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1. The design of persuasive texts
1.1

Text design: choosing content, structure, and style

Texts are written to attain goals: to educate, to persuade, to instruct. The writer of
a biology book about the human body wants the reader to understand and recall
the way in which the heart functions; the writer of a fund-raising letter wants the

recipient to send money; the author of a computer manual wants to enable the
user to install the computer and its operating systems. These goals, however, are
not automatically attained when the text is read. Students fail examinations, many
fund-raising letters are never answered, and computers gather dust in attics.
Readers have to engage in a number of cognitive processes. These processes

are initiated and guided by the text. The text functions as a recipe from which the
readers have to cook a meal. Whether they succeed in producing a tasty meal
depends as much on the recipe as on the cook's abilities. Writers cannot alter the
readers' capacities fundamentally, but they are in control of the text's
characteristics. When designing a text, the writer decides which information to
include (content), how to order this information (structure), and how to phrase it
(style).1 Content, structure, and style are the dimensions along which a text can
vary. The choices made determine the text's effectiveness irrespective of its goal.
For instance, including an analogy to illustrate a new concept can facilitate
understanding of this concept (Mayer, 1979); the order in which instructions are
given can influence the understanding of what one is accomplishing (Hoeken, Mom
& Maes, 1994); variations in language use can influence a text's persuasiveness
(Hamilton, Hunter & Burgoon, 1990).2
Content, structure, and style influence a text's effectiveness by affecting the
processes necessary to attain the goal. To design an effective text, it is necessary to
know two things:
1. Which cognitive processes are necessary to attain the goal?
2. How do content, structure, and style influence these processes?
In this dissertation these two questions are addressed with respect to a particular
goal: persuasion. Persuasive texts advertisements, brochures, editorials, etc. - are
omnipresent in modern society. Their aim is to influence opinions, attitudes, or
even behavior. To design effective persuasive texts, one has to know which
-

processes lead to this goal and how content, structure, and style influence these
processes. In this chapter, the nature and characteristics of persuasion are
discussed, and a framework to answer these questions is given.

1
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1.2 The goal of persuasive texts: influencing the attitude

O'Keefe (1990) approaches the problem of defining "persuasion" by taking into
account the features of paradigm cases of persuasion. He then defines persuasion
as "a successful intentional effort at influencing another's mental state through
communication in a circumstance in which the persuadee has some measure of
freedern" (O'Keefe, 1990, p. 17). Following this definition, persuasive texts can be
defined as intentional efforts at influencing a reader's mental state through
communication in a situation in which the reader has some measure of freedom.
The term "successful", which is in O'Keefe's definition of persuasion, is not
included in the definition of persuasive texts. Many persuasive texts are not
successful, e.g., fund-raising letters that do not raise money, advertisements that do
no lead to sales. However, the fact that these texts do not attain their goals does
not imply that they were not intended to be persuasive.
O'Keefe's definition included the term "intentional effort". This implies that a
mental state can be influenced unintentionally. In fact, receiving any information
about an issue or object may affect one's mental state. Journalists try to inform
their readers, not to influence them. Nevertheless, the bare facts about the
consequences of a new government policy may result in the reader developing a
negative attitude toward this policy. As this attitude was not intended by the
journalist, the article is not a persuasive text. On the other hand, if a pressure
group that is strongly opposed to this policy writes a letter containing the same
facts, then this text is a persuasive one. In the latter case, influencing the attitude is
intended; in the former, it is not. Therefore, intentional effort is used as a criterion
to distinguish between persuasive texts and informative texts leading to changes in
the reader's mental state:
"Mental state" is often referred to as "attitude". Although (or perhaps because)
the concept of attitude has been studied extensively, there is no universal
agreement about its definition. The discussion will not be repeated here (for a
review, see McGuire, 1985). Instead, Zanna and Rempel's (1988) definition of
attitude will be used. They regard an attitude as "the categorization of a stimulus
object along an evaluative dimension based upon, or generated from, three general
classes

of information: (1) cognitive information, (2) affective/emotional

information, and/or (3) information concerning past behaviors or behavioral
intentions" (Zanna & Rempel, 1988, p. 319). This definition implies that an
attitude is an evaluation of an object. The object pn be anything from a concrete
person to an abstract idea. The fact that the object is categorized implies that an

9
2
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attitude is an item of knowledge and is the result of at least some minimum
cognitive activity. Although an attitude is cognitively formed and stored, it does not
necessarily, or even primarily, have to be based on facts. It can be the result of
feelings or of past behavior as well. For instance, the evaluation of a movie can be
based on the emotions it evoked: I like Stephen Frear's 'Tile Snapper" because it
is a feel-good movie. Similarly, past behavior regarding an object may lead one to
infer one's attitude toward it: I always buy this brand of milk, so I must like it.
Zanna and Rempel (1988) regard an attitude as an item of knowledge that is
represented in memory. Often, the attitude is conceptualized as an evaluation
linked via an association with the attitude object (cf. Fazio, 1989; Pratkanis, 1989).
The evaluation can, but does not have to be related to knowledge structures about
the object or domain. For example, a person's attitude toward a book may be
related to knowledge about its theme, content and style, its relation to the author's
personal life, etc. However, this knowledge is not necessary to have an attitude
toward a book; it may just as well be based on its cover. Even if an attitude is
based on a knowledge structure, the link may be loose. Lingle and Ostrom (1981)
showed that attitudes can be activated without the knowledge on which they were
based being activated as well.
Persuasion is aimed at influencing attitude because attitude is believed to
determine behavior. People try to convince others of the hazards of smoking not
only to create a negative attitude toward smoking, but also to prevent them from
doing it. Copywriters try to evoke a positive attitude toward a product so that

people will buy it. The relationship between attitude and behavior is, again, a
much discussed one. While some researchers label the support for the
correspondence between attitude and actions as "tragic" (McGuire, 1989, p. 54),
others claim that verbal attitude measures are accurate predictors of behavior
(Ajzen, 1988, p. 61). Several models, of which the Theory of Reasoned Action
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) is perhaps the most prominent,
have been developed to explain how and when attitudes determine behavior. In a
meta-analytic review using 85 estimates of the relation between attitude and
behavior, Sheppard, Hartwick, and Warshaw (1988) concluded that a fair amount
of behavioral variance could be explained by attitudes.
Persuasive texts aim at influencing attitudes and behavior because their writers
doubt whether people would hold the intended attitude or behave in the desired
way without this effort. This is implied by the phrase "a circumstance in which the
persuadee has some measure of freedom" in the definition of persuasive texts. That
is, a text informing readers that they should sleep once in a while is not a
3
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persuasive text because it is impossible to do without sleep. Persuasive texts try to
influence attitudes in situations in which, at least potentially, people may hold

other views. The means to this end is communication. That is, by transferring
information, writers try to influence their readers' attitude. To attain this goal,
people have to process this information.

1.3

The information-processing paradigm

Persuasive texts are designed to influence a readers' attitudes by the transfer of
information. In order to attain this goal, readers have to process this information.

McGuire (1968, 1969, 1972) has presented his information-processing paradigm in
which three processes are distinguished: "Specifically, for a communication to
produce a persuasive effect, it is necessary that the person attends to it,
comprehends the arguments, and yields to what he has comprehended" (McGuire,
1972, p. 116). Thus, the cognitive processes an individual has to engage in are
attention, comprehension, and yielding. The three processes follow each other in
time, and according to the information-processing paradigm, going through earlier
processes is necessary, though not sufficient, to obtain a persuasive effect: This
explains why so many persuasive texts are ineffective. The ultimate impact of the
text on the readers' attitude depends on how successful it was at the intermediate
steps. For instance, unattended information cannot be comprehended. According to
the model, if the argumentation is too difficult to comprehend, readers will not
accept it. And even when readers comprehend the argumentation, it is uncertain
whether they will yield to it. If only half of the intended target group pays attention
to the text, and only half of these people comprehend the arguments, and again

only half of the "comprehenders" yield to the arguments, the ultimate goal of
persuasion

is reached for only (.5 x .5 x .5 =) .125 of

the target group.5

The information-processing paradigm has important implications for the design
persuasive
of
texts. Choosing a particular style may have a positive effect on one of
the processes, but a negative effect on another. For example, Hoeken and
Anderiesse (1992) reported that rhetorical questions can produce such opposing
effects. They found that a text preceded by a rhetorical question was rated as more
interesting than a text preceded by a statement with the same communicative
content. Thus, the chances that the text would be read were higher when the text
was preceded by a question. However, the question elicited an evaluation of the
issue which reduced the readers' susceptibility to the argumentation put forward in
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the text. While the rhetorical question had a positive effect on the attention
process, it had a negative effect on the yielding process.
McGuire postulates attention and comprehension as the rivers readers have to
cross before yielding can be reached. However, Fishbein and Ajzen (1981, pp. 353354) dispute the importance of attention and comprehension to persuasion:

