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Abstract
This article describes the basic mechanisms by which the nonverbal behavior of a com-
municator can influence recipients’ attitudes and persuasion. We review the literature on 
classic variables related to persuasive sources (e.g., physical attractiveness, credibility, and 
power), as well as research on mimicry and facial expressions of emotion, and beyond. 
Using the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) as a framework, we argue that the overt 
behavior of source variables can affect attitude change by different psychological processes 
depending on different circumstances. Specifically, we describe the primary and secondary 
cognitive processes by which nonverbal behaviors of the source (e.g., smiling, nodding, 
eye contact, and body orientation) affect attitude change. Furthermore, we illustrate how 
considering the processes outlined by the ELM can help to predict when and why attrac-
tive, credible, and powerful communicators can not only increase persuasion but also be 
detrimental for persuasion.
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Introduction

Extensive research in social psychology has examined how the nonverbal behavior of a 
communicator can affect recipients’ attitudes and attitude change. For example, studies 
have shown that eye contact, body orientation, postural shifting, gesticulation, arm and leg 
openness, and facial expressiveness (whether the source is displaying a smile vs. a frown, 
or engaged in head nodding vs. shaking) relates to attitude change via their effects on a 
recipient´s perceptions of source credibility, attractiveness, or power (e.g., Aguinis and 
Henle 2001; Burgoon et al. 1990). Additionally, research has found that attitudes toward 
a proposal are more positive when the communicators’ nonverbal behavior reflects interest 
and engagement (e.g., leaning forward, approaching, eye contact, smiling, and nodding) as 
opposed to disinterest and disengagement (e.g., leaning away, little eye contact, frowning, 
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and side to side head movements; Burgoon and Dillman 1995; Chaikin 1978). At the 
broadest level, the goal of this review is to unpack the relationship between various nonver-
bal behaviors of a communicator and the different underlying psychological processes by 
which these behaviors can influence the attitudes of a message recipient. More specifically, 
we will describe how a variety of different nonverbal behaviors of the source can influ-
ence persuasion by the same basic mechanisms of attitude change that have been applied to 
other persuasion variables. We also explain how the mechanism of change can vary based 
on the situation (e.g., amount of thinking, timing of events, perceived meaning of nonver-
bal behavior). Although there are important differences among many nonverbal aspects of 
a speaker (e.g., whether they involve motion, or are processed visually or aurally), they can 
all affect persuasion through the same basic mechanisms.

Although the ability of a source’s nonverbal behavior to influence a recipient’s attitude 
seems to be a well-established phenomenon, most research on this topic has not focused on 
the psychological mechanisms by which nonverbal features of the source affect recipient’s 
attitudes. In the present review, we argue that understanding these processes is essential in 
order to predict whether, when, and how attitudes change, as well as predicting whether, 
when, and how attitudes will be consequential (e.g., affecting subsequent behavior). For 
example, observing positive behaviors such as smiling and nodding may work as simple 
cues of trust and agreement, making people more positive and increasing persuasion with-
out much thinking. Alternatively, these positive behaviors may discourage thinking about 
a message, thus decreasing persuasion if the arguments are strong. Additionally, even 
when a nonverbal behavior (smiling face) leads to the same outcome in the short-term by a 
thoughtful versus non-thoughtful mechanism, the long-term consequences associated with 
that change (e.g., stability over time) can also vary as a function of the underlying mecha-
nism of change.

Importantly, throughout the present review we will highlight the importance of con-
sidering the meaning of nonverbal behavior. Depending on the inference a person makes 
regarding the meaning of a smile, nodding, gazing, and other nonverbal behaviors, the 
effects will likely differ. For example, smiling can be associated with high validity (positive 
social sign, positive feeling such as happiness) as well as low validity for some people and 
in some situations (e.g., when a smile is interpreted as trivializing an idea; or is interpreted 
as an attempt to feign happiness rather than actually being happy).

Theoretical Framework

In this review, we rely on the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) of persuasion (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986) to organize the fundamental processes of attitude change into a finite set. 
The ELM specifies several discrete mechanisms of attitude change and holds that these 
distinct processes operate at different points along an elaboration continuum ranging from 
little or no thought about the attitude object to careful and extensive thought about the atti-
tude object (see Fig. 1).

One advantage of the ELM is that it has served to organize many of the classic theories 
of attitude change under a unified framework (Petty and Briñol 2012). Similar to many the-
ories in the nonverbal literature, theories of attitude change can be categorized as reflecting 
high—and/or low thinking processes. For example, within the domain of attitudes, pro-
cesses that reflect high-thinking include: message learning-reception processes (Hovland 
et  al. 1953), cognitive responses (Greenwald and Albert 1968), probabilogical models 
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(McGuire 1981), expectancy-value processes (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), information inte-
gration processes (Anderson 1971), and cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957), to name 
some of the most important ones. Low-thinking processes include classical conditioning 
(Staats and Staats 1958), affective priming (Murphy and Zajonc 1993), self-perception 
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Fig. 1  Schematic depiction of the elaboration likelihood model



206 Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231

1 3

theory (Bem 1972), mere exposure (Zajonc 1968), and the use of heuristics (Chaiken 
1987).

In the same way that the ELM has been able to organize and integrate numerous classic 
theories of persuasion under one conceptual framework, we propose that the ELM also can 
be useful in organizing both low-thinking processes relevant to nonverbal behavior models 
(e.g., automatic, arousal-driven affective responses, Cappella and Greene 1982; automatic 
encoding/decoding, Ekman 1999; automatically-activated action schemas, Patterson 1995; 
and nonconscious judgments from appearance, Ambady and Rosenthal 1992) and high-
thinking processes relevant to this particular domain (e.g., cognitive labelling via affect-
driven arousal, Burgoon 1978; Patterson 1976; calibrating requirements, expectancies and 
desires to achieve stability via equilibrium between expected and actual behaviors; Bur-
goon et al. 1995).1

Overview

In the first section, we describe the fundamental psychological processes by which source 
nonverbal behavior can influence attitudes and attitude change. These particular processes 
are important because they constitute a limited set that allow understanding of past, current 
as well as future nonverbal research. We also specify the circumstances under which each 
of these processes are most likely to operate, and the long-term consequences associated 
with each of these mechanisms.

In the second section, we describe how source nonverbal features associated with attrac-
tiveness, credibility, and power can influence a message recipient’s perceptions of the 
source, which in turn can influence a recipient’s attitude through each of the fundamental 
psychological cognitive and meta-cognitive processes that vary based on the situation.

The final section examines when people are more or less likely to imitate and recipro-
cate (e.g., mimicry) versus complement (compensation) the nonverbal behavior of the com-
municator. Here we discuss how nonverbal behavior can affect not only explicit measures 
of attitudes but also implicit measures such as automatic associations and attitude strength 
indicators (e.g., attitude confidence). We conclude this review with a section focused on 
recent research designed to highlight the importance of considering the meaning associated 
with nonverbal behaviors.

1 In others words, the ELM highlights the fact that changing judgments can be accomplished either with a 
relatively high degree of thought or a relatively low degree of thought. Specifically, the “elaboration con-
tinuum” ranges from low to high. Importantly, the ELM holds that there are numerous specific processes 
of change that operate along this continuum. For example, automatic encoding/decoding (Ekman, 1999) 
requires relatively little thought and would operate at the low end of the continuum. In contrast, behavio-
ral changes geared towards achieving stability that involve calibrating one’s requirements, expectancies and 
desires for a given interaction (Burgoon et  al. 1995) tends to require higher degrees of thought and thus 
would operate along the upper end of the continuum. Because of these differences along the continuum, 
we speculate that in accord with the ELM, these processes could lead to similar attitudes, but with different 
long-term outcomes.
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Part I: Fundamental Processes of Attitude Change

According to the ELM, nonverbal features of the source, like other variables in persuasion 
settings, can influence attitudes by the following processes: (1) determine the amount of 
issue-relevant thinking, (2) serve as simple cues in the absence of issue-relevant thinking, 
(3) bias the valence of thoughts, (4) be examined as evidence or arguments, and (5) affect 
what people think about their own thoughts (meta-cognition).

