast, generally afford respondents the 
opportunity to consider whether they consciously endorse the attitude-evaluation associ-
ations that are stored in memory and come to mind quickly.

One of the implications of the MCM for persuasion—particularly with respect to the 
two routes to persuasion identified by the ELM—involves the potential for peripheral cues 
to exert differential impact on automatic and deliberate attitude measures. For instance, 
consider the situation in which a sports celebrity endorses a particular brand of under-
wear. With repeated pairings, the (positively valued) celebrity will become associated with 
the underwear brand, likely leading advertisement recipients to develop favorable atti-
tudes toward the underwear brand, particularly if they are not thinking carefully about 
the advertisement. If they are thinking about the advertisement, however, recipients will 
likely reason that sports celebrities do not possess any special expertise with respect to 
underwear and, accordingly, may attempt to remove the impact of the celebrity on their 
evaluations of the underwear brand (e.g., Petty et al., 1998; see Wegener & Petty, 1997, for 
a review of correction processes). Even among high-thought recipients, however, this dis-
counting (or invalidation) process is likely to be observed only on deliberative measures 
(at least until the rejection becomes well-practiced; Maddux et al., 2005). Automatic mea-
sures, in contrast, are likely to reflect only the relationship between the underwear brand 
and the (liked) celebrity without regard to the perceived validity of this link.

There are several examples in the empirical literature consistent with these predictions, 
albeit with different attitude objects and peripheral cue manipulations (e.g., Rydell  & 
 McConnell, 2006; Rydell et al., 2006). For instance, in one study (Gawronski & LeBel, 
2008), an evaluative conditioning procedure was used to create associations between a 
continent (Europe or Asia) and an evaluation (positive or negative). Then, participants 
were given an automatic (i.e., IAT) and deliberative (i.e., scale response) measure of atti-
tudes toward Europe and Asia. As expected, the automatic measure reflected the effect 
of the evaluative conditioning procedure, such that continents associated with positivity 
were evaluated more favorably than continents associated with negativity. However, delib-
erative measures showed a different pattern. Specifically, when participants were asked 
to consider their knowledge about the continents and then to fill out a survey measure 
of attitudes toward the continents, the classical conditioning procedure had no effect on 
participants’ responses. However, when participants were asked to consider their feelings 
about the continents before filling out the survey measure, the classical conditioning did 
impact deliberate responses. In other words, when participants were given the opportu-
nity to carefully think about their attitudinal responses, they considered not only their 
automatic associations but also the validity of these associations (i.e., whether these associ-
ations seemed, based on instructions regarding feelings vs. thoughts, to be an  appropriate 

c05.indd   16 27-07-2021   07:54:05



The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion     17

basis for their attitudes). In contrast, when participants were asked to respond quickly and  
non-thoughtfully (i.e., IAT), their automatic associations were the primary determinant of 
their attitude responses.

In another study, McConnell et al. (2008) provided participants with favorable or unfa-
vorable behavioral information about a target person. Additionally, they provided group 
membership cues about this person (e.g., he or she was or was not overweight). Then, 
participants completed automatic (i.e., IAT) and deliberative (i.e., rating scale) measures 
of attitudes toward the target. Whereas deliberative measures were impacted only by the 
behavioral information provided about the target, automatic measures were influenced by 
the target’s group membership (i.e., weight), particularly when the behavioral information 
was somewhat ambiguous. Thus, we can see that simple group membership cues impacted 
automatic evaluations more strongly than they affected deliberative evaluations, consistent 
with the MCM. As researchers continue to explore the differential impact of peripheral 
cues on automatic vs. deliberative attitudes measures, we anticipate that such patterns of 
results will continue to be reported.

Conclusions

As we have seen, the ELM has allowed attitudes researchers to understand and predict the 
multiple ways in which attitudes can be formed and changed by different variables (e.g., 
moods, source expertise) depending on the likelihood of thinking (i.e., serving as cues or 
arguments, affecting the amount or direction of thinking, or influencing perceived validity of 
one’s thoughts). A number of motivational and ability factors impact elaboration likelihood, 
which in turn determines whether mostly peripheral or central route processes will be 
responsible for attitude change. Moreover, amount of elaboration influences the strength of 
attitudes that are developed or changed in the persuasion context, with greater elaboration 
being associated with more persistent, resistant, and behaviorally impactful attitudes. The 
ELM has been applied to the study of a number of important social phenomena, including 
the encouragement of safer-sex practices among individuals who are at risk for contracting 
HIV and other STIs. Finally, recent research shows that peripheral cues are more likely to 
impact automatic attitude measures than deliberative attitude measures, demonstrating the 
ELM’s utility in understanding the distinction between the two types of measures as well as 
the interpretation of attitude estimates derived via the two classes of procedures.
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