"Receivers may fail to pay much attention to a message; they may misperceive it or
misunderstand it and still display change in primary beliefs."6 According to them,
persuasion can be achieved, for example, simply because the text stimulates
readers to think about the issue leading to a reconceptualization of their attitude.
Indeed, McGuire (1972, p. 132) himself notes that under some conditions,
comprehension is not a necessary precondition to persuasion. Although some
experiments have shown a text's comprehensibility to affect its persuasiveness (cf.,
Eagly, 1974, experiment 3), the attention and comprehension processes have not
received much attention from researchers. Usually, these processes are taken for
granted; subjects are presented with a persuasive message and instructed to pay
attention to it. Furthermore, the message is designed to be comprehensible and the
subjects are usually students, who have a high reading ability. Under such
circumstances, it is easy to neglect the importance of attention and comprehension
to the effectiveness of persuasive texts.

The information-processing paradigm specifies three processes that are
necessary to obtain a persuasive effect: attention, comprehension, and yielding. In
the next three sections, these three processes will be discussed. Each process will

be described along with the ways in which it can be influenced by a text's content,
structure, and style. The yielding process is discussed first. Understanding how

yielding is attained helps to determine the conditions under which comprehension
is a necessary prerequisite to yielding. The comprehension process is discussed in
section 1.5. The attention process is dealt with in section 1.6. The results of the
discussion of the yielding, comprehension, and attention processes are summarized
and integrated in section 1.7. Section 1.8 contains the research questions along with
the limitations of the study.

1.4

The yielding process

Various models of the yielding process have been proposed (for a review, see Petty
& Cacioppo, 1981). As a sort of meta-theoretical umbrella for these models, Petty
and Cacioppo (1981) developed the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). The
5
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ELM is

a dual-process model

of yielding, i.e., it distinguishes between two yielding

processes: one in which yielding is the result of scrutinizing the arguments (the

central route to influencing the attitude), and one in which yielding is the result of
non-argumentative characteristics of the text (the peripheral route to influencing
attitude). In the following sections, the ELM is described and the criticism the
ELM has received is discussed. Lastly, a number of experiments are described that
illustrate how content, structure, and style can influence the yielding process.

1.4.1

The Elaboration Likelihood Model

The starting point of Petty and Cacioppo's (1981, 19863) Elaboration Likelihood
Model (ELM) is that, in principle, people want to hold correct attitudes. That is,
people believe it is important to have a valid opinion about an issue. Petty and
Cacioppo acknowledge that an attitude cannot be objectively and universally
correct or valid, but at least in a subjective way, it can. The safest way to arrive at
a correct attitude is to carefully scrutinize the arguments. People activate issuerelevant knowledge in their memory in order to evaluate the relevance and
strength of the arguments put forward.7 Cognitive resources are allocated to the
arguments and to the issue under consideration which leads to the generation of
cognitive responses. Petty, Ostrom, and Brock (1981, p. 13) describe this process as

follows: "when people receive persuasive communications, they will attempt to
relate the new information to their existing knowledge about the topic. In doing
this, people may consider much cognitive material that is not in the communication
itself. These additional self-generated cognitions may agree with the proposals of
the source, disagree, or be entirely irrelevant to the communication." When the
cognitive responses are supportive of the advocacy, the attitude will become
positive; when the responses refute the arguments put forward in the text, the
attitude will become negative. When yielding is the result of argument scrutiny, it
is said to be reached along the central route.
Although the central route is the safest route to a correct attitude, most people

will usually not follow it. The cognitive effort required, in combination with the
large number of persuasive texts one encounters, make it impossible to scrutinize
each and every argument of each and every persuasive text. Whether readers will
make the effort for a particular text depends on two prerequisites: ability and
motivation. Ability refers to the fact that readers need to have the capacities to
scrutinize the arguments. Two aspects of ability can be distinguished. First, readers
6
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can differ in their ability to elaborate. Elaboration implies the comprehension of
the arguments in the text, the activation of prior knowledge to evaluate the
arguments, and the skills to distinguish between valid and invalid argumentation.
On each of these factors, readers can differ from each other. Information on new
techniques used in a micro-wave can be fully comprehensible to an engineer, but
too difficult for anyone else. Some readers will have prior knowledge about an
issue that others lack. Readers can differ in their skills in identifying and
evaluating argumentation schemes (Oostdam, 1991). Second, some factors will
affect the ability to elaborate for all readers, regardless of any individual
differences. Examples of these factors are illegible print, time constraints, or
distracting sounds. Since these factors are of a different nature, Poiesz (1989) has
proposed employing the label "opportunity" for them.
Ability to elaborate is a necessary, but not a sufficient precondition for
argument scrutiny. Even if one is able to scrutinize the arguments, one may not be
motivated to do so. Motivation is determined by issue-dependent and issueindependent factors. An important issue-dependent variable is issue-involvement or
personal relevance. This factor reflects the idea that readers are more motivated to
scrutinize the arguments when the issue has important consequences for
themselves. In those circumstances, readers find it more important to have a
correct attitude. To illustrate the concept of issue-involvement, the way in which
Petty and Cacioppo (as well as others) have manipulated the concept will be
discussed. Students read (or heard) a text in which it was argued that a senior
comprehensive exam should be implemented as a requirement for graduation. Half
of the students was told that the exam would become a requirement at a distant
university in ten years, whereas the other half was told that the exam would be
required at their own university the following year. For the former subjects, the
issue would have no personal consequences, while for the latter, it would, since if

implemented, they would have to pass the exam. As expected, subjects for whom
the issue had personal consequences were more motivated to scrutinize the
arguments, than subjects for whom the issue had no personal consequences (Petty

& Cacioppo, 1979).
Besides issue-dependent differences in motivation, there are individual
differences in motivation as well. People differ "in their tendency to engage in and
enjoy effortful cognitive endeavors" (Petty & Cacioppo, 19864 p. 48). That is, some
people enjoy scrutinizing arguments and therefore are more inclined to do so,

whereas others are bored or frustated when scrutinizing arguments and therefore
are less inclined to do so. Cacioppo and Petty (1982) developed a Need for
7
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Cognition scale in order to scale individuals along their inclination to process
information critically. A pool of items was generated containing positive statements
about effortful cognitive endeavors (e.g., I would prefer complex to simple
problems), and negative statements (e.g., Thinking is not my idea of fun). In the
first study, Cacioppo and Petty (1982) administered the items to two groups of
subjects, who presumably differed in their tendency to engage in and enjoy
cognitive efforts (assembly line workers vs. faculty members). Factor analysis
revealed one dominant factor. All ambiguous, irrelevant, or internal inconsistent
items were removed from the pool. Next, the remaining items were administered
to a more homogeneous population (undergraduate students only). Again, factor
analysis revealed the same dominant factor. Furthermore, the factor loadings
obtained in the two studies were highly correlated.
To validate the distinction between individuals differing in need for cognition,
an experiment was conducted in which some subjects had to perform a simple
meaningless task (i.e., circle all ls, 5s, and 7s on a table containing 3,500 random
numbers), while other subjects had to perform a complex meaningless task (i.e.,
circle all the 3s, any 6 preceding a 7, and every other 4 on a similar table).

