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Summary and Keywords

The history of attitudes research can be organized into three main sections covering atti
tude definition and measurement, attitude-behavior relationships, and attitude change. 
First, an evaluation of the history of attitude measurement reveals three relatively dis
tinct phases: an early phase in which the classic direct self-report procedures were devel
oped, a middle phase focused on “indirect” assessment devices, and a modern phase in 
which various measures designed to capture people’s automatic or “implicit” attitudes 
have flourished. Second, the history of attitude-behavior correspondence can be orga
nized also around three broad themes: an early period in which the presumed close asso
ciation between attitudes and behaviors was largely an article of faith; a middle period in 
which some researchers concluded that little, if any, relationship existed between mea
sures of attitudes and overt behaviors; and a more recent period in which the resolution 
of prior issues stimulated an explosion of research focused on identifying the moderators 
and psychological mechanisms responsible for attitude-behavior correspondence. Finally, 
the history of research and ideas regarding attitude change and persuasion can be orga
nized around several prominent theories focused on distinct single processes, dual 
processes, or multiple processes, each of which are still used by contemporary attitudes 
researchers.

Keywords: attitudes, persuasion, history, attitude measurement, attitude-behavior correspondence, dual process 
models, single process models

This article presents the history of attitudes and persuasion research as the history of the 
key topics and research ideas that have permeated the field of social psychology (see also 
Briñol & Petty, 2012). At first, the ideas were somewhat isolated from one another and fo
cused on particular phenomena; but over time there has been a convergence into grander 
and more comprehensive theories. After providing a brief overview of the attitude con
struct itself, the focus shifts to a discussion of the field in three sections covering attitude 
definition and measurement, attitude-behavior relationships, and attitude change. The 
core focus of the article is on a discussion of the history of attitude-change research given 
the breadth and scope of ideas generated in the domain of persuasion. The key insights 
regarding each of these major sections are presented mostly in chronological order so 
that it is easier to see how researchers have built upon earlier contributions.
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Attitudes and Their Assessment

Definition of Attitudes

Over the last 125 years, attitudes have generated great interest in the social sciences be
cause of the enduring belief that they exert a strong influence on behaviors, decisions, 
and judgments. Indeed, in the early stages of the 20th century, some researchers viewed 
attitudes as essential to understanding social change (Thomas & Znaniecki, 1918). Others 
declared attitudes to be the single most indispensable concept in social psychology (All
port, 1935). Attitudes were originally defined as a readiness to respond to the world or a 
person’s physical orientation or posture (e.g., Galton, 1884). Although definitions of atti
tude have varied over time (Fleming, 1967), it is still common to ask for a person’s posi
tion or stance on an issue, though the meaning refers to an evaluative rather than a physi
cal orientation. In some cases attitudes have been described as hypothetical constructs, 
but in other cases as real (e.g., Krosnick, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2005). Likewise, attitudes 
have been conceptualized as stored in memory (e.g., Fazio, 1995), as well as contextual
ized responses constructed on the spot when needed (e.g., Schwarz & Bohner, 2001; Wil
son & Hodges, 1992), though most theorists favor the former position, at least for strong 
attitudes (Petty, Briñol, Fabrigar, & Wegener, 2019). Attitudes have been assumed to be 
conscious and unconscious (e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), genetically based, as well as 
a product of the environment (e.g., Albarracín & Vargas, 2010). Despite these differences, 
one common feature across each of these variations is that attitudes were assumed to 
have an evaluative component. Indeed, most contemporary researchers have come to 
view an attitude as a relatively general and enduring evaluation people have regarding 
people (including oneself), places, objects, and issues (e.g., chocolate is good; I dislike 
high taxes) along a positive to negative continuum (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Fabrigar 
& Wegener, 2010; Petty, Briñol, & DeMarree, 2007).

A wealth of empirical research has shown that attitudes can vary in a number of impor
tant ways. As just noted, the defining way in which attitudes can vary is in their valence. 
That is, attitudes can be relatively positive, negative, or neutral. Moreover, attitudes can 
vary in their extremity; or the extent to which they deviate from neutrality (i.e., their de
gree of positivity/negativity). Attitudes can also differ in their strength—the extent to 
which they are durable and impactful (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). Attitudes are considered 
durable to the extent that they persist over time and resist attacks and impactful to the 
extent that they influence thoughts, feelings, and behavior. Common indicators of strong 
attitudes include accessibility, certainty, and importance. Recently, attitude strength indi
cators (in addition to or instead of attitude extremity) have become a target of change per 
se (e.g., changing a person’s attitude certainty rather than the attitude itself; Rucker, Tor
mala, Petty, & Briñol, 2014).

Another way in which attitudes can vary is in their underlying components. In one of the 
earliest and most well-known conceptualizations of this notion, the tripartite model, atti
tudes were said to be based on: (a) affect/feelings, (b) cognitions/beliefs and knowledge, 
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and (c) behaviors/actions (Breckler, 1984). Knowing the extent to which an attitude is 
based on each of these components is important because the basis of an attitude can have 
important implications for attitude change (Aquino, Haddock, Maio, Wolf, & Alparone, 
2016; see Maio, Haddock, & Verplanken, 2019, for a review). For example, it is generally 
more effective to change attitudes that are based on (or perceived to be based on) emo
tion with emotional strategies rather than with more cognitive or rational ones (Fabrigar 
& Petty, 1999; See, Fabrigar, & Petty, 2013; see also, Briñol et al., 2018).

Attitude Measurement

Attitudes are important, and they can be measured. An evaluation of the history of atti
tude measurement suggests three relatively distinct phases: an early phase in which the 
classic direct self-report procedures were developed, a middle phase in which various “in
direct” assessment devices were introduced, and a modern phase in which various mea
sures attempting to capture people’s automatic or “implicit” attitudes have flourished. 
During the early phase, people were asked to endorse which evaluative statements ap
plied to them (e.g., the church is a friendly place, Thurstone, 1928). These measures were 
considered explicit because their relatively transparent nature made it clear that a 
person’s attitude was being evaluated. In addition to the pioneering “Thurstone” scale, 
other early direct measures included the “Likert” scale (Likert, 1932), semantic differen
tial scale (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957), and the ubiquitous one-item rating scale 
(e.g., feeling thermometer).

