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Attitudes and Cognitive Response:
An Electrophysiological Approach
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Two experiments employed electrophysiological procedures for assessing the
covert information-processing activity of message recipients. In Experiment 1.
24 subjects expected to hear discrepant communications and were requested to
“collect their thoughts” following each forewarning. As discrepancy increased,
anticipatory counterargumentation increased, whereas production of favorable
thoughts and agreement decreased. In addition, following forewarnings oral
muscle, cardiac, and respiratory activity increased, whereas nonoral muscle ac-
tivity remained constant and quiescent. In Experiment 2, 60 subjects antic-
ipated and heard a proattitudinal, a counterattitudinal, or a neutral communi-
cation. They evaluated more positively and generated more favorable thoughts
and fewer counterarguments to the proattitudinal than to the counterattitudinal
advocacy, but rated simularly. the neutral and proattitudinal advocacies. As in -
Experiment 1, incipient oral muscle activity increased foliowing the forewamn-
ing of an involving counterattitudinal advocacy; it also increased for all con-
ditions during the message. Patterns of subtle facial muscle changes reflected
the affective nature of the cognitive responding before and during the message.
These results provide evidence that electrophysiological assessments offer ob-
jective, concurrent, and independent measures of cognitive response in persua-
sion, and support the notion of recipients as active information processors when
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topic involvement is high.

Recent work in attitude change has em-
phasized the manner in which persons process
the information contained in persuasive mes-
sages. Investigators have studied how such
variables as source credibility (Cook, 1969;
Gillig & Greenwald, 1974), distraction (Petty,
Wells, & Brock, 1976), message repetition
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1979), message compre-
hensibility (Eagly, 1974), forewarning of per-
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suasive intent (Petty & Caciopoc, 1979a) and
of topic and position (Petty & Cacioppo,
1977), number of arguments employed (Cal-
der, Insko, & Yandell, 1974), issuc involve-
ment (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979b), heart rate
(Cacioppo, 1979), group discussion (Burn-
stein & Vinokur, 1977), and so forth affect
the profile of cognitions (e.g., counterargu-
ments, favorable thoughts, neutral thoughts),
and attitude change. Theoretical interest in
the influence on persuasion of a person’s
idiosyncratic cognitive responses to an ad-
vocacy is certainly not new (cf. Hovland,
Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949), but the present
level of research activity in the area marks a
shift in emphasis toward this approach (cf.
Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, in press). The re-
invigorated interest in these covert thought
processes stems in part from the apparent
inability of classical learning theories to pro-
vide parsimonious accounts of observed atti-
tude changes (Greenwald, 1968 ; Petty, 1977),
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