Afterwards, the subjects' attitude toward the task was assessed, as well as their
need for cognition. In general, all subjects disliked the task. More importantly, an
interaction between need f6r cognition (lower, higher) and task (simple, complex)
indicated that subjects with a higher need for cognition tended to prefer the
complex to the simple task, whereas subjects with a lower need for cognition
tended to prefer the simple to the complex task. This finding corroborates the idea
that the need for cognition scale is capable of distinguishing between people

inclined to scrutinize arguments and those who are not inclined to do so. Since
nobody wants to look stupid or lazy, it is possible that subjects with a lower need
for cognition cheated when answering the items. That is, they gave socially
desirable answers in saying that they enjoy thinking, whereas in truth, they do not.
However, Cacioppo and Petty (1982) reported no significant correlation (r = +.08)
between the need for cognition and social desirability. There was a significant
positive correlation between need for cognition and intelligence (r = +.39, p <
.01), indicating that more intelligent subjects tended to have a higher need for
cognition. These results suggest that the need for cognition scale is a useful
instrument for distinguishing between subjects who are more or less inclined to
scrutinize the arguments.
There are many obstacles at the entrance to the central route to yielding.
Readers need to have the opportunity as well as the ability to scrutinize the

8
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arguments. Furthermore, they have to be motivated to argument scrutiny.
Motivation depends on the consequences the issue has for the individual (issueinvolvement) and on the individual's tendency to engage in and enjoy thinking hard

(need for cognition). If one of these requirements is not met, readers will not
scrutinize the arguments. More often than not, readers are not willing or able to
scrutinize the arguments in a persuasive text. For instance, it would be nonsense to

scrutinize each and every advertisement one reads. Nevertheless, texts that are not
scrutinized can still be persuasive. The ELM posits that yielding can proceed along
a second route as well: the peripheral route to yielding. Yielding reached along
this route is not the result of argument scrutiny. Instead, yielding is the result of
the association of the issue with affective cues (via classical or operant
conditioning), or it is the result of making inferences about the likely correctness
or desirability of an attitude on the basis of non-argumentative characteristics of
the text. These non-argumentative characteristics are called peripheral cues,
examples being pleasant music, the source's expertise (the source is an expert on
this field, so she must be right), or the number of arguments in the text (if there
are so many arguments in favor of this position, it has to be the correct one). It is
important to note that reasoning on the basis of these cues can still require
considerable cognitive effort. However, the difference is that on the central route,
cognitive resources are employed to evaluate the argume'ntative content, whereas
on the peripheral route, they are aimed at aspects other than the arguments:
These differences have implications for the stability of the resulting attitude.
Attitudes based on argument scrutiny will persist longer over time, predict related
behavior better, and will be more resistant to counterpersuasion than attitudes
based on peripheral cues.
Accordingly, variables in a persuasive text can function as persuasive arguments
and as peripheral cues. The content of a text is likely to influence the yielding
,
a
because
process by functioning as persuasive argument
Petty and Cacioppo
(19864 9 18) define persuasive arguments as any information that enables the
reader to evaluate the issue. Thus, any information a person deems relevant to
evaluate an issue functions as an argument. Therefore, differences in content may
correspond to differences in argumentation. Other factors that do not affect the
text's content, e.g., its source or structure, can affect the yielding process as
'
peripheral cues. Whether persuasive arguments or peripheral cues determine the
outcome of the yielding process depends on whether the readers are scrutinizing

the arguments or not. When attention is focused mainly on the evaluation of the
arguments, peripheral cues are less important determinants of the outcome of the
9
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yielding process; their importance increases when readers do not scrutinize the
arguments.

Apart from functioning as a persuasive argument or a peripheral cue, variables
in the persuasion context can also influence the yielding process indirectly by
affecting the extent or direction of elaboration. Elaboration is the generation of
cognitive responses to evaluate the arguments presented. The extent to which
readen elaborate depends on the readers' ability and motivation. Petty and
Cacioppo acknowledge the fact that ability and motivation can be influenced by
characteristics of the text. This implies that characteristics of the text can influence
the readers' ability and motivation to scrutinize the arguments. For instance, the
motivation to scrutinize the arguments can be increased by forewarning the readers
of the persuasive intent of an upcoming message or of its content and/or position

(for a review, see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, pp. 115-130). If forewarned, readers
are more inclined to generate counterarguments, that is, they generate mainly
negative cognitive responses. Therefore, forewarning is an example of a variable
that biases the elaboration: More negative responses are generated than positive
responses. The ability to scrutinize the arguments can be influenced by
characteristics of the text as well. In order to scrutinize the arguments, readers
have to comprehend them. That is, comprehension is a necessary prerequisite to
ability and, therefore, to elaboration. If an argument is incomprehensible, readers
cannot elaborate on it, neither positively, nor negatively. Therefore, the text's
comprehensibility determines the amount of elaboration, but not its direction:
The discussion of the effect of the text's comprehensibility on the persuasion
process sheds some light on the relation between the ELM and McGuire's
information-processing paradigm. The information-processing paradigm describes
the situation in which readers are motivated and able to scrutinize the arguments.
Under these conditions, readers will pay attention to the text, comprehend the
arguments, and, depending on the arguments' strength, yield to the arguments. If
readers pay attention to the text but are not motivated and/or able to scrutinize

the arguments, they can still yield to the text. Under such conditions, however,
McGuire's information-processing paradigm is not an adequate description of the
persuasion process because readers do not have to comprehend the arguments in
order to yield to the text. Figure 1.1 depicts the processes when a persuasive text is
successful in influencing the attitude along the central route and those when the
text is successful in influencing the attitude along the peripheral route.

10
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Attention
#

Motivated and able to scrutinize?
Yes

No

1

1

Comprehension of the
arguments
1

Figure 1.1

Yielding as a result of
argument strength

Yielding as a result of
peripheral cues

Persuasion reached along
the central route

Persuasion reached along
the peripheral route

The cognitive processes on the two routes to persuasion

The Elaboration Likelihood Model can be summarized as follows. People want to
hold correct attitudes. The best way to achieve this goal is to scrutinize the
arguments. Readers are not always able and/or motivated to scrutinize each and
every argument, even though it is the safest route to a correct attitude. When
readers are scrutinizing the arguments, their attitude will be influenced mainly by
strength of the arguments. When readers are unable or unmotivated to scrutinize
the arguments, they can still be persuaded, for instance, by applying rules of thumb
like "Experts are right". The attitudes formed in the latter way are less stable and
less predictive of behavior than attitudes based on argument scrutiny.
Characteristics of the text can directly affect the readers' attitude by functioning
as a persuasive argument or as a peripheral cue. Furthermore, they can affect the
persuasion process by influencing the ability and motivation to scrutinize the
arguments. That is, readers can be stimulated or frustrated in their attempt to
elaborate on the arguments. The ELM's dual-process idea has consequences for
the information-processing paradigm. The comprehension process is a necessary
prerequisite only on the central route to persuasion. On the peripheral route,
comprehension of the arguments is not necessary for yielding to occur. Although
the ELM has inspired many researchers as well as practitioners, it has also
received its share of criticism. This criticism is discussed in the next section.
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1.4.2 Criticisms of the Elaboration Likelihood Model and Chaiken's alternative
Several researchers have noted that the ELM is mainly a descriptive rather than a

predictive theory of persuasion (e.g., Burgoon, 1990; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p.
321).10 That is, rather than predicting which effect a variable in the persuasion
context will have, the effect is only afterwards deduced on the basis of the pattern
of results obtained. This makes the ELM difficult to disprove (Mongeau & Stiff,
1993). This criticism is extended to one of the most important aspects of the ELM:
the distinction between strong and weak arguments. This distinction is
operationalized empirically. Strong arguments generate mainly positive cognitive
responses when elaborated on, whereas weak arguments generate mainly negative
cognitive responses. In many experiments, the difference in argument strength is
used to distinguish between subjects who did scrutinize the arguments and those
who did not. The former subjects will show greater sensitivity to differences in
argument strength than the latter. However, as O'Keefe (1990, p. 110) notes, when
in an experiment no difference is found between strong and weak arguments under
conditions of high elaboration, this does not imply that the ELM is falsified.
Instead, it has to be concluded that the manipulation of argument strength was
unsuccessful or that the manipulation of elaboration likelihood has failed, because,
under conditions of high elaboration, strong arguments are more persuasive than
weak arguments by definition. The distinction is based on this very characteristic.
The scope of the model has been criticized as well. Petty and Cacioppo (1986a)
present the ELM as a model of attitude change. The model describes the processes
occurring when an already existing attitude is changed. Several researchers have
argued that the ELM is not a model of attitude change but of attitude formation,
or, at least, that the empirical evidence supporting the ELM is restricted to
attitude formation (e.g., Hamilton, Hunter & Boster, 1993; Roser, 1990). Roser
(1990) discusses experiments showing that people who are highly involved in an
issue are more resistant to persuasion than people less involved in an issue. The
ELM, on the other hand, claims that highly involved subjects will be more
persuaded by a message containing strong arguments than less involved subjects.
Experiments have produced results supportive of this claim (Petty & Cacioppo,
1979). Roser explains these contradictory results as follows. The experiments
showing highly involved subjects to be more resistant to persuasion used issues
which the subjects had already had a great deal of time to think about. Therefore,
their attitudes were the result of a careful evaluation of the relevant information.
High involvement is, in this case, accompanied by a well-considered attitude. The
12
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experiments conducted by Petty and Cacioppo and their colleagues employed
issues the subjects were also opposed tO. However, the subjects had not spent
much time thinking about this issue. Roser concludes that the former experiments
were about attitude change, whereas the latter were about attitude formation.
Hamilton et al. (1993) raise questions about the viability of a peripheral route
to attitude change. They argue that the experiments showing the persuasive effects
of peripheral cues are all on attitude formation. That is, the subjects had no

