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The effects of a salient self-schema on message evaluation were studied. Sub-
jects were identified who characterized themselves using trait adjectives that
reflected the prototype of either a “‘religious’ or a “‘legalistic”’ person. Equally
persuasive sets of proattitudinal messages were developed empirically using weak
arguments. Half of the messages were developed to reflect a “‘religious’ per-
spective on the issue (capital punishment, abortion) whereas half were developed
to reflect a *'legalistic’’ perspective on the issue. Religious and legalistic subjects
were then exposed to religious or legalistic arguments supporting an equally
acceptable position (e.g., eliminating capital punishment). Afterward, subjects
evaluated the persuasiveness of the communication and listed their thoughts as
part of a “curriculum development project.”’ Results suggested that subjects
when exposed to a schema-relevant message arguments for a position in which
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they believed were more positive about the quality of the message arguments
and in their cognitive responding. These data extend the heuristic value of seif-
schemata to the area of attitudes and suggest that cognitive responses in per-
suasion are subjectively rather than objectively rational.

Recipients of persuasive communications have at their disposal vast
quantities of internal and external information. One method of selecting
and processing the available data is to adopt various cognitive schemata
for ascribing meaning to and discerning implications of these data (Neis-
ser, 1976). One level of cognitive schemata that has been found to be
particularly powerful in guiding information processing is the level rep-
resenting the organization of the idiomatic data constituting the *‘self’’
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1981a; Markus, 1977; Rogers, 1977; Rogers, Kuiper,
& Kirker, 1977; see Greenwald, 1980). The mnemonic benefits derived
from the activatior of a self-schema, for example, suggest that external
information heeded by a person is more likely to come into contact with
long-term memorial pools when the individual’s self-schema is activated
than when it is not (e.g., Rogers et al., 1977; see Taylor & Crocker, 1981
for a recent review). Applying this logic to the study of persuasion
suggests the following: if somewhat novel, but easily understandable,
message arguments are presented to a person, then a ceiling effect for
message comprehension might obtain; however, evidence that these ex-
ternally provided message arguments have come into greater contact
with organized associative processes when a self-schema is activated
than when it is not might nevertheless be observable in the profile of
idiosyncratic cognitive responses the person generates when exposed to
the persuasive communication. Since our interest in the present study
was to examine the effects of self-schemata on the elaboration rather
than comprehension of the externally provided persuasive arguments,
brief, easily comprehensible message arguments were employed.

Assumptions

There are several assumptions in the present investigation that should
be stated explicitly. The first assumption is that a high level of messa~s
comprehension might be achieved while leaving some latitude for the
enhancement or diminution of cognitive response processes. Direct evi-
dence for this assumption is available in the research on distraction and
persuasion (see Petty & Brock, 1981, for a review of the last 17 years
of experimentation on distraction and persuasion). Briefly, at moderate,
in contrast to low, levels of distraction during a persuasive communi-
cation, people display predictably distinctive levels of message elabo-
ration while also exhibiting equivalent levels of message comprehension
and retention. For instance, Petty, Wells, and Brock (1976) reported
that: (a) when subjects were exposed under low, in contrast to moderate,