Shortly after direct attitude measures were introduced, concerns arose regarding 
whether these scales would necessarily capture a person’s true attitude. For example, 
Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953) argued that true attitudes were “implicit” and unob
servable. That is, all that could be detected with direct self-reports were expressed “opin
ions.” In an attempt to deal with this concern, a second phase of attitude measurement 
research developed various indirect attitude measures. On these measures, people were 
not directly asked to self-report their evaluations. Rather, a person’s attitude was inferred 
from his or her other judgments, bodily responses, or overt behaviors. The idea was that 
these measures could be used when it was either impractical to ask people their opinions 
because surveys would be intrusive (e.g., using seating distance to gauge interpersonal 
attraction), or because people may be reluctant to reveal their attitudes (e.g., due to so
cial desirability concerns or fear of retribution), or because they may be unaware of their 
true feelings (unconscious attitudes). Some examples of indirect measures include the 
Thematic Apperception Test (Proshansky, 1943), the information error test (Hammond, 
1948), physiological measures such as skin conductance (Rankin & Campbell, 1955), 
pupillary dilation versus constriction (Hess & Polt, 1960), picking up “lost 
letters” (Milgram, Mann, & Harter, 1965), facial muscle activity assessed with elec
tromyography (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979), and physical behaviors such as non-verbal ges
tures, eye contact, or seating distance (e.g., Dovidio et al., 1997).
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The third phase of research on attitude measurement began in the late 1980s with a new 
category of indirect measures whose goal was to assess a person’s automatic (and some 
argued possibly unconscious) evaluative reactions. That is, reactions that spontaneously 
come to mind when merely presented with the attitude object rather than a more deliber
ative assessment that followed careful reflection (Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes, 
1986). A key idea behind automatic evaluations is the notion that attitudes vary in their 
accessibility, with some coming to mind instantaneously (see Fazio, 1995). One of the ear
liest examples of this approach was provided by Gaertner and McLaughlin (1983), which 
attempted to assess automatic racial stereotypes by examining whether presenting par
ticipants with either the words white or black would facilitate lexical decisions about posi
tive and negative stereotype words. One finding was that people were faster to identify 
positive words (e.g., smart) as words when primed with white rather than black, suggest
ing a differential association between automatic racial stereotypes and positive traits.

Two measurement approaches designed to assess automatic attitudes have attained wide
spread use in contemporary social psychology. The first, called the evaluative priming 
measure (Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 1995), examines the extent to which atti
tude objects selectively facilitate categorization of common words as positive or negative. 
A second popular measure, the implicit association test or IAT (Greenwald, McGhee, & 
Schwarz, 1998), compares how quickly people can categorize attitude objects (e.g., male 
versus female names) when the target categories are paired with a “good” versus a “bad” 
response key on a computer keyboard. Both measures assume that attitude objects can 
be linked to evaluative associations in memory that vary in strength.

Automatic measures can be useful because they might bypass social desirability concerns 
and have been shown to predict spontaneous information processing, judgment, and be
havior (see Gawronski & Payne, 2010; Petty, Fazio, & Briñol, 2009; Wittenbrink & Sch
warz, 2007, for reviews). In contrast, deliberative measures are particularly important 
when attempting to predict behaviors that require some degree of thought (e.g., Dovidio 
et al., 1997). Although research indicates that implicit and explicit measures are useful in 
predicting behavior separately and in combination, the fact that these measures some
times captured different evaluations of the same attitude object (e.g., one measure might 
indicate a positive evaluation whereas the other indicates a negative evaluation), stimu
lated the development of new theories regarding the underlying structure of attitudes. 
There have been three main approaches in this domain (see Petty, Fazio, & Briñol, 2009).

First, according to the Motivation and Opportunity as Determinants (MODE) model (Fazio 
& Towles-Schwen, 1999), people have stored evaluative associations of attitude objects in 
memory (e.g., candy = good; spider = bad). Implicit/automatic measures of attitudes tend 
to capture the stored evaluative association (i.e., the “true” attitude; Dijksterhuis, Albers, 
& Bongers, 2009), whereas explicit/deliberative measures capture the retrieved evalua
tive association along with the outcome of any downstream cognitive processes. Thus, if a 
different attitude is expressed on a deliberative versus automatic measure, this suggests 
that a person has engaged in some thought that modified their initial automatic evalua
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tion due to impression management or correction motives (see Gawronski & Boden
hausen, 2006, for similar assumptions).

A second, and more controversial approach argues that attitudes assessed with automatic 
and deliberative measures are quite different and independent (e.g., Greenwald & Banaji,
1995; Wilson, Lindsey & Schooler, 2000). According to this dual attitudes view, attitudes 
assessed with these measures have separate representations, are the result of different 
processes from separate mental systems, and operate in different situations (e.g., De
Coster, Banner, Smith, & Semin, 2006). There is not much, if any, interaction between 
them (Dovidio, et al., 1997).

A third framework for understanding attitude structure is known as the Meta-Cognitive 
Model (MCM, Petty & Briñol, 2006A; Petty et al., 2007). This framework holds that evalu
ative associations in memory (positive or negative) only determine explicit attitude mea
sures to the extent that people endorse or perceive these evaluations as valid. However, 
evaluative associations, whether endorsed or not (i.e., validity tags), can affect implicit at
titude measures (see also Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). This third view is unique in 
pointing to a difference between explicit and implicit attitudinal ambivalence. Explicit am
bivalence occurs when people have an attitude object linked in memory to both positivity 
and negativity and they further believe that both of these reactions are valid. In implicit 
ambivalence, however, a person also has an attitude object linked to both positivity and 
negativity in memory, but one of these reactions is tagged as invalid. This person does not 
report being ambivalent because the person does not consider both reactions to be valid 
(see Briñol, Petty, & Wheeler, 2006; Petty, Tormala, Briñol, & Jarvis, 2006), yet the person 
still feels conflicted (Rydell & Durso, 2012).