attitudes toward the issue or object before entering the experiment. Hamilton et al.
found it difficult to believe that an existing attitude can be affected by peripheral
cues such as pleasant music. Therefore, they suggested that the peripheral route to
persuasion is applicable only to the process of attitude formation. Changing an
existing attitude can be achieved only along the central route. The problem with
this modification is that Hamilton et al. blur the distinction made by Roser (1990)
between attitudes resulting from a thorough evaluation of the information, and
attitudes resulting from peripheral cues. Indeed, it is difficult to conceive that
attitudes formed along the central route can be changed subsequently along the
peripheral route. However, the chances of an attitude formed along the peripheral
route being changed along the same route appears to be higher. Whether this is
indeed possible is an empirical question. Nevertheless, the distinction between
attitude formation or attitude change is an important one. The experiments

providing support for the ELM were (usually) about attitude formation (Hamilton
et al., 1993, p. 60). Therefore, its claims about attitude change have to be regarded
cautiously.
The ELM claims that different types of processes operate on the peripheral
route to yielding, e.g., classical and operant conditioning, and cognitive dissonance.

Questions have been raised about the tenability of this conceptualization. Hamilton
et al. (1993) raise the objection that the different processes operate under different
conditions which sometimes exclude each other. Eagly and Chaiken (1993) pointed
out that although the ELM specifies the conditions under which yielding can occur
along the peripheral route, it does not specify which process influences the
attitude. They also criticize the ELM for being unclear about whether the central
route and peripheral route are mutually exclusive, or that the peripheral route and
central route can have additive (or interactive) effects on the yielding process. The
ELM states that under conditions of high elaboration peripheral cues become less
important determinants of the attitude. It is unclear why this would be the case.

Furthermore, does "less important" mean "no effect", or does it mean "little effect"?
In the latter case, how does this effect arise? Chaiken (1980, 1987; Eagly &
13
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Chaiken, 1993, pp. 326-345) has proposed a dual-process model that resolves these
ambiguities: the Heuristic-Systematic Model (HSM).

1 The distinction between heuristic processing and systematic processing in the HSM
to some extent mirrors the distinction between the peripheral and the central route
in the ELM. Systematic processing is described as the scrutinization of the
arguments by thinking about the arguments in relation to prior knowledge about
the issue (cf. the central route in the ELM). As in the ELM, ability and motivation
are believed to be necessary preconditions to systematic processing. Heuristic
processing is a less cognitive effort-consuming mode of information processing in
comparison with systematic processing. Heuristic processing relies on the
application of heuristics in the formation of an opinion on an issue. Or, as Eagly
and Chaiken (1993, p. 327) put it: "heuristic information processors are said to use
simple decision rules such as 'experts' statements can be trusted' and 'consensus
implies correctness' to judge the validity of messages. As a consequence, they may
agree more with expert communicators, with messages that most people appear to
endorse, and so on, without having fully absorbed the semantic content of the
persuasive argumentation." Heuristic processing occurs only when the message
contains heuristic cues and when the readers have the relevant heuristics activated
in memory. Attitudes based on heuristic processing are believed to be less stable,
less resistant to counter-argumentation, and less adequate predictors of relevant
behavior than attitudes based on systematic processing. Although the resemblance
between heuristic processing and peripheral route processing seems striking, there
is an important difference. In the ELM, the use of heuristics is one of the
possibilities for guiding the yielding process, in addition to, for instance, classical
conditioning and cognitive dissonance, while heuristic processing is believed to be
the only type of processing at work when people are unable or unmotivated to
process the information systematically in Chaiken's HSM. Therefore, at least one
objection to the ELM does not apply to the HSM: When people do not
systematically process the arguments, yielding can be the result only of the

application of heuristics.
Whether people will process the information systematically or heuristically
depends on their motivation and ability. The motivation to process systematically is
determined by two principles: the least e#ort and the mBiciency principles. The
least effort principle states that people prefer information processing modes which
require less cognitive effort to those which require more cognitive effort.
Experiments by Noordman, Vonk, and Kempff (1992) provide support for this
14
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principle. In order to evaluate a claim such as "Our new detergent preserves the
colors in your clothes because it contains chloride" people have to infer the
(incorrect) statement "chloride preserves colors". Noordman et al. (1992) showed
that readers inferred this statement only when prompted to do so by task demands.
When given no specific instruction except to read the text carefully, subjects did
not make the inference. Thus, under normal conditions, readers preferred to
process the information using less cognitive effort (for a review of relevant
research, see Noordman & Vonk, 1987). The sufficiency principle states that
people aspire to a certain degree of confidence about the correctness of their
attitude. For example, the urge to be fully confident about having a correct attitude
toward a brand of toothpaste will be lower than the urge to be fully confident
about having a correct attitude toward a specific type of mortgage. The higher the
need to be fully confident about the correctness of one's attitude, the higher the
motivation to process the information systematically, and vice versa. Motivation is
the product of a trade-off between the inclination to spend as little cognitive effort
as possible in forming one's attitude and the perceived need to be confident about
one's attitude.
With respect to the ability prerequisite, the HSM follows the assumptions made
in the ELM about opportunity and people's capacity to elaborate on arguments.
The HSM differs, however, in the role heuristics play when the setting
stimulates
<
the systematic processing of information. Whereas the ELM claims that
under such
circumstances peripheral cues are unimportant determinants of the readers'
attitude, the HSM claims that systematic and heuristic processing can co-occur and
that they can have different effects on the readers' attitude. Often, the effects of
heuristic cues, such as source expertise, will be attenuated because the systematic
processing of information provides the readers with conclusive evidence with
regard to the correct attitude. Nevertheless, the HSM allows for the possibility of
an additive effect of heuristic cues. Maheswaran and Chaiken (1991) showed that a
text containing compelling evidence about a product's quality was even more
persuasive when accompanied by information that most users of the product were
very satisfied with it. Maheswaran and Chaiken refer to this as a consensus
heuristic cue. Heuristic cues can also bias systematic processing. In a study by
Maheswaran and Chaiken (reported in Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, pp. 336-338), k was
shown that when information was inconclusive with regard to the product's quality,
heuristic cues could bias the systematic processing of information. When ascribed
to a reliable source, readers generated more positive cognitive responses upon
reading the ambiguous information than when when the text was ascribed to an
15
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unreliable source. On the basis of these results, the HSM claims that heuristic cues
can influence the attitude even if readers process the information systematically.
Whereas the ELM is unclear about the mutual exclusiveness of the peripheral
versus the central route, the HSM takes a clear position in this dispute.
The HSM is an improvement on the ELM in at least two respects. First, it
clearly specifies the (heuristic) nature of the yielding process when readers are
unmotivated or unable to process the information systematically. Second, it
specifies the relation between heuristic and systematic processing when ability and
motivation are high. However, these were not the only objections raised against the
ELM, and the question is whether the HSM also fares better with regard to the
other objections. First, the objection was made that the ELM is presented as a
model of attitude change, whereas the experiments supporting it are about attitude
formation. This objection appears to also be applicable to the HSM. The
experiments are about new products (e.g., telephone answering machines) or issues
(e.g., the amount of sleep an adult needs). As was the case with the ELM, it is
questionable whether an attitude formed by systematically processing the
information can be changed by heuristic cues. The HSM is silent on this issue.
Second, several researchers have criticized the ELM for being merely descriptive
instead of predictive, thereby making it hard to disprove the model. On the one
hand, the HSM fares better than the ELM. It clearly defines the heuristic
processes when readers are unmotivated or unable to process the information
systematically. On the other hand, the HSM may prove to be even more difficult to
disprove. For instance, if no additive effect of heuristics is found under conditions
of systematic processing, this does not reject the HSM's claim about the cooccurrence of the two types of processing. The amount of systematic processing
may have attenuated the effect of the heuristic cue. Similarly, if no effect of
heuristic cues is found under conditions of heuristic processing, this does not
disprove the heuristic processing idea. The subjects may have never learned this
specific heuristic, and if they did, they may not have had it activated in memory
when processing the text.
The ELM has received its share of criticism. Several questions remain
unanswered. It is unclear whether the ELM is a model of attitude formation or of
attitude change. It is unclear whether peripheral or heuristic cues are able to
change an attitude based on a critical evaluation of the arguments. Compared to
the ELM, the HSM is more parsimonious with respect to the type of processing
that occurs when readers are unable or unmotivated to process the information
systematically. The HSM excludes the possibility of persuasion through
16
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conditioning processes, whereas this possibility is included in the ELM. Finally, the
two models provide flexible frameworks that can explain a wide range of empirical
results. The dual-process idea that the arguments in a text can be scrutinized or
not enables the models to explain why a cue such as source expertise sometimes
does influence the attitude, and sometimes does not. However, the same flexibility
makes it difficult to disprove the models. The aim of this study is not to disprove
models of persuasion, but to investigate how choices in text design can influence
the persuasion process. Therefore, the dual-process models, and in particular the
ELM, will be used as a descriptive framework of the yielding process.

