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Specifying the ELM
Conceptual and
Methodological
Issues in the
Elaboration
Likelihood Model of
Persuasion: A Reply
to the Michigan State
Critics

by Richard E. Petty, Duane T. Wegener,
Leandre R. Fabrigar, Joseph R. Priester,
and John T. Cacioppo

The Elaboration Likelihood Model of
Persuasion (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo,
1981, 1986) was offered as a general
framework for organizing and under-
standing the basic processes responsi-
ble for attitude change. Although
many reviewers of the theory have
found considerable value in it (e.g., Aj-
zen, 1987; O’Keefe, 1990; Pratkanis,
1989; Sears, 1988), a group of com-
munication scholars associated with
Michigan State University has been
particularly spirited in attacking the
model. In their first round of criticism,
Stiff and Boster (Stiff, 1986; Stiff &
Boster, 1987) misinterpreted various
aspects of the ELM and offered Kahne-
man’s (1973) elastic capacity model as
an alternative. In response, we cor-
rected their misunderstandings and ex-
plained why the elastic capacity model
did not challenge the ELM (Petry, Cac-
ioppo, Kasmer & Haugtvedt, 1987;
Petty, Kasmer, Haugtvedt & Caci-
oppo, 1987). These issues have appar-
ently been put to rest. In a recent issue
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of this journal, however, Stiff and Bos-
ter returned with new misperceptions
and criticisms and were joined by
some of their Michigan State associ-
ates (Hamilton, Hunter & Boster,
1993; Mongeau & Stiff, 1993; Allen
& Reynolds, 1993).! Before providing
our comments on the individual cri-
tiques, we address some general fea-
tures of the ELM.

The Elaboration Likelibood Model
of Persuasion

“The ELM assumes that people want to

be correct in their attitudes and opin-
ions, but that there are a variety of
ways in which a reasonable position
may be adopted following exposure to
a persuasive message.” In particular,
the ELM focuses on the extent to
which people’s attitudes are deter-
mined by their careful scrutiny of all
of the available information in the per-
suasion environment along the dimen-
sions central to the perceived merits of
the issue (central route to attitude
change), versus their reliance on rela-
tively simple “cues” in the persuasion
setting that determine artitudes via
simpler association (e.g., Staats &
Staats, 1958), on-line inference {e.g.,
Bem, 1972), or memory-based heuris-
tic (e.g., Chaiken, 1987) processes
(peripheral route to attitude change).
Although we cannot, of course, de-
tail all of the variables, processes, and
effects encompassed by the ELM in
this article, we do aim to address the
major points of contention raised in
the commentaries by Hamilton,
Hunter, and Boster (1993), Mongeau
and Stiff (1993), and Allen and Reyn-
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olds (1993). Before turning to our re-
sponses, however, it may be useful to
clarify one general aspect of the ELM
that appears to be misunderstood (es-
pecially by Hamilton et al., 1993).
That is, despite the fact that presenta-
tions of the ELM have attempted to
convey its probabalistic nature (e.g.,
elaboration likelihood model), and the
fact that the numerous variables, pro-
cesses, and effects that the ELM ad-
dresses are best thought of as falling
among various continua, Critics some-
times treat the model as if it deals in
absolutes. We address some of the rele-
vant continua below.
1. Attitudes: Formation Versus
Change
It is not uncommon for authors of per-
suasion texts to make a distinction be-
tween situations involving attitude for-
mation versus those involving attitude
change (e.g., Oskamp, 1991). In con-
trast, the ELM does not emphasize
this distinction because central and pe-
ripheral processes are thought to be ca-
pable of operating both in what have
traditionally been called attitude for-
mation and attitude change situations.
Instead of a qualitative distinction
between situations involving attitude
formation versus change, the ELM
adopts what has been called the nonat-
titude/ artitude continuum (e.g., see
Fazio, 1989). In order to explicate the
nature of this continuum, one can also
imagine a continuum of recipient in-
formation regarding a potential atti-
tude object that ranges from abso-
lutely no associations or information
involving the object (e.g., the person
may have never even heard of the ob-
ject) to many associations and/or
much information. Similarly, other
characteristics have been proposed to
underlie this continuum (e.g., attitude
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accessibility).® This attitude/nonatti-
tude continuum recognizes that atti-
tudes that are very inaccessible or
based on few associations may have
more in common with nonattitudes
than with attitudes that are highly ac-
cessible and based on a large number
of associations. In targeting an atti-
tude for change, the ELM suggests
that it is more important to know
something about the underlying quali-
ties of the attitude than simply know-
ing if a person has an attitude or not.
2. Processes: Central Versus
Peripheral Routes to Persuasion

As noted above, the ELM suggests
that it is important to understand the
process by which an attitude change
occurs whether the change is from no
attitude to an attitude with few associ-
ations or from an attitude with few as-
sociations to an attitude with many. A
prominent feature of the ELM is that
it specifies an elaboration continuum
that is bounded at one end by “no
thought about the issue-relevant infor-
mation presented” and at the other
end by “complete elaboration” of all
of the relevant information (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986, p. 8). The ELM
notes that central and peripheral pro-
cesses determine attitudes with differ-
ent probabilities at different points
along the elaboration continuum.
That is, as the likelihood of thinking
about the attitude object increases
(e.g., the personal relevance of the
message increases, external distraction
decreases, etc.), the processes specified
by the central route become more
likely determinants of attitudes,
whereas the processes specified by the
peripheral route become less likely de-
terminants. Note that the ELM does
not hold that a given peripheral pro-
cess (e.g., invocation of a heuristic;
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