Attitude-Behavior Correspondence
Although attitudes are accorded special status in social psychology because of their influ
ence on people’s choices and actions, in the early phases of attitude research the close 
association between attitude and behavior was largely an article of faith. Indeed, this be
lief was sharply challenged following the publication of numerous empirical studies sug
gesting a slight to non-existent relationship between self-reports of attitudes and behav
ior (e.g., see Wicker, 1969, for a pessimistic review). Understanding the implications of 
the apparent weak association between attitude and behavior became one of the central 
themes of attitude research throughout the 1970s and 1980s. The responses to what be
came known as the “attitude-behavior problem” can be classified as falling into one of 
three broad themes and are summarized in the following sections (see also Guyer & Fab
rigar, 2015, for a review).

Methodological Issues

The first compelling solution to the attitude-behavior problem was provided by Fishbein 
and Ajzen in the 1970s, based on the idea that attitude and behavior measures should be 
assessed at the same level of specificity. That is, specific attitudes (i.e., toward recycling 
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cans) are better predictors of specific behaviors (i.e., using recycling cans) than more 
general attitudes (e.g., toward preserving the environment; see Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). 
In contrast, general attitudes (e.g., toward environmental preservation) are better predic
tors of a broad range of related general behaviors (e.g., circulating environmental peti
tions, recycling household waste, cleaning up the highways, etc., that are summed into a 
behavioral index) than specific attitudes (see Weigel & Newman, 1976).

A second solution provided by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) was proposed in their theory of 
reasoned action, which emphasized the importance of behavioral intentions and social 
norms (what others think you should do) as critical determinants of behavior in addition 
to attitudes. A person’s sense of self-efficacy or competence (i.e., perceived behavioral 
control), was added to this framework in the more recent theory of planned behavior
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). These theories make it clear that although changing attitudes 
can be an important first step to behavior change, unless norms favor the new behavior 
and people have the ability to perform the behavior, changing one’s attitude may be insuf
ficient (see Wood, 2017, for the influence of habit on behavior change).

Attitude Strength

A second important theme in the quest to resolve the attitude-behavior problem focused 
on understanding the underlying cognitive and motivational foundations of attitudes. In
fluential contemporary theories of attitude formation and change such as the elaboration 
likelihood model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and the Heuristic-Systematic model 
(HSM; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989) hold that attitudes based on careful thought 
are more accessible, more enduring, held with more certainty, are more resistant to 
counter-attitudinal messages, and are therefore more powerful determinants of behavior 
than attitudes arrived at via relatively non-thoughtful processes (see Petty & Krosnick, 
1995). Thinking about an issue before forming an attitude is said to give an attitude 
“strength.” Research has identified a large number of factors that can indicate attitude 
strength, including how much knowledge a person has about an issue (Smith, Fabrigar, 
MacDougall, & Wiesenthal, 2008), the importance of the issue or attitude (Eaton & Visser,
2008), the accessibility of the attitude (Fazio, 1995), how certain people are about their 
attitudes (Rucker, Tormala, Petty, & Briñol, 2014), their degree of ambivalence (Luttrell, 
Petty, & Briñol, 2016), moral conviction (Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005), values 
(Blankenship, Wegener, & Murray, 2015) and so forth (see Fabrigar & Wegener, 2010; Pet
ty & Krosnick, 1995, for reviews). Each of these strength indicators can be affected by 
how much thinking a person does about an attitude object and each serves to moderate 
the attitude-behavior relationship.

Additional Moderators

Beyond attitude strength, a large number of situational and dispositional factors have 
been shown to enhance attitude-behavior correspondence. For example, attitudes are 
more predictive of behavior when: (a) an individual’s personality-type characterizes them 
as low in “self-monitoring,” Snyder, 1974; or high in “need for cognition,” Cacioppo, et al. 
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1986; or high “in need to evaluate,” Jarvis & Petty, 1996), (b) a person’s attitude is consis
tent with their underlying beliefs (e.g., Norman, 1975); (c) cues in the situation indicate 
that the person’s attitude is relevant to the behavior (e.g., Borgida & Campbell, 1982); 
and (d) when the same attributes of the attitude object are salient at the time of attitude 
measurement and at the time of behavioral expression (Shavitt & Fazio, 1991; see Ajzen, 
1991, for additional moderators).

Attitude Change
After defining attitudes and discussing key issues related to their measurement as well as 
their relationship with behavior, coverage turns to the core focus of this article: the histo
ry of research and ideas regarding attitude change and persuasion. The goal is to provide 
a historical overview of research on attitude change by describing the main theories and 
research findings from the field of social psychology. Thus, the following sections are or
ganized according to the different decades in which key ideas were developed.

When the science of persuasion began a century ago, the first empirical investigations 
were guided by the same type of questions that inspired the early thinkers and philoso
phers (see Petty, 1997; Petty & Briñol, 2008). Beginning with Aristotle’s Rhetoric, scholars 
focused largely on the effects that single variables (e.g., emotion, source credibility) may 
have on persuasion (e.g., is appealing to emotions more effective than appealing to rea
son?), assuming that each variable would have just one effect on the ultimate persuasion 
outcome (e.g., inducing positive emotions would increase influence). Furthermore, re
searchers tended to focus on just one process by which variables would have their impact 
(e.g., emotion affected attitudes by classical conditioning). However, these approaches 
changed as researchers began to understand that the same variable could not only have 
different effects on persuasion (e.g., positive emotions sometimes decreased persuasion), 
but that each variable could also affect attitudes by more than one process (e.g., emo
tions could bias information processing). Moreover, researchers noted that whereas 
sometimes attitude changes were relatively durable and impactful (e.g., guiding behav
ior), at other times they were rather transitory and inconsequential. Next, this review dis
cusses how some of the classic and contemporary approaches in persuasion have dealt 
with these issues and apparent controversies.