1.4.3 The effects

I

of content, structure, and style on yielding

The dimensions of text design are content, structure, and style. At each dimension,
writers can choose. Information can be included or not, the information can be
ordered in different ways, and the wording may vary. Thus, content, structure, and
style are the text design variables in the persuasion context. According to the ELM,
variables in the persuasion context can influence the persuasion process in three
ways: (1) by serving as a persuasive argument, (2) by serving as a peripheral cue,
and/or (3) by affecting the extent and/or direction of argument elaboration. The
third possibility only influences the yielding process indirectly. While a strong

argument or a positive peripheral cue can have positive effects on yielding, a
variable stimulating the reader to elaborate on the arguments can have positive or
negative effects on the yielding process depending on the strength of the
arguments. When the arguments are strong, more elaboration results in a more
positive attitude; when the arguments are weak, more elaboration results in a more
negative attitude. One of the factors influencing the ability to elaborate on the
arguments is the comprehensibility of the text. Since this factor is related to the
comprehension process which is discussed in section 1.5, the effects of the textdesign dimensions on comprehension are discussed in that section. In this section,
the effects of content, structure, and style on the yielding process will be discussed.
Because of the large number of experiments on the effects of text design variables
on the yielding process, such a discussion will be incomplete. Reviewers of text
design effects have approached this problem by discussing those topics of text
design that have been studied repeatedly (e.g., Burgoon, 1989; McGuire, 1985). By
and large, that approach is also taken in this section.

-
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The effects of content on yielding

Variation in content leads to variation in information. Petty and Cacioppo (1986a)
define persuasive arguments as any information that enables the reader to evaluate
the issue at hand. Henceforth, variation in content corresponds with differences in
argumentation. Fishbein and Ajzen (1981, p. 359) stress that content is the most
important determinant of the persuasiveness of a text. Their argument is based on
Fishbein's summative model of attitude formation (see for a review of this model
O'Keefe, 1990, pp. 46-55). The model states that an attitude toward an object is
determined by the salient beliefs about that object. For example, the attitude
toward a political candidate can be determined by beliefs such as "she is reliable",
and "she is caring". The attitude toward this candidate is based on the strength of
the belief as well as on its evaluation. Although one can have a large number of
such beliefs ("she is married", "she is religious", etc.), only a limited number of
these beliefs, the so-called primary beliefs, actually determine the attitude toward
the candidate. In order to change an attitude, the persuasive text has to change
either the beliefs underlying the current attitude, or introduce new beliefs that
become primary ones.11 In the example of the political candidate, one can try to
change the belief about the candidate's reliability, or introduce a new belief, e.g.,
"she secretly sympathizes with communism". Several experiments have shown that
changes in the beliefs underlying an attitude lead to corresponding changes in the
attitude (e.g., Fishbein, Ajzen & McArdle, 1980; McCarty, 1981; Strader & Katz,
1990). These experiments support Fishbein and Ajzen's (1981) idea that attitude
change can be accomplished only by influencing the underlying beliefs.
However, this view on the effects of content may be too limited. Attitudes are
not always based on cognitive beliefs about the attitude object. They can also be
the result of feelings, as was mentioned in section 1.2 on the nature of attitudes
(see also Zajonc, 1980; Zajonc & Markus, 1982). This raises the question whether

different arguments are needed to influence an attitude based on cognitions
compared with an attitude based on feelings. Edwards (1990) conducted two
experiments in which the basis of the attitude (cognitive or affective) was
manipulated. Subsequently, it was investigated whether cognition-based attitudes
were more susceptible to a persuasive attempt that employs cognitive means, and
whether affect-based attitudes were more susceptible to one that employs affective
means. Thereby, Edwards extended Fishbein and Ajzen's (1981) claim that
cognition-based attitudes can be influenced best by cognitive means to the claim
that affect-based attitudes can be influenced best by affective means.
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In the first experiment, Edwards used Chinese ideographs as attitude objects.
To create affect-based attitudes, a picture of either a happy smiling woman or an
angry looking one was presented for 10 ms (milliseconds). This very short period of
presentation made it impossible for the subjects to process the picture consciously.
Subsequently, the ideograph was followed by (cognitive) information in which an
art historian gave either a favorable or an unfavorable description of the
ideograph. A favorable description was paired with the smiling woman's picture, an

unfavorable description with that of the angry looking one. To create a cognitionbased attitude, subjects were presented the ideograph first, followed by the
description of the art historian's judgment, and finally the picture of the woman
was presented for 10 ms. Thus, whether an attitude was classified as primarily
affect-based or cognition-based did not depend on the information received
because all subjects read the historian's description and "Saw" the woman's picture;
instead, it was the primacy of the source, affect or cognition, that produced an
affect-based or a cognition-based attitude. To influence these attitudes, a
procedure similar to that used in forming the attitude was used. Cognition-based
persuasion consisted of presenting the same ideograph followed by a description by
a different art historian who contradicted the opinion of the first historian. Finally,
the picture of the woman was presented which depicted an emotion opposite to the
one presented in the formation phase. In affect-based persuasion, the order of the
picture and the historian's description was reversed.
The results partly confirmed the hypotheses. There was a significant interaction
between the attitude's base and the persuasive means. Simple effects revealed that,
as predicted, the use of affective means was more effective ·in bringing about
attitude change than the use of cognitive means when the attitude was affect-based.
However, when the attitude was cognition-based, there was no difference in
persuasiveness between cognitive or affective means of persuasion. In this
experiment, subjects were unable to process the affective cue consciously. The
cognitive information, on the other hand, was processed consciously. To test
whether consciously processing the affective cue would alter the pattern of results,
Edwards conducted a second experiment. The attitude object was a fictitious highenergy drink. The cognitive information in favor of the drink stated, among other
things, that it quenched thirst and contained vitamins. The unfavorable information
stated that when not kept refrigerated, its nutritional properties would breakdown,
and that pregnant women should not drink this product. The favorable affective
cue was the drink's taste (actually, it was a popular soft drink); the unfavorable cue
was the drink's scent (this was made aversive by mixing vinegar with papaya
19
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concentrate). Similar to the first experiment, the presentation order of the affective
cue and the cognitive information determined whether an attitude was affect-based
or cognition-based. The results showed a similar pattern as in the first experiment.
A significant interaction between the attitude's base and the persuasive means
arose. Affect-based attitudes were more susceptible to affective means than to
cognitive means of persuasion, while cognition-based attitudes were equally
suscep:ible to affective means as to cognitive means of persuasion.
In the case of the affect-based attitudes, the use of affective appeals appears to
be more effective than the use of cognitive appeals. The generality of this effect is,
however, disputable. Millar and Millar (1990) conducted three experiments on the