In the middle of the elaboration continuum, when thinking is not constrained to be high 
or low by other variables (i.e., moderate elaboration), nonverbal behaviors can affect the 
extent of careful thinking. For example, if a smiling source increases thinking it would 
enhance persuasion when arguments are strong, but reduce persuasion when arguments are 
weak. At the low-end of the elaboration continuum (i.e., when motivation and/or ability to 
think are low), source nonverbal features typically function as simple cues that affect atti-
tudes in the same direction as their valence. Thus, if a smiling source is viewed positively, 
attitudes will typically be more favorable. At the high-end of the elaboration continuum 
(i.e., when motivation and ability to think are high), nonverbal features can be examined as 
evidence (e.g., is a smiling source a good reason to like something), can bias the valence 
of thoughts (a smiling source can encourage positive message-relevant thoughts if it is 
seen positively), and can affect thought-reliance (a smiling source might validate one’s 
thoughts). As explained in the following sections, understanding these processes is inform-
ative about the immediate and long-term consequences of persuasion. Next, we review 
each of the mechanisms by which source nonverbal features can affect attitudes according 
to the ELM.

Amount of Thinking

A fundamental way that source nonverbal behavior can influence a recipient´s attitude is by 
affecting the amount of effortful/careful thinking people do when making an evaluation.2 This 
effect is most likely to occur when a recipient’s thinking is not already constrained to be high 
or low by other variables such as high personal relevance, which increases motivation to think, 
or high distraction, which reduces ability to think. The more motivated and able a recipient is 
to think about a message, the more their attitudes are determined by their valenced thoughts 
about the message. Thus, increased thinking can enhance persuasion in response to strong 
arguments because more favorable message-relevant thoughts are generated. Alternatively, 

2 In the context of the ELM, “amount of thinking” is conceptualized as a continuum that reflects the degree 
to which an individual has the ability and the motivation to exert mental effort to carefully scrutinize the 
merits of information presented in a persuasive message. Thus, a variable can push people to be higher 
or lower on the continuum depending on whether they increase or decrease motivation or ability to think 
compared to their absence. The term “elaboration” is used to suggest that people add something of their 
own to the specific information presented in a persuasive message and are not simply rehearsing or learning 
the information presented in a verbatim manner (as in the classic learning theories of persuasion). As noted 
throughout the present review, in the ELM, variations in elaboration (e.g., high vs. low thinking) are conse-
quential. For example, when people are relatively unmotivated or unable to think (i.e., low-thinking condi-
tions), they are more likely to rely on the valence of immediately accessible information that originates 
either internally (one’s attitude) or externally (e.g., the attractiveness of the message source). In contrast, 
when people are more motivated and able to think (i.e., high-thinking conditions), then their initial reac-
tions and the judgments that follow from their thoughts can be overridden by more complete interpretative 
analyses. Furthermore, judgments based on high levels of elaboration are more consequential than those 
based on low levels of elaboration.
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increased thinking can reduce persuasion in response to weak arguments because more unfa-
vorable message-relevant thoughts are generated (Petty et al. 1981c). Importantly, according 
to the ELM, the more an attitude is formed on the basis of effortful processing, the more it 
should be well articulated and bolstered by supporting information, and therefore be more per-
sistent over time, more resistant to persuasion attempts, and more predictive of behavior (see 
Petty and Krosnick 1995, for a review).

As an initial example, research on objectification has shown that the more people focus 
on the physical body of a communicator, the less they focus on the communicator’s mind 
(Heflick and Goldenberg 2014). According to this view, when people focus on the physical 
aspects of a person (e.g., physical appearance, body shape, clothing), they are less likely to 
focus on that person’s more internal, psychological states. This body-mind tradeoff is con-
sequential for many domains, including persuasion. For example, in a recent review, Briñol 
et al. (2017a) argued that focusing on the physical features of a person can sometimes distract 
people from what is going on but can also prompt more thinking under other circumstances. In 
fact, as discussed in the present review, Briñol et al. (2017b) argued that focusing on the non-
verbal features of people can not only decrease or increase elaboration but can also magnify 
or attenuate the impact of thoughts depending on the circumstances. These complexities are 
explained later in this paper.

Use of Cues

Second, under relatively low-thinking conditions (e.g., high distraction, and/or low personal 
relevance issue), source nonverbal features can influence attitude change by serving as a sim-
ple cue, by affecting the selection of cues, or by influencing which cues would be more effec-
tive. Importantly, when source nonverbal behavior features serve as simple cues, the impact 
on attitudes is consistent with the perceived valence of the nonverbal feature. For example, if 
a doubtful physical posture of the source (e.g., slumping, shoulders curled forward) is viewed 
negatively, it would lead the recipient to reject a message as unconvincing (one’s negative 
mood can also be used as a rejection cue; Briñol et al. 2007).

Type or Direction of Thinking

A third mechanism by which source nonverbal behavior can influence recipients’ attitudes is 
by affecting the valence/direction of thinking. This mechanism is most likely when thinking 
is already set to be high by other variables in the situation (e.g., high personal relevance of 
the message; Petty and Cacioppo 1979). Perhaps the most extensively explored direction that 
thinking can take is whether thinking is aimed at supporting or derogating the content of the 
information provided. As described in the next section, nonverbal aspects of the communica-
tor such as facial expressions or head movements can elicit either favorable or unfavorable 
thoughts. For example, people exposed to a smiling speaker are more likely to generate favora-
ble (supporting) message-relevant thoughts, whereas people exposed to a frowning speaker 
are more likely to do the opposite (Burgoon et al. 1990; Ottati et al. 1997).

Serving as Arguments

Fourth, when the amount of thinking is high, source nonverbal features can also serve as 
arguments. That is, when carefully thinking, people may examine a source’s nonverbal 
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behavior, along with any other relevant contextual information, as possible arguments or 
reasons for favoring or disfavoring the attitude object. Importantly, the same variable (e.g., 
physical attractiveness) that affected the extent of processing when thinking was uncon-
strained, or served as a simple cue when thinking was low, or biased thoughts when think-
ing was high, can itself be scrutinized to evaluate whether it provides a meaningful and 
logical argument for changing one’s attitude (whether for or against the position advocated 
by the source). For example, whereas an attractive source might increase persuasion under 
low-elaboration conditions because people have positive associations with attractive indi-
viduals, under high-elaboration, people may scrutinize whether source attractiveness is 
relevant to the advocacy. Under high-thinking conditions, an attractive source will have 
relatively little impact on persuasion when people view attractiveness as irrelevant to the 
merits of the advocacy. However, when attractiveness is relevant (the source is advertis-
ing a beauty product), physically attractive sources can be more persuasive than unattrac-
tive sources by serving as a cogent argument (i.e., providing visual evidence; Petty and 
Cacioppo 1981, 1984).

Meta‑cognition

Finally, when the amount of thinking is high, source nonverbal features can also influence 
attitude change by affecting what people think about their own thoughts. That is, in addi-
tion to affecting both the number of thoughts and valence of thoughts, nonverbal behaviors 
can also affect meta-cognitive properties of thoughts, such as how much confidence people 
have in them, how much they like them, or how biasing they are perceived to be. Judging 
how valid one’s thoughts are or how much one likes them are meta-cognitive judgments 
because they occur at a second level of cognition and thus involve reflection upon the first-
level thoughts (i.e., thinking about one’s thinking; Briñol and DeMarree 2012). Thus, the 
direction and amount of thinking reflect dimensions of primary cognition, whereas confi-
dence and liking of one’s thoughts reflect dimensions of secondary cognition.

Meta-cognitive processes have assumed a prominent role in psychology because sec-
ondary thoughts can magnify, attenuate, or even reverse the impact of first-order cognition 
(Petty et  al. 2007). As illustrated through the research on self-validation covered in the 
present review, the key notion of this theory is that generating thoughts is not sufficient for 
them to have an impact on judgment. Rather, one must also have a sense that one’s thoughts 
are also either valid or likable for these thoughts to influence one’s judgments (Briñol and 
Petty 2009). Thoughts that are not perceived as valid or liked are mentally discarded. As 
perceived thought validity or likability increases, so does the impact of those thoughts on 
judgments. For example, people are more likely to rely on their thoughts in response to a 
persuasive proposal when the message source is described and looks credible (Tormala 
et al. 2006), and when the source nods rather than shakes their head (Evans 2014). Thus, 
understanding validation matters in order to predict when nonverbal behaviors of the com-
municator, such as nodding or smiling, are likely to increase or decrease persuasion.

