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Abstract

Two studies are briefly described to demonstrate
the how the personality variable of need for cognition--a
measure of an individual's chronic tendency to enjoy
thinking--may be useful in understanding how
advertisements may influence the formation of attitudes
toward a consumer product. Results from Experiment I
showed that individuals high in need for cognition were
more influenced by the quality of arguments contained in
an ad than were individuals low in need for cognition.
Results from Experiment II showed that individuals low
in need for cognition were more influenced by the
peripheral cue of endorser attractiveness than were
individuals high in need for cognition. Implications for
the conceptualization and use of personality variables in
consumer behavior research are discussed.

Introduction

The utility of personality variables for
understanding consumer behavior has been considered
dissappointing. In a review of dozens of studies and
papers that have addressed the role of personality in
consumer behavior, Kassarjian and Sheffet (1981)
concluded that the research was equivocal. A partial
explanation of why research on personality variables
may have fared so poorly. A central criticism was that
personality research in consumer behavior tended to
employ shot-gun like approaches in which predictions
were often based on few or no specific hypotheses or
theoretical frameworks.

The purpose of the present paper is to describe
how a relatively new personality variable-—need for
cognition (a measure of an indivdual's chronic tendency
to engage in and emjoy thinking)---may be an aid to
understanding how individual differences can
sytematically influence the processing of advertising
stimuli and the formation of product attitudes. In
addition, we show how the individual difference variable
of need for cognition (NC) fits into an overall
conceptualization of attitude change processess---the
Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion.

Cacioppo and Petty (1982) proposed that just as
there are situational differences which enhance or
decrease the motivation of persons to engage in issue-
relevant thinking when forming attitudes (e.g., personal
relevance) so too could there be individual differences in
chronic tendencies to engage in issue-relevant thought
when exposed to persuasive appeals. Cacioppo and Petty
(1982) sought a personality variable that closely
mirrored the kinds of processes caused by situational
inductions of motivation to think. In addition to the
practical utility of such a variable, they saw the use of a
dispositional variable as providing a stronger test of
hypotheses in experiments designed to assess the
importance of issue-relevant thinking in attitude change
and attitude-behavior correspondence research.

Taking the lead from some early research
conducted by Cohen and his colleagues (Cohen, Stotland,
and Wolfe, 1955), and unable to find an existing
personality variable that was a specific

operationalization of the theoretical construct they
sought, Cacioppo and Petty (1982) devised a measure of
an individual's natural tendency to engage in and enjoy
effortful cognitive activities. Items on the NC scale ask
individuals to rate the degree to which they consider
statements to be characteristic or uncharacteristic of
themselves (e.g, I really enjoy a task that involves
coming up with new solutions; I usually end up
deliberating about issues even when they do not affect
me personally).

Scale issues. The NC scale has been validated
using a number of techniques in a variety of studies.
Cacioppo and Petty (1982), for example, conducted a
study in which subjects performed either a simple or
complex number circling task for 10 minutes. The
simple task involved circling all 1s, 55, and 7s in a
random number table. The complex task involved
circling all the 3's, any 6 that preceded a 7, and every
other 4. Analysis of Tesponses to questions regarding
subjective enjoyment or preference for the tasks revealed
a significant task by NC interaction. Individuals scoring
above the median on the need for cognition scale
preferred the complex task over the simple task, whereas
individuals scoring below the median on the Ncog scale
preferred the simple task over the complex task.

Importantly, adding to the validity of the NC
counstruct, research has also shown that individuals high
in NC are more intrinsically motivated to engage in
effortful cognitive analyses than are individuals low in
NC. For example, research has shown that, in general,
individuals put less effort into a task when they share
responsibility for the nutcome as part of a group than
when they are individually responsible (Ingham,
Levinger, Graves, and Peckham, 1974), This effect,
which has been dubbed social loafing (Latane, Williams
and Harkins, 1979) is equally evident in cognitive
(Harkins and Petty, 1982), attitudinal (Petty, Harkins,
and Williams, 1980), and physical tasks (Williams,
Harkins, and Latane, 1980). To test the intrinsic
motivation aspect of the NC construct, Petty, Cacioppo,
and Kasmer (1985) asked subjects to perform a
brainstorming task (generatiing uses for objects) after
they were led to believe that they were individually
responsible or part of a group that was responsible for
performing the task. Results of the study showed that
individuals scoring high in NC, were less likely to loaf
on cognitive (brainstorming) tasks under group
conditions. High NC individuals generated equally high
numbers of ideas regardless of the social condition.
Importantly, adding to the discriminant validity of need
for cognition construct, a separate study demonstrated
that individuals high in NC were just as likely as
individuals low in NC to loaf on physical tasks---such as
fastening and unfastening nuts and bolts——-when working
in a group (Petty, et al 1985). .

Based on the above studies, and others too
pumerous to mention here (e.g., Srull, Lichenstein and
Rothbart, 1985; Ahlering and McClure, 1985; Sidera,
1983; Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao, 1984; Cacioppo, Petty,
Kao, and Rodriquez, 1986; Furguson, Chung, and
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