1900–1920

At the turn of the 20th century, the first empirical investigations sought to better under
stand the same type of questions that inspired early thinkers and philosophers. One of 
these questions was whether groups can influence behavior. Although different method
ologies were used to tackle this question on either side of the Atlantic, experimental re
search conducted by Triplett (1897) at Indiana University in the United States, and obser
vational work conducted by Gustave Le Bon (1895) in Paris converged on the same re
sponse. That is, the presence of others (e.g., being in a crowd), increased a person’s sus
ceptibility to influence. Although early research focused predominantly on the influence 
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of others on our behavior, later work began to investigate how these variables changed 
evaluations. A key factor in investigating this phenomena scientifically was the develop
ment of scales used to measure people’s attitudes (e.g., Thurstone, 1928).

1920–1940

Following the conclusion of WWI, a famous textbook was published by Floyd Allport (All
port, 1924), in which he declared attitudes to be the core concept around which psycholo
gy was built. Allport’s research on social facilitation during World War I led him to predict 
that the presence of others could increase the extremity of a person’s attitude. Although a 
great deal of research on attitude extremity has since been conducted, little was known 
about how the mere presence of others influences evaluations. Recent research has ad
dressed this gap by showing that indeed evaluations can be influenced by others who are 
present in a situation, even when they are not the communicator (e.g., see Bayliss, 
Frischen, Fenske, & Tipper, 2007; Boothby, Clark, & Bargh, 2014).

In the coming years, an important volume largely focused on attitudes was published by 
Gardner Murphy and Lois Murphy of Columbia University, in 1931. This volume, entitled 

Experimental Social Psychology, played a key role in advancing the status of social psy
chology as a scientific discipline. Notably, several studies described in this volume 
demonstrated that the opinions of others (especially experts and those with majority sta
tus) were potent sources of influence, presumably changing attitudes by eliciting confor
mity (Moore, 1921; Lorge, 1936). Recall that these early researchers typically assumed 
that variables would have their impact by only one process and in only one direction. In 
this case, expert and majority sources were presumed to influence attitudes in a direction 
consistent with the message through a process of conformity.

Prior to the entrance of the United States into World War II, the 1930s saw the develop
ment of three important lines of research. First, Kurt Lewin’s field theory emphasized 
how internal and environmental forces combined to influence behavior and attitudes. In 
essence, Lewin showed that attitudes can change as a result of explaining and trying to 
convince other people of a given point of view. As described later, this work was a precur
sor for the research on role playing and self-persuasion developed in subsequent decades.

Second, another classic set of studies was conducted by Sherif (1936) on group norms un
der ambiguous situations. Although not specifically focused on attitude change, these 
studies showed that under conditions of uncertainty, people often relied on the opinions 
of others in order to inform their own judgments. Sherif’s work, as well as later research 
by Solomon Asch (1951), demonstrated that people could be influenced to provide inaccu
rate evaluations of distance and size when first presented with the incorrect views of oth
ers. This work paved the way for many subsequent studies on conformity to the attitudes 
of others (e.g., Levitan & Verhulst, 2016).

Third, the power of group norms to shape our likes and dislikes was also shown by New
comb (1943), who demonstrated that students’ attitudes became more liberal as they 
spent more time in the liberal local communities and campuses. Interest in how the pow
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er of group norms exerts influence has continued to stimulate research over the years 
(e.g., Visser & Mirabile, 2004).

1940–1960

During the 1940s and 1950s, numerous exciting developments in the study of attitudes 
and persuasion led to explosive growth in the field. One important theme explored how 
classic behavioral (classical conditioning) and cognitive (verbal learning) psychological 
learning theories could be applied to the study of attitudes. Similarly, theories of percep
tion (assimilation and contrast) were also used to study attitudes. Additionally, entirely 
new theories developed exclusively by attitudes researchers were introduced (cognitive 
dissonance). The 1940s and 1950s were dominated by two widely regarded geniuses, Carl 
Hovland and Leon Festinger, whose contributions continue to influence contemporary re
searchers. Their contributions along with other notable developments during this period 
are reviewed next.

Verbal Learning and Reception Approaches
In an effort spear-headed by Carl Hovland and his colleagues at Yale University, an exten
sive series of studies were conducted based on the assumption that effective influence re
quired a sequence of steps through which the content of a message was absorbed (e.g., 
exposure, attention, comprehension, learning, retention; see McGuire, 1985). Because 
learning the information was presumed to lead to yielding (persuasion), these re
searchers believed that a critical feature of persuasion was providing incentives (e.g., an 
attractive source) that would motivate people to learn the content of a message (Hovland, 
Janis, & Kelly, 1953; Kelman & Hovland, 1953). Although some of the core ideas guiding 
this research have survived, attitude theorists have largely turned to other frameworks to 
answer their questions regarding persuasion because message learning per se was not 
proven to be a critical antecedent of persuasion (Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, 1981).

Classical Conditioning
Influenced by the work of Pavlov and behaviorists such as Watson, later researchers be
gan to apply the classic animal models of learning to humans. In particular, Staats and 
Staats (1958) demonstrated that attitudes could be changed by directly associating posi
tive or negative affect (i.e., the conditioned stimulus; CS) with previously neutral attitude 
objects (i.e., the unconditioned stimulus; UCS) via conditioning processes. Over the fol
lowing decades, a wide variety of conditioning stimuli were used to create positive or 
negative attitudes, including unpleasant odors and temperatures, electric shocks, harsh 
sounds, pictures, and elating and depressing films (e.g., Gouaux, 1971; Staats, Staats & 
Crawford, 1962; Stuart, Shimp, & Engle, 1987). In recent years, however, theorists have 
suggested that conditioning in the context of attitudes (versus behavior) more accurately 
reflects a phenomenon known as evaluative conditioning (Schmidt & de Houwer, 2012; 
see Hofmann et al. 2010, for a review). This distinction is important because unlike be
havior, conditioned attitudes do not extinguish readily when the UCS is no longer present
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ed. Indeed, research by Jones et al. (2009) has shown that attitudes elicited by the UCS 
can be misattributed to the CS via relatively simple inference processes.