People are more likely to consider the validity of their thoughts under specific condi-
tions, such as when engaged in a relatively high amount of thinking (e.g., for important 
issues), and when the sense of confidence (cognitive validation) or liking (affective valida-
tion) associated with their thoughts follows or accompanies rather than precedes thought 
generation (Briñol and Petty 2009). Relevant to this distinction between primary and sec-
ondary cognition, recent work in the domain of nonverbal behavior has begun to examine 
meta-cognitive processes in the domain of persuasion. As an illustration, research by Van 
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Kleef et al. (2015) showed that the facial expressions of emotion displayed by the source 
of a persuasive message (e.g., smiling vs. frowning) influenced the recipients’ attitudes 
toward the proposal by validating the thoughts initially generated toward the proposal. For 
recipients generating positive thoughts (in response to positively-framed topics), smiling 
sources increased persuasion relative to frowning. In contrast, for those generating negative 
thoughts (in response to negatively-framed topics), smiling (vs. frowning) decreased per-
suasion. These findings were interpreted in terms of self-validation in which the nonverbal 
behavior of the source validated whatever thoughts the recipient had generated. Consist-
ent with the notion that meta-cognitive processes require high thinking, this research also 
demonstrated that the polarization effect of facial expressions on attitudes was more likely 
to operate under conditions of low cognitive load when participants had the opportunity to 
consider the validity of their thoughts. Also consistent with the self-validation interpreta-
tion, the polarizing effect was found not only for facial expressions of happiness but also 
when the source expressed anger; which although negative in valence, is still associated 
with confidence (Briñol et al. 2018).

Finally, if people believe their thoughts are biased in some way, they can adjust their 
judgments in a direction opposite to the implication of their thoughts (correction processes; 
Wegener and Petty 1995). These meta-cognitive features of thoughts are most impactful 
when thinking is high because it is only in such situations that people have a substantial 
number of issue-relevant thoughts with the potential to shape their attitudes. Importantly, 
the conditions that foster high-thinking, such as the personal importance of the topic, are 
also likely to cause a person to care about the usefulness of their thoughts.

Multiple Roles of Smiling Communicators

The ELM postulates that any communication variable (e.g., a source with a smiling face, 
attractive appearance, a credible look) can influence a recipient’s attitude by affecting 
one of the five key processes of persuasion just described. As noted, the ELM specifies 
that some of these processes are more likely to operate when thinking is unconstrained 
to be either high or low, some are more likely to operate when thinking is low, and others 
when thinking is high. The ELM also articulates the consequences associated with attitude 
changes that occur via high versus low-elaboration processes (e.g., degree of resistance to 
counter-persuasion). In sum, nonverbal aspects of the source can influence persuasion by 
multiple primary and secondary cognition processes.

Consistent with this possibility, Ottati et  al. (1997) found that under moderate elabo-
ration, televised communicators with happy (vs. neutral) facial expressions reduced the 
information processing of an audience (see also, Bernstein et  al. 2016). However, when 
participants were thinking carefully and perceived the source’s facial expression as a bias-
ing factor, no difference between smiling and control conditions emerged, presumably 
because recipients corrected for the perceived influence of the smiling face.

Of course, a smiling (vs. frowning) source can also influence attitudes through other 
processes under different circumstances. For example, a communicator who is smiling (vs. 
frowning) can produce more persuasion (Van Kleef et  al. 2015) by serving as a simple 
positive cue (under low-thinking conditions) or by biasing the thoughts generated by the 
recipient (under high-thinking conditions).

Furthermore, a smile (vs. frown) can validate thoughts in response to a persuasive 
message when presentation of the communicator’s facial expression follows (rather than 
precedes) thinking, and when elaboration conditions are high. That is, a source’s happy 



211Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231 

1 3

facial expression can also influence persuasion by affecting the confidence and/or liking 
that recipients have in their thoughts elicited by the message. For example, Briñol et  al. 
(2010) showed participants different facial expressions of emotion on a computer screen 
after thinking about a persuasive message. As expected, if the source’s facial expression 
influenced thought-confidence, people relied on their thoughts more when exposed to 
facial expressions depicting emotions associated with confidence (e.g., happiness) than 
facial expressions depicting emotions associated with doubt (e.g., sadness; see also Paredes 
et al. 2013).

Taken together, it is important to note that the interpretation (meaning) of the nonverbal 
behavior matters. Depending on the inference a person makes regarding the meaning of 
a source’s smile, the effects of that smile will likely differ. For example, smiling can be 
associated with high validity (cooperation, positive social goals) as well as low validity 
for some people and in some situations (e.g., competition, negative social goals; Crivelli 
and Fridlund 2018; Krumhuber and Manstead 2009). Smiling can signal other meanings 
including different social goals. For example, smiling can signal social goals of high valid-
ity, such as the desire to affiliate with and/or cooperate with another person (e.g., when 
smiling indicates agreement with or deference to the other person; Rychlowska et al. 2017). 
Smiling can also project confidence, communicate romantic interest, help others avoid 
embarrassment (e.g., when we smile at a bad joke), and provide support and encourage-
ment (e.g., when a smile is used to cheer someone up or reassure them that everything will 
be ok). However, smiling can sometimes convey social goals associated with low validity 
(e.g., when serving to camouflage a harmful intention, when cheating, or when trying to 
humiliate others; Niedenthal et al. 2010).

Summary

The ELM is a rather complex theory. As illustrated in Fig. 2, it points to multiple processes 
that operate in different circumstances. It suggests that anyone variable can work in multi-
ple ways and therefore produce different outcomes (e.g., a smiling source leading to more 
persuasion when it serves as a simple positive cue but to less persuasion when it reduces 
thinking about strong arguments). It indicates that any one outcome can be produced by 
different processes (e.g., a smiling source can lead to more persuasion when it serves as 
a simple positive cue, when it reduces thinking about weak arguments, as well as when 
it serves as an argument itself, or when it biases the thoughts that are generated in a posi-
tive direction, or even when it validates the positive thoughts already generated). And, it 
postulates that not all judgmental outcomes that look the same on the surface really are 
the same (e.g., the same extent of attitude change induced by high versus low thinking are 
differentially persistent over time). As should be clear from the examples reviewed so far, 
knowing that smiling leads to persuasion is not enough. It is also useful to understand the 
psychological process by which this apparently simple main effect (or the contrary) occurs.
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Part II: Fundamental Processes Underlying the Effects of Source 
Attractiveness, Credibility, and Power

Source Attractiveness and Processes of Primary Cognition

Under moderate elaboration, attractiveness can either increase or decrease thinking about 
a message. That is, when a person’s ability and motivation to think are left free to vary as 
a function of the nonverbal features of the source, the pleasantness and certainty elicited 
in the recipient by nonverbal features such as attractiveness can also influence attitudes in 
accord with the valence.

For example, in an experiment by Pallak (1983), participants read a message accompa-
nied either by a high-quality, color photograph of an attractive male, or a degraded Xerox 
copy of the same photograph shown by pretesting to significantly reduce perceptions of 
source attractiveness. The quality of the arguments in the message was manipulated to be 
either strong or weak. Manipulating argument quality is a technique that allows research-
ers to assess the extent to which any feature of the source can influence persuasion based 
on the amount of thinking about the content of a message (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). For 
example, if a variable increases careful processing of a message, then the quality of the 
arguments should have an increased impact on attitudes, thus increasing persuasion if the 
arguments are strong and decreasing persuasion if the arguments are weak. However, if the 
argument quality is exerting a relatively weak effect on a person’s attitude (i.e., strong and 
weak arguments produce similar attitudes), this implies that the person must be recruiting 
more superficial strategies (low-thinking) when evaluating the message.

The results of the Pallak (1983) study indicated that when the photograph of the highly 
attractive source accompanied the message, argument quality did not differentially influ-
ence attitudes as much as when the photo was less attractive, thus implying decreased 
thinking about the message. That is, the positive valence associated with an attractive 
source decreased elaboration of the message content and thus reduced the persuasiveness 
of strong arguments and increased the persuasiveness of weak arguments compared to the 
less attractive source. These data are consistent with the idea that things that make us feel 
pleasant and enhance processing fluency (e.g., an attractive source) can reduce careful 
processing of a message even when no constraints are placed on a person’s ability and/or 
motivation to think. Or conversely, the degraded photo may have induced doubt or suspi-
cion, which increased information processing. The same pattern of results emerged in other 
experiments that also manipulated source attractiveness and argument quality (Dipboye 
et al. 1977; Watkins and Johnston 2000).

