Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
1977, Vol. 35, No. 9, 645-655

Forewarning, Cognitive Responding, and
Resistance to Persuasion

Richard E. Petty

University of Missouri-Columbia

John T. Cacioppo

University of Notre Dame

The effects of forewarning of the content of impending discrepant communica-
tions on involving topics were investigated in two experiments. In Experiment
1, it was found that regardless of whether or not subjects listed their thoughts,
warnings produced resistance to persuasion if a delay interval between warning
and message was provided. Also, warned subjects who listed their thoughts
showed evidence of anticipatory counterargumentation. In Experiment 2, sub-
jects either were asked to record what their actual thoughts had been during
the delay pericd or were instructed to write only thoughts relevant to the topic.
Warned subjects showed evidence of anticipatory counterargumentation; only
unwarned subjects who recorded their actual thoughts showed susceptibility to
persuasion: 1ad unwarned sibjects who were instructed to write thoughts on the
topic displayed postiessage resistance to persuasion equivalent tc that of
warned groups. Together, these esperiments provide evidence that anticipatory
counterargumentation mediates the resistance to persuasion conveyed by a

forewarning of message content.

McGuire and Papageorgis (1962) sug-
gested that forewarning an audience of an
upcoming discrepant communication pro-
duced resistance to persuasion by stimulating
anticipatory counterarguments to the impend-
ing message. The notion is that subjects use
the period following the warning but preced-
ing the message to consider arguments sup-
porting their own position and refuting antag-
onistic positions. These anticipatory cognitive
responses presumably confer resistance to the
subsequent persuasion attempt.

For example, take the case of a college
freshman who intends to inform his parents
of a desire to drop out of school. The student
should be more persuaded by his parents’
arguments against his position if he did not
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expect them to wage an antagonistic commun-
ication than if he were forewarned of their
opposition. Similarly, forewarnings of tele-
vision commercials presenting a discrepant
message (“And now a word from our sponsor
.. ") might reduce persuasibility by eliciring
anticipatory counterargumentation.

A pair of experiments was conducted to
explore the mediator of the persuasion-
inhibiting effects of forewarnings of the con-
tent of impending discrepant communications.
The first goal was to assess whether or not
persons actually engage in counterargumenta-
tion in the postwarning, premessage interval
by obtaining a listing of subjects’ thoughts
for that interval. A second goal was to test a
derivation from the counterargument hy-
pothesis—that it is not the forewarning per
se that produces resistance to persuasion, but
the fact that persons are motivated by the
warning to consider more fully their own
positions. This implies that resistance can be
produced in an unwarned group by instruct-
ing them to think about the topic. Experi-
ment 1 was primarily designed to meet the
first goal; Experiment 2, the second.*

1Tt should be noted that the counterargument
hypothesis applies only when the forewarning pro-
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