Self-Persuasion Approaches
Around the same time as Hovland was developing a message learning framework to ex
plain persuasion effects, his colleagues at Yale University began testing ideas about how 
role playing might influence self-persuasion (e.g., King & Janis, 1956; Janis & King, 1954). 
In a classic example, people who generated arguments through role playing (e.g., per
suading a friend to quit smoking), developed more negative attitudes toward cigarettes 
than people who received the same information passively (Elms, 1966). In line with con
temporary views on attitude strength discussed later, self-persuasion is typically based on 
more extensive processing of attitude-relevant information and thus lasts longer than per
suasion based on passive exposure to a message (e.g., Janis, 1968). Similar patterns of ef
fects have been shown in cases where people generate a message to convince themselves 
(e.g., Briñol, McCaslin, & Petty, 2012).

Motivational Approaches: Consistency
One of the most prominent motivational theories in the domain of attitudes is the theory 
of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1954). According to Festinger, inconsistency (e.g., be
tween an attitude and a behavior) elicits an unpleasant state of psychological arousal that 
people are motivated to reduce through realigning their attitude or behavior. Thus, disso
nance can prompt a careful consideration of the rationale behind engaging in certain be
haviors and/or the reasons for holding certain beliefs. A wealth of research has ques
tioned whether inconsistency per se arouses this unpleasant state of tension, and if 
changing one’s attitude is motivated solely by the desire to reduce inconsistency (see 
Cooper, 2007, for a review). For example, some research has shown that for dissonance to 
occur, people must believe that they have freely chosen to bring about a negative conse
quence to themselves or others that could have been foreseen (e.g., Cooper & Fazio, 
1984; Scher & Cooper, 1989). Other research has demonstrated that the experience of 
dissonance is aroused by a threat to one’s positive self-concept and must involve a core 
aspect of the self (e.g., Aronson, 1969; Steele, 1988; Tesser, 1988). Of course, bringing 
about negative consequences for others is inconsistent with most people’s views of them
selves as caring individuals. If people are provided with social support for their actions 
(Stroebe & Diehl, 1988) or are given an opportunity to restore or bolster their self-esteem 
in some other manner (Tesser, 2001), dissonance-reducing attitude change is less likely 
(for a review, see Sherman & Cohen, 2006). Yet other theorists argue that holding incon
sistent cognitions are sufficient for dissonance but that feelings of conflict are especially 
likely to arise in the context of behavioral choices (Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2007; 
see van Harreveld, Van der Pligt, & de Liver, (2009), for a similar argument about attitu
dinal ambivalence).

Similar to dissonance theory, balance theory proposed that inconsistency pressures were 
unpleasant and could motivate attitude change. However, changes could sometimes occur 
through a relatively simple inference process rather than via extensive thought (Heider, 
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1958). This theory holds that attitude change is a result of the unpleasantness caused by 
the imbalance that occurs when people either disagree (agree) with people they like (dis
like). Research using the IAT has shown that balance processes work among automatic at
titudes (Greenwald et al., 2002). Furthermore, recent work has extended the concept of 
balance to the spreading of attitudes via automatically activated cognition (Horcajo, 
Briñol, & Petty, 2010). These researchers demonstrated that for people with high implicit 
self-esteem, stronger automatic associations emerged between the self and vegetables af
ter generating arguments in favor of including more vegetables in their diet. However, for 
those with low implicit self-esteem, the direction of this association was reversed such 
that stronger associations between the self and vegetables emerged after generating ar
guments about the negative consequences of consuming vegetables.

Duality in Early Theories of Persuasion
Some of these theories from the 1940s and 1950s appeared to suggest that attitude 
change was the result of simple associative processes such as classical conditioning or 
balance, whereas other theories proposed more effortful cognitive engagement such as 
that involved in role playing. Furthermore, some theories seemed to suggest that persua
sion was a result of relatively objective processes (e.g., learning the arguments in a mes
sage) whereas others indicated that persuasion was a result of somewhat irrational forces 
(e.g., changing due to internal pressure for consistency). In addition, some theories pro
posed that this underlying duality in persuasion was primarily content based, such that 
although the same fundamental process (learning) applied to all types of content, learn
ing cues typically required less cognitive effort than learning message arguments (Kel
man & Hovland, 1953). However, other theories introduced a process distinction linked to 
particular content, such that certain variables (e.g., source expertise) induced agreement 
because of a relatively effortful understanding and acceptance of the message argu
ments, whereas other variables (e.g., source attractiveness) induced acceptance because 
of a less effortful identification with the message source (Kelman, 1958). This focus on 
process is important because it implied that the downstream consequences of attitude 
change can differ even though the initial effects on attitude change may look the same. 
The core idea that similar initial attitudes can have different outcomes over time makes a 
reappearance in contemporary dual process models described later in this article.

1960s

Following the rapid development of research on attitude change and persuasion in the 
1940s and 1950s, the 1960s was a period of reduced research output. Nevertheless, one 
influential book on attitude change was published (Kiesler, Collins, & Miller, 1969) and 
several important theoretical developments occurred, the most influential of which are 
noted in this section.

Social Judgment Theory
In brief, the basic idea proposed by social judgment theory was that a person’s attitude 
served as an anchor from which judgments of social stimuli, such as a persuasive mes
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sage, would either be displaced toward one’s own opinion (assimilation), or be displaced 
away from it (contrast). According to this view, attitude change depended upon how the 
position advocated in the message was classified by the recipient (Sherif & Sherif, 1967).