Taken together, attractive sources can reduce careful processing of a message and influ-
ence both attitudes and behavioral intentions when no constraints are placed on a person’s 
ability and/or motivation to think. These studies illustrate how considering process can 
help to predict when attractiveness is associated with more or less persuasion and to under-
stand why and when a positive nonverbal feature such as attractiveness can actually be 
detrimental to persuasion.

Thus far we have seen that attractiveness can reduce thinking when it elicits responses 
in the message recipient that range from pleasantness and liking to certainty and fluency. 
However, when thinking is left free to vary based on nonverbal features of the source, 
attractiveness can also increase thinking if it is associated with unpleasant thoughts or feel-
ings, such as when receiving counter-attitudinal messages that advocate information the 
recipient may perceive as threatening (see Clark et al. 2012, for a review).
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Consider an experiment by Puckett et al. (1983) in which university undergraduates 
viewed photographs of either a physically attractive or unattractive person (confirmed 
via pretesting and a manipulation check), that accompanied either strong or weak argu-
ments supporting a counter-attitudinal policy to institute comprehensive final exams 
as a prerequisite for graduating. When the source was perceived as highly attractive, 
argument quality differentially influenced participants’ attitudes toward comprehensive 
exams (thus implying greater elaboration). In contrast, argument quality did not affect 
attitudes when the source was unattractive. Once again, this is important because attrac-
tive sources actually produced less persuasion under some conditions (i.e., when the 
message consisted of weak arguments). These data suggest that one context in which 
attractive sources may stimulate increased rather than decreased thinking is when they 
are associated with personally relevant information that is perceived as threatening (in 
this case, the requirement to complete comprehensive exams in order to graduate). How-
ever, when an attractive source takes a position that is not threatening (e.g., evaluating 
a hypothetical job candidate), research suggests that attractiveness appears to reduce 
thinking.

These examples show that even when no constraints are placed on a person’s ability 
and/or motivation to think (i.e., under moderate elaboration), attractive sources can influ-
ence persuasive communications by increasing or decreasing thinking about the message. 
Furthermore, attractiveness might increase thinking when the goal is to impress the attrac-
tive source with a show of understanding and decrease thinking when attractiveness leads 
to threat because of negative self-other comparisons. As noted, in addition to affecting 
amount of thinking (when elaboration is moderate), attractiveness can also influence atti-
tudes by other processes under different circumstances.

Under conditions that are not conducive to careful thinking (e.g., distraction, low-
involvement, low relevance/responsibility, etc.) and/or for individuals who do not enjoy 
cognitively demanding tasks (i.e., low need for cognition; Cacioppo and Petty 1982), 
source nonverbal features can influence attitudes as relatively simple acceptance or 
rejection cues. One nonverbal feature of the source that has received considerable atten-
tion in this context is physical attractiveness. Given that attractiveness is a multifaceted 
construct, research investigating its role in persuasive communication has manipulated a 
variety of nonverbal dimensions shown to influence evaluations of attractiveness, includ-
ing facial features, symmetry, body shape, aurea proportion, familiarity, and so forth (e.g., 
Reber et al. 2004; Vogel et al. 2010). Whereas some research has found that a configura-
tion of facial features that approximates the population mean is an important component of 
attractiveness (Rubenstein et al. 2002), other research has shown that faces are perceived 
as more attractive when they have a particular configuration (e.g., wide cheek bones, nar-
row cheeks, high eyebrows, wide pupils, and large smiles; Argyle 1988). Empirical evi-
dence has found that manipulations of these, and other nonverbal features of attractiveness 
(e.g., mature vs. baby-faces, Berry and McArthur 1986), can elicit responses in the mes-
sage recipient that range from pleasantness and liking to certainty and processing fluency, 
among others (Reber et al. 2004; see, Zebrowitz and Montepare 2008, for a review). One 
common feature across each of these inductions is that they imply positivity.

Research has shown that the positivity induced by attractive sources, as well as other 
nonverbal features of a source, can translate to persuasion by a variety of distinct psycho-
logical processes that do not require careful thinking, including classical conditioning 
(Staats and Staats 1958), the use of heuristics (Chaiken 1987; Schwarz and Clore 1983), 
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misattribution of one’s emotional state to the attitude object (Jones et  al. 2009), direct 
affect transfer (e.g., Murphy and Zajonc 1993), and self-perception (Bem 1972).3

The basic logic suggests that when a person is either unable and/or unmotivated to think 
carefully (i.e., low elaboration conditions), incidental emotions aroused by nonverbal fea-
tures of the message source are either misattributed to one’s attitude (i.e., positive feel-
ings reflect a positive attitude), to the message (i.e., feeling good signals agreement with 
the message), or to the attitude object (i.e., the object makes me feel good, so I must like 
it). Although these accounts differ in their explanations regarding the specific object to 
which positive affect transfers, each agree that when attitudes change under low-thinking, 
the direction of persuasion is consistent with the valence implied by the nonverbal feature 
of the source.

The role of source physical attractiveness as a peripheral cue was investigated in the 
context of an advertisement for a typewriter by Haugtvedt et al. (1988). Participants viewed 
a series of ads accompanied by pictures of physically attractive or unattractive female 
endorsers (perceived attractiveness evaluated via pretesting), then reported their attitudes 
toward the advertisement. Participants also completed the Need for Cognition (NC) scale 
(Cacioppo and Petty 1982). The NC scale is a well-validated, single-factor, individual-dif-
ference measure that assesses an individual’s intrinsic enjoyment of thinking.

The data revealed that for low NC participants, the ad featuring the attractive female 
produced significantly more favorable attitudes toward the typewriter than the ad featuring 
the unattractive female. However, for high NC participants, endorser attractiveness did not 
influence attitudes. What this suggests is that in the absence of careful thought (i.e., for 
low NC participants), source attractiveness served as a simple acceptance or rejection cue 
and directly affected attitudes toward the product consistent with the direction implied by 
the valence of the message source (see Haugtvedt et al. 1992, for a replication). The same 
pattern was found by Petty et al. (1983), who demonstrated that photographs of attractive 
celebrity endorsers generated more favorable attitudes toward a product (disposable razors) 
than non-celebrities under conditions of low—but not high-issue involvement.4

Beyond affecting the amount of processing when thinking is not constrained to be either 
high or low, or serving as cue under low thinking conditions, source attractiveness can also 
play other roles under different circumstances. For example, when a person is able and 
motivated to carefully consider the merits of an issue (i.e., high-thinking), source attrac-
tiveness can bias the valence/direction of thoughts people generate in response to a per-
suasive message (Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994; Petty and Briñol 2012). For example, 
source attractiveness can influence the affective (pleasantness, unpleasantness) and cogni-
tive (certainty, doubt) reactions of the recipient, which can bias attitudes in the same direc-
tion as their valence. Thus, when an attractive source makes the recipient feel good and/

3 Persuasive communications using attractive sources can have an especially powerful effect on people’s 
attitudes when they are not carefully thinking about the content of the message because objects perceived 
as attractive tend to make people feel good, and people are motivated to maintain positive moods (Wegener 
and Petty 1995). Moreover, attractive sources can also have a powerful effect on attitudes because people 
have a need to affiliate with attractive others and maintain a positive view of themselves.
4 When people are carefully processing a message (e.g., high in NC, high-involvement), in some cases they 
may perceive a nonverbal feature of the source (e.g., attractiveness) as exerting an inappropriate and/or 
unwanted influence on their thoughts (i.e., a biasing factor), and thus correct for its impact when reporting 
their attitudes. As previously explained, the underlying psychological processes by which source attractive-
ness influences attitudes under low-thinking can range from classical conditioning, to direct affect-transfer, 
to a misattribution of the response generated by the source.
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or certain, positive thoughts are more likely to come to mind, whereas when an attractive 
source makes the recipient feel bad and/or doubtful, negative thoughts are more likely to 
come to mind. Importantly, the greater the room for interpreting information (e.g., when 
persuasive information is ambiguous) the more likely it is that any nonverbal feature of the 
source will bias the direction of the thoughts generated. That is, biased thinking is more 
likely to occur when multiple interpretations of information are possible than when the 
meaning of the information is very clear.

