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A cognitive response analysis was applied to the use of rhetorical questions in
persuasion. College students heard a counterattitudinal message in which the
major arguments were summarized in either statement or rhetorical forms. The
personal relevance of the issue and the quality of the arguments employed in the
message were also varied. The use of rhetorical questions was found to either
increase cr decrease the cognitive elaboration of a message depending on the -
personal relevance of the communication. When the message was of low personal
relevance and recipients were not naturally processing the statement form of the
message diligently, the use of rhetoricals enhanced thinking: A message with
strong arguments became more persuasive. and a message with weak arguments
became less persuasive with rhetoricals. On the other hand, when the message
was of high personal relevance and recipients were already highly motivated to
process the statement form of the message, the use of rhetoricals disrupted think-
ing: A message with strong arguments became less persuasive, and a message
with weak arguments became more persuasive with rhetoricals. This three-way
interaction was expected from the cognitive response analysis, but not from com-
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peting formulations.

Eagly and Himmelfarb (1978) have at-
tributed much of the social psychologists’
renewed concern with persuasion research
to a widely shared interest in information
processing models of attitude formation and
change. The traditional information pro-
cessing view of persuasion stemmed from the
pioneering work of Carl Hovland and his
colleagues (cf. Hovland, Janis, & Kelley,
1953) and emphasized how source, message,
receiver, context, and modality factors af-
fected attention to, comprehension of, yield-
ing to, and retention of the information pre-
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sented in a persuasive appeal. In this model,
attention and comprehension were viewed as
essential prerequisites to yielding. McGuire
(1969, 1972) has provided excellent reviews,
applications, and extensions of this general
information processing approach.

More recently, researchers identifying with
an information processing view of persuasion
have documented the importance of an ad-
ditional step in the information processing
sequence—the cognitive elaboration of the
persuasive appeal. Greenwald (1968) noted
that the recipients of a persuasive message
have access to a vast store of information
beyond that contained in the message itself.
A communication was hypothesized to elicit
subject-generated cognitive responses that
could either support or contradict the exter-
nal information presented. In other words,
people were viewed as active contributors to
the persuasive messages that they received
rather than mere passive recipients of them
(Festinger & Maccoby, 1964; Weiss, 1968).
The more favorable cognitive responses that
the recipient generated to the information