Inoculation Theory
Inoculation theory suggested that because people have very little practice defending cul
tural truisms such as “you should brush your teeth after every meal,” these beliefs are 
surprisingly susceptible to influence when challenged (McGuire, 1964). However, in the 
same way that resistance to a disease can be increased by giving people a mild form of 
the germ, resistance to attitude-discrepant messages can also be increased by exposing 
people to a few pieces of counter-attitudinal information prior to the threatening commu
nication, then showing them how to refute this information (see Tormala & Petty, 2002; 
Rucker & Petty, 2004).

Attribution Theory
The core idea behind attribution theory is that people infer underlying characteristics 
about themselves and others based on the behaviors they observe and the perceived situ
ational constraints imposed on those behaviors (e.g., Jones & Davis, 1965). In a particu
larly influential iteration of attribution theory known as self-perception theory, Bem 
(1965) suggested that when people have no special knowledge of their own internal 
states, they simply infer their attitudes in a manner similar to that by which they infer the 
attitudes of others (e.g., “If I (she) ate food from McDonalds, I (she) must like that restau
rant”). Self-perception theory provided a salient alternative explanation for some findings 
that were previously explained by dissonance theory but without invoking a need to pos
tulate that any feelings of conflict were involved. The controversy between dissonance 
and self-perception was resolved with research showing that dissonance provided a bet
ter explanation for inconsistent attitudes and behavior in one’s latitude of rejection but 
self-perception theory provided a better explanation for inconsistent attitudes and behav
ior in the latitude of acceptance (Fazio, Zanna, & Cooper, 1977).

Mere Exposure
Mere exposure refers to a phenomenon whereby attitudes toward stimuli become more 
favorable as a consequence of repeated exposure to those stimuli without any need to 
pair the stimuli with other positive stimuli as in evaluative conditioning (Zajonc, 1968). 
Research indicates that previous or repeated exposure to stimuli can increase the ease 
with which those stimuli are processed, thus enhancing liking for the stimuli because in
creased processing fluency is misattributed to the stimulus (e.g., Bornstein & D’Agostino, 
1992), at least when fluency is perceived as good (Briñol, Petty, & Tormala, 2006).

1970s

Although attitude-change research in the 1960s was focused primarily on simple infer
ence processes, the 1970s ushered in a more deliberative cognitive approach that empha
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sized the importance of effortful thinking processes and how thoughts and beliefs were 
integrated to create overall summary evaluative judgments.

Cognitive Response Approach
In essence, the cognitive response approach holds that persuasion is not dependent on 
whether a person either learned message arguments or source cues but rather whether 
the message induced favorable or unfavorable issue-relevant thoughts (Greenwald, 1968; 
Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, 1981). This approach to persuasion yielded an important method
ological development. Specifically, by manipulating argument quality along with some 
variable of interest (see Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976) many variables initially thought to 
produce only one effect (i.e., either increasing/decrease persuasion), could actually both 
increase and decrease persuasion depending on whether the variable was paired with a 
message that contained strong or weak arguments (see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986, for reviews). For example, increasing the personal relevance (Petty & Ca
cioppo, 1979) or even the personal pronouns in a message (Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989) 
enhanced message processing, thereby increasing persuasion for strong messages but 
decreasing persuasion for weak messages compared with low relevance conditions. Other 
variables that yielded this interaction effect with argument quality include personal ac
countability (Petty, Harkins, & Williams, 1980), message repetition (Cacioppo & Petty, 
1979), source credibility (Heesacker, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1983), emotion (Mackie & Worth,
1989), feelings of power (Briñol, Petty, Durso, & Rucker, 2017), one’s bodily movements 
(Briñol, Petty, & Wagner, 2012) and more (see, Petty & Wegener, 1998, for a review). Be
cause research demonstrated that many variables were associated with both increased 
and decreased persuasion by affecting the extent of message processing (see, Guyer, 
Briñol, Petty, & Horcajo, 2019), for a review on the multiple roles of nonverbal variables 
in persuasion), the field shifted from asking the simple first generation question of 
whether a variable was good or bad for persuasion, and began to ask about moderators 
and mechanisms of these effects.

Expectancy-Value Theory
Expectancy-value theory proposed that attitude change should occur to the extent that a 
persuasive message induces changes in the thoughts generated by the recipient regard
ing the perceived expectancy (i.e., likelihood) and/or value (i.e., desirability) of the conse
quences associated with an attitude object, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975, 1981). For exam
ple, if an advertisement led a person to think that “using this new detergent will make my 
clothes smell fresh,” the key elements of the thought relevant for attitude change are the 
desirability of smelling fresh and the likelihood that the new detergent will produce this 
outcome. In the original formulation of expectancy-value theory, the desirability and likeli
hood of the consequences were equally important. More recent studies suggest that de
sirability tends to be more important than likelihood (Johnson, Smith-McLallen, Killeya, & 
Levin, 2004), and that the emotions experienced by the recipient of a persuasive message 
can influence the perceived likelihood of outcomes advocated by the message (e.g., Petty 
& Briñol, 2015).
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Information-Integration Theory
In contrast to expectancy-value theory, which proposed that evaluative judgments are the 
product of the perceived likelihood and desirability associated with an attitude-object, in
formation integration theory proposed that attitudes are formed via a weighted averaging 
process based on the salient information in a given context (Anderson, 1981). That is, atti
tudes are formed based on a person’s evaluation of how important the salient information 
is to the judgment, and this is averaged with the person’s weighted initial attitude.

1980s

The 1950s through the 1970s saw the development of many new theories of persuasion as 
well as many conflicting findings. Inevitably, it seemed as though research eventually 
found opposite effects for nearly every variable studied (e.g., highly credible sources are 
more and less persuasive than low credibility sources). Consequently, some reviewers of 
the attitudes literature in the mid-1970s adopted a highly pessimistic outlook on the field 
(see Petty, 1997, for a review). However, the accumulating evidence pointing to multiple 
and opposite effects as well as multiple processes underlying the same outcome spurred 
the development of new theories that could accommodate these findings. Importantly, un
like the earlier duality approaches the mapped content onto process, these new theories 
did not confound content and process. For example, in the elaboration likelihood model 
(ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and the heuristic-systematic model (HSM; Chaiken et al., 
1989) any variable (e.g., an expert source, or one’s emotions) could induce persuasion by 
multiple processes depending on the situation. These two main theoretical frameworks 
are briefly described next.