As an example of how source attractiveness can bias the direction of thinking, Ziegler 
et al. (2005) showed participants a photograph of either a relatively attractive or unattrac-
tive source (confirmed by a manipulation check on perceived attractiveness), alongside 
either strong, weak, or ambiguous arguments regarding a personal hygiene product. Par-
ticipants were explicitly told that their evaluation of the product was of critical importance, 
thus creating a context in which careful elaboration of the content was likely—which was 
confirmed via subsequent analyses. Consistent with the idea that source attractiveness can 
bias the direction of thinking, product-relevant thoughts were significantly more favorable 
when participants viewed the relatively attractive versus unattractive source. Importantly, 
thought-favorability mediated the impact of attractiveness on attitudes toward the product, 
but only in the context of ambiguous arguments in which multiple interpretations of the 
information were possible.

Under high-thinking conditions, source attractiveness can also serve as an issue-relevant 
argument when it is diagnostic about the merits of the attitude object under considera-
tion (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). That is, people can examine source nonverbal features, in 
addition to other information from the message, recipient, context, and internally gener-
ated information, as possible arguments or reasons for evaluating the attitude object either 
favorably or unfavorably. For example, if one’s goal is to hire a person as a model for a 
cosmetic product, then that person’s appearance is likely an important piece of information 
relevant to one’s evaluation.

In one such test of this proposition, Petty and Cacioppo (1981) showed participants a 
series of advertisements that included a photograph of either an attractive or unattractive 
couple (confirmed via pretesting) alongside either strong or weak arguments in favor of a 
fictitious shampoo (a beauty product). Involvement was also manipulated by either telling 
participants that the shampoo could be purchased from local businesses (high-involvement) 
or only in a remote location on a different continent (low-involvement).

As predicted, the attractive couple generated more positive attitudes toward the sham-
poo than the unattractive couple. No interaction emerged between source attractiveness and 
issue involvement, indicating that the effect of attractiveness on attitudes was equivalent 
when comparing participants who were carefully thinking with those who were not. The 
researchers interpreted this as suggesting that under high-involvement, the attractiveness of 
the source (particularly their hair), may have served as persuasive visual testimony about 
the effectiveness of the product (rather than as a thought-direction biasing factor). Thus, 
under conditions of high thought, nonverbal features of the source can serve as persuasive 
arguments or reasons for evaluating an attitude object either favorably or unfavorably.

Source Attractiveness and Processes of Secondary Cognition

Evans and Clark (2012) studied the effects of attractiveness on persuasion through a self-
validation process. Participants first received a message advocating a proposal composed 
of either strong or weak arguments. After listing their thoughts, participants were exposed 



217Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231 

1 3

either to a communicator portrayed as high in social attractiveness or high in credibility 
(materials taken from DeBono and Harnish 1988; Kelman 1958). Next, participants indi-
cated their attitude toward the topic, thought-confidence, and thought-valence. Lastly, 
participants completed measures of self-monitoring (Snyder 1979). Self-monitoring is an 
individual difference characteristic that captures the extent to which people are either moti-
vated to behave in ways that elicit social approval (high self-monitors) or in ways that are 
consistent with their internal beliefs and values (low self-monitors). As anticipated, high 
self-monitors reported more confidence in their thoughts following exposure to an attrac-
tive (vs. credible) source. Importantly, when thoughts toward the proposal were favorable, 
an attractive source increased persuasion relative to a credible source, but when thoughts 
were unfavorable, an attractive source decreased persuasion compared to the credible 
source. For low self-monitors, the results were the opposite because for, these individuals, 
more confidence in thoughts followed exposure to the credible than the attractive source.

This study illustrates that different people look for sources of validity in different places. 
That is, different people are likely to focus on different aspects of source nonverbal behav-
ior when forming their judgments (Briñol and Petty 2018). Specifically, Evans and Clark 
(2012) showed that thought-confidence increased when the characteristics of the source 
(attractiveness vs. credibility) matched (vs. mismatched) characteristics of the recipient 
(high vs. low self-monitoring). Furthermore, as introduced previously, this meta-cogni-
tive role is more likely to occur under relatively high-elaboration conditions and when the 
match (to information related to the message source) follows message processing.

Finally, if people believe that their thoughts have been biased or in some way inappro-
priately influenced by a nonverbal feature of the source (e.g., in this case, attractiveness), 
and they do not want this to occur, they can adjust their judgments in a direction opposite 
to the unwanted bias (i.e., a correction effect; Wegener and Petty 1995). These corrections 
can occur in different directions depending on recipients’ theories of how the biasing event 
or stimulus (e.g., an attractive source) is likely to have influenced their thoughts. When 
people are motivated and able to correct, theory-based corrections can lead to reversals of 
typical persuasion effects (e.g., an unattractive source is more persuasive than an attractive 
source if a person “overcorrects” for the influence).

This principle was illustrated in a study by Wegener and Petty (1995), who investigated 
the extent to which people would correct for the attractiveness of the message source when 
the potentially biasing aspect of attractiveness was made salient.

Participants were either instructed not to allow their perceptions of the attractive celeb-
rities influence their attitude toward two products endorsed by the celebrities, or given no 
instructions prior to rating the products. The results indicated that participants liked the 
products endorsed by the attractive celebrities more when no correction instructions were 
provided, whereas the effect of attractiveness on product evaluation reversed (i.e., endorse-
ment by attractive sources was detrimental for attitudes) when participants were instructed 
to correct for attractiveness. These results suggest that an overcorrection took place for the 
perceived biasing influence of source attractiveness.

Multiple Roles for Source Attractiveness (Within the Same Experimental Design)

The previous section illustrated how nonverbal features of the source associated with 
attractiveness can influence attitudes by different psychological processes (of primary and 
secondary cognition) depending on the ability and motivation of the message recipient to 
think carefully about the content of a persuasive communication, and the timing in which 
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variables are introduced. A common feature across each of the studies described so far is 
that they have all illustrated exclusively one role for attractiveness within each experimen-
tal design. However, research has shown that more than one role can operate under differ-
ent circumstances within the same study. Such studies best illustrate the predictive power 
of the ELM and the complexities it allows.

As one example illustrating the ELM notion of multiple roles, consider how source 
physical attractiveness can impact the success of a persuasive appeal when thinking is con-
strained to be either high or low. In a study by Andrews and Shimp (1990), participants 
were shown a photograph of either an attractive or unattractive couple (confirmed via pre-
testing) that accompanied an advertisement for low-alcohol beer. The advertisement was 
manipulated to contain either five strong or weak arguments in favor of the product. Addi-
tionally, involvement was manipulated to either increase or decrease thinking by inform-
ing participants that the product would be available in their area and they may be selected 
for a paid interview (high-involvement, high-thinking), or that the product would only be 
available in a separate area of the country (low-involvement, low-thinking). After view-
ing the advertisements, all participants listed and rated the favorability of their thoughts, 
then indicated their attitude toward the low-alcohol beer. Under low-involvement, source 
attractiveness did not bias thought-favorability but rather directly influenced attitudes as a 
peripheral cue. That is, attitudes toward the product were more favorable when they were 
associated with the attractive (vs. unattractive) photo regardless of argument quality. In 
contrast, under high-involvement, source attractiveness did not directly affect attitudes but 
instead biased participants’ cognitive responses, which then directly influenced attitudes 
toward the advertisement (for another example of attractiveness in a bias and cue role, see 
Shavitt et al. 1994). This research conceptually replicated earlier ELM studies in which a 
person’s mood served as a simple cue when thinking was low, but biased thinking when 
elaboration was high (Petty et al. 1983).

Another way that nonverbal features of the source can influence persuasion under high-
thinking is by serving as an issue-relevant argument. Applying this to the notion of mul-
tiple roles, Kang and Herr (2006) manipulated both source attractiveness (confirmed via 
pretesting and a manipulation check) and its relevance to a target in order to show that 
attractiveness can function as an issue-relevant argument when thinking is high and as a 
peripheral cue when thinking is low. In their experiment, one group of participants viewed 
a photograph of an attractive model alongside an advertisement for a razor (a beauty prod-
uct) and an average-looking model alongside an advertisement for a computer processor (a 
product irrelevant to attractiveness). The other group of participants viewed the same ads 
but switched the models for each ad. The authors also manipulated the extent to which par-
ticipants could think about the ad by requiring half the participants to engage in a second-
ary task while viewing the ads (low-thinking). After viewing the ads, all participants listed 
their thoughts then indicated their attitude toward each product.