same issue as Edwards (1990) had: Does the persuasiveness of different argument
types depend on the basis of the attitude to be changed? Millar and Millar
distinguished between cognition-based and affect-based attitudes on the one hand,
and rational and emotional arguments on the other. While Edwards predicted that

cognition-based attitudes were more susceptible to rational arguments and affectbased attitudes were more susceptible to emotional arguments, Millar and Millar
predict the opposite: Rational arguments will be more successful in changing
affect-based attitudes while emotional arguments will be more successful in
changing cognition-based attitudes. Their reasoning is as follows: "when the
argument and the attitude are based on the same class of information (rational cognitive or emotional affective), the argument threatens the way in which the
person has thought about the object. That is, a counter-attitudinal argument will
challenge the adequacy of the person's appraisal of the object either by a direct
contradiction of his or her beliefs (feelings) or by pointing out aspects of the object
-

that he or she failed to consider" (Millar & Millar, 1990, pp. 217-218). This
threatening effect may increase the person's resistance to persuasion. On the other
hand, if the argument and attitude are based on different classes of information,
the person will not feel threatened in the way he or she has thought about the
object and, therefore, will be less resistant to the persuasion attempt.
Millar and Millar report three experirnents providing support for their
hypothesis. In Experiments 1 and 2, subjects were classified as having either a
cognition-based or an affect-based attitude toward a number of beverages by
having them order statements about the beverages from those best representing to
those least representing their feelings or opinions. The statements were either
feelings (e.g., Coffee makes me feel relaxed), or cognitions (e.g., Diet cola is
expensive). The subjects received counter-attitudinal texts containing either rational
or emotional arguments. These texts were either written by the experimenters
20
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(Experiment 1), or were previously published advertisements (Experiment 2). The
two experiments provided similar results. Attitude type and argument type did
interact. Affect-based attitudes were more susceptible to rational arguments than
to emotional arguments. However, cognition-based attitudes were not differentially
influenced by rational or emotional arguments. In a third experiment, the attitude's
base was no longer classified but manipulated. Subjects had to solve ten problems
during which their attention was focused either on their feelings or mi their
cognitions. Afterwards, they received counter-attitudinal messages containing either
rational or emotional arguments. In this experiment, cognition-based attitudes were
indeed more susceptible to emotional arguments whereas affect-based attitudes
were more susceptible to rational arguments.

If anything,

these two studies show that the relation between the attitude's base

and the nature of the arguments is a complex one. While Edwards (1990) claimed
that attitudes can best be changed using arguments of the same nature as the

attitude's base, Millar and Millar (1990) report support for the opposite. It can be
argued that Edwards' study is about attitude formation, while Millar and Millar
studied attitude change. In the latter study, the attitudes toward the beverages were
based on (long term) direct experience with the products, and the attitude toward

the problem was based on trying to solve ten of them. In the study by Edwards
(1990), on the other hand, subjects had never seen the Chinese ideographs before,
and they were made to believe that the drink was a new one. Thus, the Millar and
Millar study can be described as trying to change an established attitude
(particularly in the case of Experiments 1 and 2), while the Edwards study can be
described as the formation of an attitude based on contradicting information. In
the case of attitude change, readers may generate counter arguments based on the
prior knowledge associated with their current attitude. Indeed, Wood (1982; Wood,
Kallgren & Preisler, 1985) reported that subjects with a great deal of prior
knowledge did change their opinions upon receiving a counter-attitudinal message
to a lesser degree than subjects with little prior knowledge. Millar and Millar's
reasoning that arguments of a different type than those in the attitude's base
evoked less counterarguing explains why these arguments are more effective than
arguments of which the type is in agreement with the attitude's base. In the
Edwards' experiment, the information received first by the subjects had the
greatest impact on the attitude. When information was encountered which was on
the same dimension (cognition or affect), but which had a different valence,
subjects may have interpreted this as additional information instead of as
21
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counterarguments which threatened the way in which they thought about the
object. In the initial phase of the session, their attitude was mainly affect- or
cognition-based. In the subsequent stage of attitude formation, this type of
information again had the largest impact. If subjects really were reasoning in this
fashion, then Edwards had studied the formation of an attitude instead of the
changing of one. The difference between attitude change and attitude formation
can explain why Edwards found results which seemingly contradicted those of

Millar and Millar.
Although the above mentioned experiments shed some light on the importance
of argument type, they do not tell us what makes an argument a strong one. As
was discussed in section 1.4.2, Petty and Cacioppo's definition of strong arguments
is a descriptive one, i.e, strong arguments are those that evoke mainly positive
cognitive responses. They can not predict which aspects of an argument lead to the
generation of positive cognitive responses. Areni and Lutz (1988) operationalized
argument strength using Fishbein's summative model of attitude formation. The
attitude is believed to be determined by beliefs about the attributes of the attitude
object, and the evaluations of these attributes. More specifically, the beliefs are
about the probability that the object has the attribute, for example, it is certainly
expensive, it will probably do the job. For each of these beliefs, it is evaluated how
positive (or negative) the attribute is, e.g., expensiveness is bad, doing the job is
good. According to Areni and Lutz, a strong argument leads the reader to believe
that the object certainly has the attribute (i.e., belief). The valence of the argument
is determined by the evaluation of the attribute. An effective argument in favor of
a credit card would be that the card is accepted worldwide, and that this worldwide
acceptance is a good thing. Again, as in Petty and Cacioppo's definition, the
argument's persuasiveness is an empirical question: Will readers accept the claim
about the worldwide acceptance, and will they evaluate it positively? Nevertheless,
Areni and Lutz's approach at least specifies why effective arguments evoke positive

cognitive responses.

The effects of four other aspects of the text's content on the yielding process have
received considerable attention: the use of fear appeals, the use of evidence, the
inclusion of an explicit conclusion, and the inclusion of counterarguments. Each of
these factors will be discussed starting with the effect of fear appeals. A fear
appeal claims that harm will befall the reader (or someone important to the
reader), if a claim is not accepted. After reviewing the literature on this topic,
Burgoon (1989, p. 156) concludes that fear appeals "that point out immediate and
22
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severe consequences of noncompliance are more effective than those that focus on
more long-term or delayed effects." He also concludes that the more severe the

consequences, the stronger the effect on the yielding process will be.12 The effect of

fear appeals can be understood in terms of beliefs and evaluations. The stronger
the fear appeal, the more negatively the consequence will be evaluated. However,
the evaluation is only one part of the argument strength. The belief that the
consequence will occur is the other part. Therefore, the strength of a fear appeal
does not depend solely on the harmfulness of the consequence, but also on the
probability that the consequence will occur. Although death is a horrible
consequence of not saying one's prayers each day, the question whether it will
convince readers that they should pray each day depends on how probable they
rate death as a consequence of not saying one's prayers. In this respect, Burgoon
(1989, 1990) notes that fear appeals will be more persuasive when accompanied by
evidence. Making it plausible that the consequence will occur strengthens the
persuasiveness of the fear appeal.
This brings the use of evidence into focus. McCroskey (1987, p. 101) defines
evidence as "opinions of others, or facts attested to by others". Many experiments
have been conducted to assess the effect of including evidence on the yielding
process. In a review of these experiments, Reinard (1988) states that a clear
picture of the effects of evidence can be sketched, at least when the exact
manipulation of the evidence versus no-evidence conditions of the experiments is
taken into account. In general, the inclusion of evidence has a positive effect on
the yielding process. However, when readers are not scrutinizing the arguments in
a text, the inclusion of evidence has no or only a weak effect. That is, when
readers are scrutinizing the arguments, the persuasive effect of including evidence
will be strongest. A similar conclusion has been reached with respect to the third
issue: the inclusion of an explicit conclusion, that is, should writers include an
explicit conclusion after putting forward their arguments or leave this conclusion
implicit? Each option may have its drawbacks. Readers may feel the source
"talking down" to them when the conclusions are drawn explicitly (Burgoon, 1989,
p. 144). On the other hand, readers may draw no conclusion oI even the wrong
one, when the conclusion is left implicit. The former scenario is more likely when
readers scrutinize the arguments; the latter is more likely when readers do not
scrutinize the arguments. Again, as in the case of the inclusion of evidence, the
amount of elaboration determines which choice will be more effective.
Finally, an often-studied question is whether it is more effective to present both
sides of an issue (two-sided message), or only the side the writer has taken (one23
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sided message). Usually, there are arguments in favor of, as well as, arguments
against a position. Burgoon (1989, pp. 145-146) concludes that it is more effective
to include the counterarguments (and to refute them), when (1) readers have had

relatively more formal education, (2) hold an attitude opposed to the one
advocated in the text, or (3) when they have been or will be exposed to
counterarguments. These conditions reflect the chances that readers will generate
the counterarguments themselves or be exposed to them. For instance, when
readers have received more formal education, their ability to scrutinize arguments,
and by doing so generate counterarguments, will be greater. Similarly, an attitude
opposite to the one advocated will probably be related to beliefs and evaluations
about the issue or object. This prior knowledge enables readers to generate
counterargiments. Again, the determination of which option will be more
persuasive will depend on the likelihood that readers will scrutinize the arguments
presented.