The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)
The Elaboration Likelihood Model was developed to provide an integrative framework 
that could account for the complicated and often contradictory results in the persuasion 
literature, as well as facilitating new predictions within the domain of attitudes and be
yond (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986; see also Petty & Briñol, 2012). Importantly, the ELM 
specifies a finite number of mechanisms by which any variable can produce attitude 
change and holds that these processes operate at different points along an elaboration 
continuum, ranging from mechanisms based on relatively low thought (e.g., mere associa
tion of emotion with an object) to mechanisms based on extensive thought (e.g., when 
people generate their own arguments). Notably, the ELM also articulates the conse
quences associated with attitude change that occurs by each of these mechanisms. Thus, 
the extent of thinking is important not only because it determines the process by which a 
variable affects attitudes but also because more thoughtful persuasion tends to be more 
consequential than persuasion produced by less thoughtful processes (see Petty, 
Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995).

The Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM)
Similar to the ELM, the Heuristic Systematic Model is based on the idea that in some cas
es persuasion is the result of effortful thinking, whereas in other cases persuasion is the 
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result of a low-effort reliance on simple heuristics such as “experts are correct” (Chaiken,
1980). According to the HSM, whereas the likelihood of careful processing increases 
when confidence in one’s attitude falls below the desired level (i.e., “sufficiency thresh
old”), when actual and desired confidence are equal, heuristic processing is more likely. 
Although the HSM and ELM make similar predictions, the terminology and specific mech
anisms of each theory are a bit different (see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Wegener, 
1998, Petty & Briñol, 2012, for further discussion).

Alternative Frameworks: Dual-System Models and the Unimodel
Several alternative frameworks have been proposed that also advocate evaluations based 
on relatively high- and low-effort thought (see Carver, 2005, for a review). In these mod
els, high- and low-thought processes have been labeled as impulsive versus reflective 
(Deutsch & Strack, 2006), rational versus intuitive (Epstein, 2003), explicit versus implicit 
(Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), fast versus slow-learning (Smith & DeCoster, 2000), or more 
blandly, System 1 versus 2 (Kahneman, 2003), and System X versus Y (Lieberman, 2000). 
New dual system frameworks are still developing, such as the Attitude Entropy Model 
(AEM), which applies concepts from thermodynamics to the study of attitudes and per
suasion (Dalege, Borsboom, van Harreveld, & van der Mass, 2018). Despite generating a 
number of reasonable predictions, it remains unclear how these frameworks go beyond 
the earlier multi-process models in explaining attitude change (see Petty & Briñol, 2006).

Although dual process and system frameworks have dominated, some critics have advo
cated one underlying process as sufficient to account for social judgment (e.g., Kruglans
ki, Erb, Pierro, & Spiegel, 2003; Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999). According to these re
searchers, it only appeared as though two separate processes were operating because 
process and content were confounded. That is, high-effort processing was tied to complex 
message factors (detailed verbal arguments), and low-effort processing was tied to simple 
source factors (credibility) and/or other non-message factors (mood). However, ample re
search has shown that many dual process studies do not suffer from this confound (e.g., 
Petty, Wheeler, & Bizer, 2000; Petty & Briñol, 2006).

Minority Influence
Before concluding our discussion of the 1980s, an additional theme that initially devel
oped separate from attitudes research but has more recently merged with it focuses on 
how numerical minorities influence persuasion. In particular, Moscovici’s conversion the
ory (1980) proposed that majority sources were typically influential on a public or direct 
level because individuals desired to belong to the majority group to avoid being labeled 
as deviant. However, minority sources were often persuasive at an indirect or private lev
el because people often carefully considered the position advocated by a minority even 
though they frequently resisted directly identifying with minorities. Because minority 
messages often received more thought, attitudes would sometimes change to minority 
sources on issues related to the focal topic if not the focal topic itself (e.g., change might 
occur on birth control if the topic was abortion; see Crano & Chen, 1998 and Papastamou, 
Gardikiotis, & Prodromitis, 2017). In the language of dual process theories such as the 
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ELM and HSM, majorities served as simple cues and thus generated somewhat ephemer
al change, whereas minorities induced careful processing, thus produced more lasting 
change (e.g., Horcajo, Briñol, Petty, 2014; Martin & Hewstone, 2008; see Horcajo, Briñol, 
& Petty, 2017, for a review on the multiple roles of minority/majority influence).

1990s

By the 1990s, a decade of research had accumulated evidence supporting the ELM and 
HSM proposition that the mechanisms of persuasion could differ under conditions of high 
and low thinking. Over the coming decade, a new wave of research began to closely ex
amine the consequences of attitudes changed by high versus low thought. In general, evi
dence indicated that attitudes based on relatively high amounts of thinking were more 
likely to resist change, persist over time, come to mind quicker, predict behavior, and be 
rated as more certain and important (see Petty & Krosnick, 1995 for a review). Subse
quent research on meta-cognition (e.g., Jost, Kruglanski, & Nelson, 1998; Petty et al., 
2007; see Rucker et al., 2014, for a review) revealed that attitude certainty and other sub
jective perceptions associated with attitudes (e.g., ease of retrieval; Schwarz et al., 1991) 
also play an essential role in attitude strength.

2000s

The dawn of a new century welcomed a thriving field in which new theories and process
es were emerging, and old problems had largely been resolved. Interest in meta-cognitive 
phenomenon continued in earnest, as did research on attitude measurement and auto
matic processes of change. The numerous advancements that have occurred since 2010 
were documented in the recently updated “Handbook” of attitudes and persuasion (Albar
racin & Johnson, 2019), as well as in several new textbooks (e.g., Vogel & Wanke, 2016; 
Maio, Haddock, & Verplanken, 2019).