Consistent with the idea that attractiveness can serve as a peripheral cue under low-
thinking, attitudes toward both products were more favorable when the advertisement fea-
tured an attractive versus unattractive source. Importantly, source attractiveness did not 
influence (i.e., bias) thought-favorability toward either product when thinking was low. 
Under high-thinking, attitudes toward the razor were more favorable when the adver-
tisement featured an attractive than unattractive source. However, attitudes were equally 
favorable toward the computer processor regardless of source attractiveness. This is 
because source attractiveness is irrelevant to evaluating the merits of a computer proces-
sor. Once again, source attractiveness did not bias the favorability of participants’ cogni-
tive responses toward either product. This pattern is consistent with the idea that when the 
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attractiveness of a source is directly relevant to evaluating a product, it can serve as persua-
sive testimony either advocating for or against the merits of the product.

Source Credibility

Highly credible individuals are often more influential and produce more attitude change 
than individuals with low credibility. A person’s credibility stems from his or her reputa-
tion for having extensive knowledge, expertise, and/or honesty and trustworthiness, and 
much research has been devoted to the persuasive impact of these attributes (see Briñol and 
Petty 2009, for a review). Many nonverbal features of the source can influence a message 
recipient’s perceptions of communicator credibility, including a communicator’s domi-
nance and physical strength (Toscano et  al. 2016), clothing such as uniforms and white 
coats (e.g., Cialdini 2001), reading glasses (Leder et al. 2011), hoodies (Civile and Obhl 
2017), or other physical features such as facial laterality (Okubo et al. 2017), baby-faces 
versus mature-faces (Brownlow 1992), facial hair, and tattoos (Guido et al. 2014). In this 
section, we provide some examples that illustrate the process by which source credibility 
influences persuasion, but focuses on other nonverbal indicators than those listed here.

Like attractiveness, under moderate elaboration, source credibility can influence atti-
tudes by affecting the amount of thinking people do about a persuasive communication. In 
fact, when people are unsure whether a message warrants scrutiny, they are more likely to 
think about a message from a knowledgeable looking source than one who lacks knowl-
edge (e.g., Petty et al. 1981b).

When people are unmotivated and/or unable to think, source credibility can operate as 
a cue through the use of simple heuristics, such as “if an expert says it, it must be true” 
(Chaiken 1987). For example, Petty et  al. (1981a) exposed undergraduate students to a 
source with either a highly-credible source (professor of education) or low-credible image 
(local high-school student), who delivered a counter-attitudinal advocacy (implementing 
comprehensive exams) containing either strong or weak arguments. For some participants, 
the policy was high in personal relevance (they would be affected because the policy would 
begin the following year), whereas for others the policy was low in relevance (they would 
not be affected because changes would take place in 10 years). Attitudes toward the pro-
posal were influenced primarily by the credibility of the source when the policy was low 
in personal relevance, but by the quality of the arguments when the message was highly 
relevant. Thus, under low-thinking conditions, rather than diligently considering the issue-
relevant arguments, the message recipients accepted the advocacy simply because it was 
presented by an expert.

Importantly, source credibility does not always operate via simple heuristics, nor does 
enhanced source credibility always produce a more favorable persuasive outcome. As we 
illustrated for attractive sources, when motivation and ability to think are high, percep-
tions of source credibility can bias the direction of a recipient’s thoughts to be more or 
less favorable towards an advocacy. For example, Chaiken and Maheswaran (1994) dem-
onstrated that an expert (vs. non-expert) source had a greater impact on attitudes by affect-
ing the favorability of recipients’ thoughts, but only when the message was ambiguous 
(vs. clearly compelling or specious), and when the personal importance of the topic was 
high (vs. low). Importantly, research has also shown that if people believe their thoughts 
have been biased by the source, they can adjust their judgments in a direction opposite to 
the implication of the biased thoughts (Gruder et al. 1978; correction processes; Wegener 
and Petty 1995). Finally, source credibility can also influence persuasion by affecting the 



220 Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231

1 3

confidence people have in their thoughts (Briñol et al. 2004), specifically when elaboration 
is high (Tormala et al. 2006), and when the source information follows rather than precedes 
the persuasive message (Tormala et al. 2007).

Powerful Sources

A key perception of a communicator that influences persuasion is power. Social power 
often involves hierarchical and structural differences between two actors (Galinsky et al. 
2015). However, in persuasion, power likely operates through the perceived power related 
to the source or the recipient (Briñol et al. 2017b). That is, regardless of whether or not 
some induction produces actual structural differences in power, if recipients perceive dif-
ferences in power between themselves and a communicator to exist, then these perceptions 
can impact subsequent evaluations. For example, individuals may perceive a source to be 
either powerful or powerless based on their appearance (Toscano et al. 2016), their body 
posture (Cashdan 1998), or their nonverbal behavior (Locke and Anderson 2015). That is, 
experimental evidence suggests that a communicator can be perceived as powerful not only 
due to actual differences in social power but also based on nonverbal indicators and inci-
dental inductions associated with power, ranging from body postures (i.e., chest out, shoul-
ders back), to eye-gazing, and the use of power-related speech styles (for reviews on vari-
ous theoretical models of nonverbal indicators of power, see, Burgoon and Dunbar 2006; 
Schubert et al. 2008).

In addition to varying nonverbal displays to influence perceptions of power, some 
research has compared communicators who use a message delivery style associated with 
high power (e.g., confident, dominant, extreme, direct, assertive) with communicators who 
use relatively powerless marks (e.g., hesitations, interruptions, hedges, and tag questions). 
Regardless of whether power is manipulated by varying nonverbal behavior or linguistic 
style, powerful sources often produce more agreement compared to powerless sources 
(e.g., Festinger and Thibaut 1951; Hosman et  al. 2002). Indeed, people are frequently 
rewarded for behaving in accordance with the opinions, advice, and directives of powerful 
authority figures. Although this effect is most often attributed to power producing overt 
compliance rather than internalized attitude change (e.g., see Kelman 1958), the underly-
ing psychological mechanisms responsible for the impact of power on persuasion are the 
same as those we have outlined already. That is, the ELM suggests that the psychological 
processes mediating the effects of source power on a recipient’s attitude can be organized 
into the same finite set described for attractiveness and credibility (see Briñol et al. 2017b, 
for a recent review of those processes as applied to power).

Body Orientation and Gazing

An important aspect of a communicator’s nonverbal behavior is the orientation of their 
body, head, and gaze. For example, the direction in which a communicator’s body is ori-
ented can influence the recipient’s focus of attention (e.g., Langton 2000; Langton et  al. 
2000). Nonverbal behavior can also influence evaluations when it originates from a person 
who is merely present in the situation, but not the communicator (Boothby et  al. 2014). 
For example, facial expressions (e.g., a smile vs. disgust) of people who are looking at an 
object can influence a recipient’s attitude toward that object even when those people are 
not the source or communicator (Bayliss et al. 2007). Thus, objects attended to by others 



221Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231 

1 3

can be evaluated by recipients according to the valence of the facial expression observed in 
others looking at the object.

As with any other nonverbal variable, the nonverbal orientation of others can influence 
a recipient’s attitude through multiple processes based on the circumstances. For example, 
when a recipient is aware that others are attending to the same message, they think more 
carefully about the message, as illustrated by greater argument quality effects (Shteynberg 
et al. 2016). That is, shared attention made persuasive speeches even more persuasive and 
relatively less persuasive speeches less persuasive. In fact, merely thinking that others are 
watching the same information at the same time can polarize judgments presumably by 
increasing elaboration when thinking is not constrained to be high or low, especially if 
those others belong to the in-group (Shteynberg 2015). Of course, if a recipient interprets 
the orientation of others as sharing responsibility for listening (vs. sharing attention), then 
a decrease (vs. increase) in thinking could occur, thus reducing persuasion for strong argu-
ments but increasing persuasion for weak arguments (see Petty et  al. 1980). In sum, the 
body orientation of others present in a persuasive situation can increase or decrease careful 
processing when thinking is not constrained to be high or low, based on how recipients 
interpret others’ nonverbal behavior. Of course, under different circumstances, the same 
nonverbal feature (body orientation) of those present in the situation can also influence per-
suasion through other processes. Also relevant, whether the persuasive proposal appears to 
be endorsed by a numerical majority or a minority of other people (e.g., are a majority of 
other audience members applauding the speaker; Axsom et al. 1987) is another important 
aspect capable of changing attitudes through the same five processes described throughout 
(for a review of multiple processes by which majority versus minority endorsement can 
influence attitudes, see Horcajo et al. 2014).