In summary, the effects of content on the yielding process are especially salient
when readers are scrutinizing the arguments. Under such conditions, evidence,
implicit conclusions, and the inclusion and refutation of counter-arguments will be
most effective. The arguments in a text are aimed at influencing the determinants
of the attitude. Whether an attitude is more cognition-based or more affect-based
has implications for the effects of different types of persuasive arguments on the

yielding process. In particular in the case of attitude change, a correspondence
between the attitude's base and the nature of the arguments may inhibit the
yielding process. For instance, presenting emotional arguments to change affectbased attitudes may be ineffective because readers will generate many
counterarguments; such arguments are not evoked by rational arguments.

The ejIects of structure on yielding

The different bits of information in a text are related to each other. Although
variation of text structure has implications for the serial as well as the hierarchical
position of information, it does not change the text's content. For instance,
reversing the order of the arguments has no implications for the content of the
arguments. Because text structure does not alter the text's content, it cannot
function as a persuasive argument. Text structure can influence the yielding process
by functioning as a peripheral cue or by influencing the amount and direction of
elaboration. There is some evidence that the text's structure can function as a
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peripheral cue. McCroskey and Mehrley (1969, as described in Burgoon, 1989)
conclude that a clear text structure (as opposed to a disorganized text) increases
the perceived competence of the source, which in turn leads to greater persuasion.
Hoeken, Spooren, Beijers, and Van Wijk (1993) found that signaling the structure
of the text on a product label through the inclusion of headings influenced the
attitude toward the product in a positive manner.
The text structure can also influence the persuasion process by influencing the
amount and direction of argument elaboration. One way in which text structure
can accomplish this is by influencing the text's comprehensibility. This possibility
will be dealt with in section 1.5. The other way in which text structure can
influence the amount and direction of argument elaboration is by presenting some
arguments as more important than others. The structure orders the information
hierarchically; information at a higher level in the structure is more important than
information at a lower level. Readers are sensitive to this aspect of text structure
(Meyer, 1985; Reynolds & Shirey, 1988). For instance, the first topic in a text is
treated as more important than subsequent topics (Kieras, 1980, 1981). With
regard to order effects in persuasive texts, research has been done on whether
strong arguments should be positioned first (anticlimax order), in the middle
(pyramidal order), or last (climax order) in order to have the strongest impact.
Burgoon (1989, p. 141) concludes, on the basis of past studies, that the anticlimax
and the climax order are equally persuasive, while the pyramidal order is less
persuasive. According to Burgoon, presenting strong arguments first is more
persuasive when the motivation to scrutinize the arguments decreases over time.
Under those conditions, the anticlimax order is expected to' be more persuasive
than the climax order because the strongest arguments will receive the most
attention.

The effects of style on yielding
Style is a concept which is difficult to define (cf. Renkema, 1987, pp. 167-174).
Some state that the same content can be expressed in different forms, and that
style refers to the choice of a form. A man can choose, when referring to his loved

one between, from "my girl" to "light of my life, fire of my loins". Although
referring to the same object, the latter phrase transfers a somewhat different
meaning than the former one does. The problem is whether it is possible to alter
the form of an utterance without altering its content. Style is also defined as a
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certain kind of wording to be used
under certain circumstances. One does not expect to be addressed as "Hi old
bugger" in a letter of condolence. Renkema notes that it is difficult to predict
precisely what a reader expects. Nevertheless, it is this approach to style, as a
violation of expectations with respect to the wording of the text, that has received
the most research attention in the context of persuasion.
The style of a persuasive text can influence the yielding process. The question
is how and when. Although differences in style can yield differences in content,
these differences will be relatively minor compared to the changes in content as
discussed in the section on the effects of content on yielding. Substituting
"automobile" for "car" does not have strong implications for the text's content.
Therefore, it is unlikely that differences in style function as a persuasive argument.
In support of this hypothesis, both Burgoon and Miller (1985) and Bradac, Bowers
and Courtright (1980) predicted that differences in style would influence the
perception of the writer's competence. When readers use heuristics such as 'This is
a competent source so she will be right" to arrive at an attitude, a style which
increases the perceived competence will be more persuasive.
How can the relation between style and perceived competence of the writer be
conceptualized? Burgoon and Miller (1985) state that people have norms and
expectations on which language use is appropriate in a given situation by a given
writer. Usually, these expectations are confirmed, and, consequently, grow stronger.
However, in some persuasive situations these expectations are violated. These
violations influence the yielding process by influencing the writer's image: "If the
communicator initially is perceived negatively, but he or she demonstrates more
positive behaviours than anticipated, receivers overestimate the positiveness of the
unanticipated behaviours. The reverse also holds: If an initially positive
communicator exhibits unexpectedly negative actions, receivers exaggerate their
negative evaluation of the communicator and/or the message" (Burgoon & Miller,
1985, p. 200). Thus, the effect of violating expectations on the yielding process is

violation of expectations. Readers expect

a

mediated by its effect on the writer's image.
The relation between the language use judged to be appropriate and the
writer's image is complex. Apart from the effect that violating expectations of
appropriate language use has on the writer's image, the writer's image determines
when language use is judged as inappropriate. An example of the complexity can
be found in a study by Burgoon (1975). Burgoon manipulated the source's
credibility as well as the message's style. The style manipulation involved the
language intensity which could be high or low. Highly intense language is defined
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quality of language which indicates the degree to which the speaker's
attitude deviates from neutrality" (Bowers, 1963, p. 345). For example, a sentence
containing the italicized words scores higher on language intensity than one
without these words: This is vety good and extremely important.13 Burgoon (1975)
reported that while a highly credible source was more persuasive using highly
intense language, a source low in credibility was more persuasive using lowintensity language. In this study, the less credible source was a salesman. Subjects
expected him to use highly intense language, and when he violated their
expectations by not doing so, this was a pleasant surprise. Burgoon and Miller
concluded that the range of appropriate language use was wider for highly credible
sources than for less credible sources. Thus, the appropriateness of language
depends partially on the writer's credibility, whereas the writer's credibility partially
depends on the use of appropriate language (for reviews of this relation, see
as "the