A New Meta-Cognitive Process: Self-Validation
Although initial work on the meta-cognitive elements of attitudes and persuasion 
emerged during the 1990s (via research on attitude strength, correction processes, and 
ease of retrieval), the 2000s ushered in a new meta-cognitive theory that rose to promi
nence in part because of its unique ability to explain how myriad variables affect persua
sion. This new process was called self-validation (Petty, Briñol, & Tormala, 2002). Unlike 
previous mechanisms of attitude change that focused on primary or first-order cognition, 
this new process emphasized secondary or meta-cognition (Briñol & DeMarree, 2012).

The core tenet of self-validation theory is that merely generating thoughts is not sufficient 
for those thoughts to impact judgment. Importantly, one must also have confidence in 
one’s thoughts or feel good about them. Confidence in thoughts is important because the 
more confidence (versus doubt) people have in their thoughts, the more they will rely on 
them when forming judgments. Similarly, the better people feel about their thoughts the 
more likely it is they will influence their evaluations. In general, variables that enhance 
confidence and/or pleasantness after thought generation (e.g., feelings of power, nodding 
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one’s head, smiling) produce greater reliance on thoughts such that when thoughts about 
oneself or a persuasive communication are mostly positive, these variables are associated 
with more persuasion. However, when thoughts are mostly negative, variables increasing 
confidence and pleasantness are associated with less persuasion because people are con
fident and feel good about their negative thoughts, which are then used to inform judg
ments (see Briñol & Petty, 2009).

Implicit Change
Attitudes formed as a result of automatic evaluations were initially assumed to be highly 
resilient, at least in part because these attitudes were assumed to reflect underlying ob
ject-evaluation associations that were learned over a long period. Take, for example, auto
matic evaluations reflecting prejudice, which have been portrayed as emerging both from 
passive, long-term exposure to negative portrayals in the media (Devine, 1989), as well as 
from long-standing status differences between groups. Thus, researchers often assumed 
that automatic evaluations were more enduring and resistant to change than were delib
erative attitudes (e.g., Banaji, 2004; Bargh, 1999; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 
1998). This belief initially led to the idea that deliberate and automatic attitude measures 
should be matched with persuasion strategies that targeted high- and low-thinking 
processes. However, later research demonstrated that low-effort (relatively non-thought
ful) processes such as classical conditioning and mere exposure can influence both delib
erative (e.g., Zajonc, 1968; Staats & Staats, 1958) and automatic (Olson & Fazio, 2001) 
measures of attitudes. Likewise, other research demonstrated that high-effort processes 
such as self-generated thoughts and thoughts generated in response to persuasive mes
sages can influence both deliberative and automatic measures of attitudes (see Briñol, 
Petty, & McCaslin, 2009; Petty & Briñol, 2009, Sherman, Gawronski, & Trope, 2014, for 
reviews on implicit persuasion).

2010s and Future Directions

Research on the nature of attitudes and persuasion remains one of the most vibrant fields 
of study in contemporary social psychology. Indeed, while exciting new developments con
tinue to emerge on many of the classic topics discussed in this article (e.g., source power, 
recipient emotion, and embodiment), a growing body of work is also exploring a variety of 
novel domains. One of the classic topics in attitudes and persuasion research that has re
cently garnered increased attention is self-persuasion. As noted, self-persuasion often 
refers to what extent self-generated arguments designed to convince others unintention
ally influence one’s own evaluation of the topic. For example, Briñol et al. (2012) demon
strated that when people had doubts rather than confidence in their position, they invest
ed more effort into generating better persuasive messages, which led to more self-persua
sion (see also Akhtar, Paunesku, & Tormala, 2013; Rios, DeMarree, & Statzer, 2014). In 
line with this idea, one potentially fruitful area for future research could examine the fac
tors that transform message recipients into message sources and how advocating one’s 
views can influence not only others but also the self. Once an individual attempts to per
suade someone else, or decides to advocate for a cause (e.g., initiate a debate with oth
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ers, share their opinions online, etc.), these activities can also have a subsequent impact 
on their own attitudes (see also, Teeny & Petty, 2018). This area of research has impor
tance across domains beyond persuasion, including research on the psychology of atti
tude bolstering, work on the saying is believing effect, research on proselytizing, and the 
psychology of word of mouth, to name only a few relevant paradigms.

Another area of inquiry that has received increased recent interest has to do with the 
moral foundations of attitudes (e.g., Skitka, Hanson, Washburn, & Mueller, 2018), with 
special attention focused on the different foundations of beliefs for individuals with liber
al versus conservative ideologies (e.g., Critcher, Huber, Ho, & Koleva, 2009; Feinberg & 
Willer, 2013, 2015; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Kidwell, Farmer, & Hardesty, 2013; Wolsko, 
Ariceaga, & Seiden, 2016). Recent technological advances have led to exciting discover
ies that provide initial evidence of a link between activation within specific brain regions 
and long-term persuasion (e.g., Cacioppo, Cacioppo, & Petty, 2018; Falk, Berkman, Mann, 
Harrison, & Lieberman, 2010; Vezich, Katzman, Ames, Falk, & Lieberman, 2017). Other 
research examining the relationship between the brain and attitudes has begun to look at 
classic attitude strength constructs such as ambivalence and certainty (Luttrell et al., 
2013; Luttrell, Stillman, Hasinski, & Cunningham, 2016).

Finally, from an applied perspective, advances in persuasion research continue to be put 
to use across diverse fields such as marketing (e.g., Teeny, Briñol, & Petty, 2017), health 
communication (Geers, Briñol, & Petty, IN PRESS; Huskey, Mangus, Turner, & Weber, 
2017; Sheeran et al., 2016; Jones & Albarracín, 2016), and educational settings via inter
ventions designed to help underrepresented individuals achieve success and stay in 
school (e.g., Walton et al., 2015). Despite the many challenges faced by attitude re
searchers over the past century, interest and progress in attitudes and persuasion re
mains stronger than ever.
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