Interpersonal Distance

Similar to body orientation and gazing, interpersonal distance between a source and a 
receiver has also been found to affect attitude change, such that moderate distances (4–5 
ft.) increase selective attention to the speaker’s message, whereas at distances that are too 
close (1–2 ft.) or too far (14–15 ft.), attention is shifted to the physical appearance of the 
speaker (Albert and Dabbs 1970). This is consistent with the idea that at optimal distances 
from others, people feel comfortable, which can in turn increase attention paid to the mes-
sage (Hall 1966; Patterson 1976). In contrast, at non-optional distances, people feel that 
their personal space is violated, which in turn can reduce attention to the message. This 
view is also consistent with the early learning models of persuasion (e.g., Hovland et al. 
1953), and with the classic dualism between message and source (e.g., Kelman 1958; see 
Briñol and Petty 2012). In this view, one variable (optimal distance) produces one effect 
(more persuasion) by one process (reducing discomfort). In our view, one variable can pro-
duce multiple effects by multiple processes.

For example, consider how interpersonal distance can impact attitudes according to 
the multiple processes proposed by ELM. When the likelihood of elaboration is not con-
strained by other variables (i.e., moderate elaboration), we argue that interpersonal distance 
can affect the amount of thinking. For example, people may think about messages more 
when interpersonal distance is moderate (vs. either close or far) because moderate distance 
is more comfortable. When interpersonal distance increases thinking about the message, it 
should increase persuasion only to strong arguments (similar to Albert and Dabb’s study) 
but should decrease persuasion for weak arguments (reversing the original effect).
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Importantly, interpersonal distance can operate through different processes if the situa-
tion is different. In line with the ELM, under conditions in which the ability and/or moti-
vation to think is low, the comfort/pleasantness (discomfort/unpleasantness) that emerges 
from optimal (non-optimal) distances can serve as simple associative cues and produce 
evaluations consistent with their valence. That is, the comfort (discomfort) can simply 
become associated with the attitude object or serve as input for an ‘‘affect heuristic’’. Thus, 
comfort (discomfort) should lead to more favorable (unfavorable) attitudes than discomfort 
(comfort). Moreover, when thinking is high, a person’s pleasant (unpleasant) feelings can 
be examined as arguments either in favor of or against the issue under consideration, or 
bias the thoughts people generate, or even validate thoughts previously generated depend-
ing on the circumstances.

Part III: Reciprocation versus Compensation of Nonverbal Behavior

If the source of a persuasive message smiles, leans forward, or nods his or her head at you, 
you are likely to reciprocate by smiling, leaning forward, and nodding back (e.g., Char-
trand and Bargh 1999; Hale and Burgoon 1984; Niedenthal et  al. 2010). In some cases, 
however, you may be more likely to respond to others’ behavior in a compensatory man-
ner (see Burgoon et al. 1993; Patterson 1982; for reviews on dyadic patterns of nonverbal 
reciprocity and compensation). For example, if a person looks at you with an angry facial 
expression, you might react by adopting a submissive posture rather than by mimicking the 
angry facial expression (Tiedens and Fragale, 200). The first part of this section focuses 
on contexts in which people imitate what they observe in others, whereas the second part 
focuses on contexts in which people do the opposite of what they see in others.

Matching to the Source’s Behavior

It is important to consider the influence of dynamic versus more static interactions (i.e., 
face-to-face interactions vs. one-way messages) in understanding the relationships between 
message sources and recipients. As reviewed so far, the bulk of the literature on persuasion 
to date has focused on how either an individual source or an individual recipient generates 
or responds to a persuasive message. However, as research on power has illustrated (Briñol 
et al. 2017b), one important new direction is to investigate how source and recipient vari-
ables interact with each other. Within the nonverbal literature, the Parallel Process Model 
(Patterson 1995) and Systems Model (Patterson 2018) have both addressed the reciprocal 
nature of communication—and thus persuasion.

A prime example of the importance of face-to-face interactions between source and 
recipient comes from research on mimicry showing that a communicator’s nonverbal 
behavior can prime similar behaviors in the recipient (e.g., Chartrand and Bargh 1999). 
Extensive research on embodiment has shown that the behavior generated by the recipient 
in response to the behavior of the source, like any other variable described so far, can lead 
to persuasion through multiple roles (see, Briñol and Petty 2008, for a review on embodied 
change).

As previously discussed, merely observing others’ behaviors can produce effects simi-
lar to actually performing the behavior, perhaps facilitated by mirror neurons involved in 
automatic imitation. For example, consistent with classic research on conformity (Asch 
1956), it has repeatedly been shown that people tend to imitate and mimic the behaviors 
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they observe in others in order to facilitate social interaction (e.g., Sherif 1936; Kunecke 
et al. 2017). In fact, certain brain circuits involved in the production of an organism’s motor 
behavior (i.e., mirror neuron circuits) also become active in response to perceived motor 
behavior (e.g., Fabbri-Destro and Rizzolatti 2008; Gallese and Goldman 1998; Rizzolatti 
2005), suggesting that one way to get people to act (or to stimulate their action representa-
tions) is by behaving ourselves in the desired way (e.g., smiling).

Mimicry also occurs in contexts where the source adapts his or her behavior to match 
the nonverbal behavior of the recipient (Tanner and Chartrand 2006; see Chartrand and 
Lakin 2013; for a review). Recent research has suggested that even behaviors performed 
by a computer-controlled digital representation of the person in a virtual environment (i.e., 
Avatars) can induce subsequent changes in judgment (e.g., Yee et al. 2009). In one illustra-
tion, Bailenson and Yee (2005) found that avatars who mimicked participants’ head move-
ments were more persuasive than avatars who merely displayed other realistic movements. 
Of course, there are multiple mechanisms by which these effects can emerge (e.g., mimick-
ing a person’s behavior might be a simple cue for compatibility or could enhance thought-
confidence, etc.).

Matching to the Source Beyond Mimicry (Reciprocation)

Given that the recipient can adapt his or her behavior to match the nonverbal behavior of 
the source, consider how people respond to other nonverbal features they observe in a com-
municator, such as socio-demographic visual information. Fleming and Petty (2000) dem-
onstrated that when the recipient of a persuasive proposal identifies with some nonverbal 
aspect they perceive in the source (e.g., gender, race, age), this perceived similarity can 
influence attitudes via multiple processes. As was the case for other variables, identifying 
with the gender, the race, or any other nonverbal aspect of the message source can influ-
ence attitudes (a) by serving as a peripheral cue under low-thinking conditions (b) biasing 
the direction of the thoughts that come to mind under high-thinking conditions, and (c) 
increasing the amount of thinking under moderate elaboration conditions. Thus, recipients 
who highly identify with an in-group source (e.g., a female source if the message recipi-
ent is female) are especially likely to process information provided by in-group more than 
outgroup sources when thinking is not constrained to be very low or high, just as they are 
more likely to show cue effects under low-thinking and biased processing effects under 
high-thinking. If the source match is revealed after message processing and thinking is 
high, it could potentially validate the thoughts in response to the message. Thus, if after 
thinking about a message, a woman who is highly identified with her gender learns that the 
speaker is also a woman, a feeling of confidence in one’s thoughts should be enhanced rela-
tive to conditions in which the recipient learns that the source is a male.

Contrasting the Source’s Behavior (Compensation)

Although people sometimes imitate what they see in others, at other times they do the 
opposite. For example, people sometimes respond to powerful sources by showing power-
less displays, and vice versa (Tiedens and Fragale 2003). Of course, the source and recipi-
ent are typically interrelated when it comes to the nonverbal behavior displays associated 
with power: The more powerful the message source behaves, the less powerful the message 
recipient acts by comparison.
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Research on threat provides further examples of this compensation behavior, reveal-
ing that exposure to a communicator with a threatening facial expression can elicit fearful 
facial expressions and feelings in the recipient (Briñol et al. 2015). This complementary 
nonverbal response to communicators with angry facial expressions is more likely when 
the source directs their body and gaze toward the recipient versus turning their body and 
gaze away from the recipient (Parkinson and Manstead 2015). Importantly, whether people 
match or mismatch the nonverbal behavior of a source, the end result is that the action of 
the recipient should be capable of affecting attitudes in the multiple ways we have specified 
(e.g., serving as a simple cue when thinking is low, etc.).

Part IV: Source Effects on Multiple Measures

Source Effects on Implicit Measures of Attitudes

In most prior work on source factors, attitude change has been assessed with explicit self-
report measures. However, in the last two decades, researchers have developed a variety 
of instruments to measure automatic attitudes (e.g., evaluative priming; Fazio et al. 1995; 
implicit association test or IAT, Greenwald et al. 1998), and are beginning to examine how 
source factors can influence these automatic attitudes. It is now clear that the same source 
factors described so far can also influence automatic measures of attitudes by multiple pro-
cesses (Smith et al. 2012).

Perhaps the most obvious role for source factors on implicit measures is as a simple cue. 
For example, Forehand and Perkins (2005) exposed participants to an advertisement for 
a product that featured a liked celebrity’s voice. Some participants recognized the celeb-
rity whereas others did not. When the liked celebrity was not explicitly recognized, both 
deliberative and automatic attitudes were affected positively. However, when the celebrity 
was explicitly identified, only the implicit measure was influenced positively. In fact, under 
these conditions a reversal effect emerged on the explicit measure, revealing more negative 
attitudes toward the product endorsed by the liked source. When the celebrity was explic-
itly recognized, recipients presumably attempted to de-bias their judgments, not wanting 
to be influenced by this seemingly irrelevant factor. Recall that if people overcorrect their 
judgments, a reverse effect will be obtained (see Wegener and Petty 1995). The Forehand 
and Perkins findings suggest that implicit measures are particularly sensitive to the valence 
of the source of the persuasive treatment, but less so to correction processes.

In another line of research relevant to understanding the impact of nonverbal source 
factors on automatic attitudes, McConnell et al. (2008) presented participants with either 
positive or negative behavioral information about a target (e.g., helping the neighborhood 
children) who also varied in some observable nonverbal physical characteristic (i.e., over-
weight vs. normal; attractive vs. average vs. unattractive; Black versus White). They found 
that explicit attitudes toward the target were affected by the explicit verbal behavioral infor-
mation, but not by the nonverbal physical characteristics. These results are analogous to 
some of the ELM studies reviewed earlier in which the quality of the substantive verbal 
arguments impacted explicit attitudes, but simple issue-irrelevant valence cues (e.g., source 
attractiveness) did not when people were thinking carefully. In contrast to the effects on the 
explicit measure, automatic attitudes toward the target generally reflected only the observ-
able physical characteristics of the person rather than the explicitly provided behavioral 
information (see also Rydell and McConnell 2006). For example, when the source was 



225Journal of Nonverbal Behavior (2019) 43:203–231 

1 3

unattractive, overweight, or Black, automatic attitudes were equally negative regardless of 
the favorability of the verbally presented behavioral information. This is reminiscent of 
ELM studies in which simple cues (but not argument quality) affected explicit attitudes 
when thinking was low. Interestingly, when physical appearance provided no easily pro-
cessed or particularly positive or negative valence cue (e.g., a white, normal weight target 
of average attractiveness), then the verbal behavioral information did affect automatic atti-
tudes (see Briñol et al. 2009; Petty and Briñol 2010, for reviews).

Although the McConnell et al. (2008) research suggests that easily processed nonver-
bal features of people (i.e., race, attractiveness) are especially likely to affect automatic 
attitudes by serving as simple valence cues, this does not mean that implicit measures can-
not be affected by nonverbal features of the source under high-thinking conditions. Under 
high-thinking conditions, nonverbal source factors could influence automatic measures but 
would do so by other, more deliberative processes such as by affecting the valence of the 
thoughts generated (Mann and Ferguson 2016). Indeed, this may be what happened when 
McConnell et  al. (2008) in some conditions presented their participants with behavioral 
information that was ambiguous rather than clear-cut. Under these conditions, the target 
physical characteristics did affect automatic evaluations. This finding is therefore similar to 
research discussed earlier showing that variables such as source credibility are more likely 
to affect attitudes under high-thinking conditions if the substantive information is ambigu-
ous because the nonverbal feature biases interpretation of the information (see, Chaiken 
and Maheswaran 1994; Petty et al. 1993).

Source Effects on Attitude Confidence Rather than Thought‑confidence

This review has focused on how source nonverbal features can influence persuasion by 
affecting processes of primary cognition (e.g., amount of thinking) and secondary cogni-
tion (e.g., thought-confidence). When source features influence peoples’ confidence in their 
thoughts, sources influence persuasion. Research on meta-cognition has also shown that 
source factors can influence attitude confidence directly (even without changing attitudes). 
Affecting attitude confidence is important because confidently held attitudes are stronger 
(i.e., more likely to persist over time, resist change, and influence thinking and behav-
ior; see Rucker et  al. 2014). For example, Mello et  al. (2017) manipulated the physical 
attractiveness of the source delivering a persuasive message and found that attractiveness 
reduced attitude confidence as well as undermined subsequent resistance to counter-atti-
tudinal messages, presumably because attractiveness was viewed as an unwanted biasing 
factor in that context and participants corrected for their perceived influence (e.g., message 
topic was unrelated to attractiveness).

Conclusion

This article described the basic mechanisms by which the nonverbal behavior of a com-
municator can influence a recipient’s attitudes and impact persuasion. We have argued that 
the overt behavior of message sources (smiling, nodding, confident appearance, power dis-
plays) can affect attitude change by different processes depending on the circumstances 
(e.g., depending upon the recipient’s ability and/or motivation to carefully process a mes-
sage). As described throughout, considering process can help to predict when nonverbal 
aspects of a communicator such as his or her attractiveness, credibility, and power can 
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increase or decrease persuasion. In addition to explaining why positive nonverbal features 
such as attractiveness or power can be detrimental to persuasion, we specified the con-
ditions under which that paradoxical outcome is more likely to emerge and whether the 
resulting attitude change is expected to last over time.

Consideration of the basic processes underlying attitude change has provided an oppor-
tunity to expand understanding of the dynamics of many other phenomena relevant to the 
persuasive effects of source nonverbal behaviors, ranging from source mimicry, and elec-
tronic sources (avatars), to threatening and stigmatized sources. Importantly, although this 
research has focused on examples such as a source’s body postures (e.g., slumping), move-
ments (e.g., head nodding, smiling), there are many other features of nonverbal behavior 
that would be susceptible to the same conceptual analyses, including research on formal 
clothing, glasses, lab coats, body image, facial symmetry, eye contact, laughter, status 
symbols, motion, speed of walking, blinking, changes in pupil size, and all kinds of body 
actions performed by communicators when delivering a message. The key is to understand 
what inferences people make from these responses (e.g., the source is powerful, or confi-
dent, etc.), and where along the elaboration continuum the persuasion is taking place.

Briñol et al. (2018) have recently argued that the meaning of any action is important to 
consider when studying the persuasive impact of nonverbal behavior. For example, head 
nodding is often associated with agreement, and smiling is typically associated with posi-
tive emotions. However, the meaning of these and other behaviors can vary among individ-
uals and situations. For example, although nodding is often associated with high validity 
(agreement), in certain contexts, nodding can be also associated with low validity (disa-
greement). Indeed, nodding can be associated with disagreement (and therefore with low 
validity) when people nod to say “yeah, whatever” or when they mean “yes keep talking as 
if I care” or when they roll their eyes while nodding. Furthermore, some cultures (e.g., in 
Bulgaria, Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Egypt, Albania, Greece, and Sicily) associate nod-
ding with saying no (low validity) and shaking with saying yes (high validity). Likewise, 
we already noted that smiling can signal meanings with high validity (when we smile at a 
bad joke to help others avoid embarrassment, to communicate romantic interest), as well as 
meanings with low validity (e.g., when showing condescendence and disdain). As another 
example, observing a communicator pushing his or her chest out can be associated with 
positive meanings (power, energy, readiness) or with negative meanings, such as a sign of 
pain or tiredness in the lower back.

In line with Briñol et al. (2018), we argue that if the meaning associated with a behav-
ior changes, the effect of that behavior on subsequent attitudes is also likely to change. In 
other words, nonverbal behaviors can have opposite effects depending on their meaning. 
Without considering meaning, one could incorrectly believe that a nonverbal behavior of 
the communicator will have a positive effect when it may actually have a negative effect. 
Furthermore, given that meaning is subjective and that it can vary across individuals and 
settings, we recommend that researchers and practitioners assess this important variable 
with special emphasis on how the meaning of action relates to validity.
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