Bradac et al., 1980; Burgoon, 1990).
Accordingly, style can influence the yielding process by functioning as a
0
peripheral cue. That is, style can influence the perception of the writer's
yielding
process. This
competence which, in turn, can influence the
conceptualization answers the "how" as well as the "when" question about the
effects of style on the yielding process. Style can affect the yielding process by
influencing the estimation of the source's competence, and it will do so when
readers are unable or unmotivated to scrutinize the arguments. However, this may
be only a partial answer. According to the ELM, variables in the persuasion
context can alter the yielding process by influencing the amount and direction of
argument elaboration. One way in which style can accomplish this is by influencing
the text's comprehensibility. This possibility will be dealt with in section 1.5. A
second way in which style can influence the amount and direction of argument
elaboration is by affecting the motivation to scrutinize the arguments.
Several experiments have shown that compared to statements, rhetorical
questions increase the amount of attention given to evaluating the arguments (e.g.,
Burnkrant & Howard, 1984; Petty, Cacioppo & Heesacker, 1981). Howard (1990)
showed that this effect is restricted to rhetorical questions following the arguments.
That is, if arguments about the use of extra vitamins are followed by the question
"Does your daily intake of vitamins meet your daily needs?", more attention is paid
to the arguments than if the arguments are followed by the statement "Your daily
intake of vitamins should meet your daily needs". However, if the question
precedes the arguments, people formulate an answer immediately without paying

attention to the subsequent arguments. Howard used radio commercials in his
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experiment. Hoeken and Anderiesse (1992) replicated Howard's experiment using
a written text to assess whether this effect of rhetorical questions is restricted to
orally presented material. Again, was a positive persuasive effect obtained
compared with presenting statements only when the rhetorical questions followed
the arguments.
Style appears to affect the yielding process to the greatest degree when readers
are no: scrutinizing the arguments. Under such conditions, style can influence the
yielding process by affecting the reader's ideas about the writer's competence.
Furthermore, style can influence the motivation to scrutinize arguments. No claims
are made about style functioning as a persuasive argument. Apparently, this is the

result of regarding style as a form for a (constant) content. However, as Renkema
(1987) noted, even subtle differences in wording may yield a somewhat different
content. Style, as well as structure and content, can influence the yielding process
as outlined by Petty and Cacioppo's (1986a) ELM. When and how these
dimensions of text design influence the yielding process depends on whether the
readers are scrutinizing the arguments or not. In order to scrutinize arguments,
readers have to comprehend them. Comprehension is a function of reader
characteristics and of the text. The way in which these text and reader
characteristics interact will be discussed in the next section.

1.5

The comprehension process

According to the information-processing paradigm, comprehension is a prerequisite
for yielding. However, in the discussion of the yielding process, it has become clear
that comprehension is a prerequisite only when readers are motivated to scrutinize
the arguments. Under such conditions, it is important that the text be
comprehensible because this will increase the likelihood that readers will detect
the flaws in specious arguments, or the force of strong ones. This raises the
question of what makes a text easy to comprehend.

1.5.1 The comprehensibility of a text

To gain insight in the determinants of comprehensibility, it is fruitful to look at the
way in which readers process the text. Noordman and Maes (1993) take such an
approach. They view comprehension as the construction of a representation of the
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The construction process can be divided into three subsystems: the
perceptual system, the analytical system, and the conceptual system. The
perceptual system refers to the visual processing of text, the transformation of
visual patterns into letters and words. This system depends, among other things, on
the lay-out characteristics of the text (for a review, see Hartley, 1987). The
analytical system consists of several processes: the analysis of individual words,
syntactic structure, and semantic content, respectively. These processes are
restricted to the sentence level. Several determinants of complexity can be
identified, which will be discussed briefly (for a more extended review, see Frazier,
1988). For instance, the ease with which a word is recognized depends, at least
partially, on its frequency or recency of occurrence in language and whether it is
text.14

preceded by a semantically related word, i.e., "wife" will be recognized faster when
preceded by "man" than when preceded by "tan". Research on syntactic processing
has shown that certain syntactic structures are more difficult to process than others.
Finally, with regard to the semantic analysis of the input, it is difficult to identify
determinants of complexity. The result of this analysis is a representation of the
semantic relations between the sentence elements. Frazier (1988, p. 218) concludes
that "current results are more in line with the suggestion that the largest
determinants of semantic processing complexity in simple language comprehension
tasks are those associated with the nonlinguistic processing of real world
knowledge implicated in determining the 'conveyed' meaning of an expression".
However, the use of world knowledge is restricted to the third subsystem in the
model of the reading process sketched by Noordman and Maes (1993), the
conceptual system.
The conceptual system produces the text representation. This representation
contains much more information than the literal information. It contains inferences
that are evoked by characteristics of the text but that are based On the (world)
knowledge of the reader. Freebody and Anderson (1983) showed that this type of
knowledge is a more important determinant of comprehensibility than lexical
difficulty. They manipulated the presence of prior knowledge by using texts about
either well-known topics (shopping in a super market, horseshoe throwing) or
about unknown topics (visiting an exotic song festival, bone throwing). With regard
to structure and style, the texts were identical. A second version of each text was
constructed by replacing every fourth content word with a less frequent synonym.
This constituted the lexical difficulty-manipulation. The results showed that
knowledge about the topic had a much larger impact on text comprehension than
lexical difficulty did. Simons (1993) provides further evidence of the importance of
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knowledge on the comprehension process. In section 1.4.2, the experiments by
Noordman et al. (1992) were discussed which showed that readers typically do not
infer statements such as "Chloride preserves colors" when reading "Our new
detergent preserves the colors in your clothes because it contains chloride." Simons
showed that whether readers make this inference depends on their knowledge of
the topic; readers having such knowledge make the inference, whereas readers

lacking such knowledge do not.
Schallert (1982) describes the way in which knowledge is represented as well as
how it influences the comprehension process. According to Schallert, knowledge is
represented in a schema. Schallert defines a schema as an abstract structure that
represents what one holds to be generally true. Knowledge is not a list of
information, but an organized structure of slots filled with information. Schemata
develop and become more elaborate as knowledge about the topic increases.
Schallert describes comprehension as the construction of a representation in the
form of a concretized schema. She regards comprehension as a process in which
the slots of a schema are filled. The activated schema helps in determining which

information is relevant, i.e., the information that fits into a slot. Furthermore, the
schema helps the reader to relate the pieces of information to each other as it is a
configuration of slots. This latter function is important because the goal of
comprehension is the construction of a coherent representation. The reader has to
relate the individual text elements to each other in a meaningful manner. When
readers have knowledge in the form of a schema, this is an additional aid in
forming a coherent representation of the text. Readers who are knowledgeable
about computers, for example, have a schema about computers in which slots are
prepared for, e.g., the type of processor, the clock speed, and the capacity of the
working memory and the hard disk. When reading an ad about a new computer,
they can easily relate information on the processor type and clock speed to the
speed at which the computer operates, the working memory capacity to the type of
programs the computer can run, and the hard disk capacity to the number of
will have
a
programs and games that can be stored. Readers without such schema
much greater difficulties in comprehending the same ad, since they will not know
which information to expect, neither will they know how the information elements
are related to each other. Several experiments have shown that readers who are
knowledgeable on a text's topic read faster and still remember more compared to
readers who lack such knowledge (e.g., Birkmire, 1985; Spilich, Vesonder, Chiesi &
Voss, 1979).

Prior knowledge in the form of
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representation of the text since it specifies the relevant information elements and
the relations between the elements. Under such conditions, texts are
comprehended quickly and effectively. When no prior knowledge is available,
comprehension requires more effort. Readers have to distinguish between
important and less important information themselves, and they have to relate the
different bits of information to each other. This has led to a distinction between an
attention-intensive and an attention-nonintensive, i.e., schema-based, process of
learning (Reynolds & Shirey, 1988). With respect to the attention-intensive process,
it is stated that whether information is stored in memory depends on the amount
of attention given to that information.15 The amount of attention given is
determined by task, reader, and text variables (for a review, see Reynolds, 1992).
Thus, it depends at least partially on the characteristics of the text which
information of a text is represented in memory. Roller (1990) has argued that
there is a trade-off between the impact of text characteristics and the reader's prior
knowledge: The more prior knowledge, the less the readers have to rely on the text
to construct a coherent representation; conversely, the less prior knowledge, the
more help readers need in constructing a coherent representation. In the following
sections, it will be discussed how content, structure, and style can influence the

comprehension process.

1.5.2 The effects

of content, structure, and style on comprehension

While the effects of content, structure, and style on the yielding process depend
heavily on whether readers are scrutinizing the arguments or not, the effects of the
dimensions of text design on the comprehension process depend heavily on
whether readers have prior knowledge of the topic. If readers are knowledgeable
on the topic, they are less bothered by deficiencies in the text design. If readers
lack such knowledge, the impact of the text's content, structure, and style is
greater. In the following three sections, the ways in which the text design
dimensions can facilitate the comprehension process are discussed. As in the
discussion of the yielding process, this discussion is incomplete due to the large
number of studies in this field. The topics discussed are those which have been
studied repeatedly and have a strong impact on the construction of a coherent
representation of the text.
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The effects of content on comprehension

Content can influence the comprehension process by activating knowledge that is
relevant to the comprehension of the text. Bransford and Johnson (1973) showed
that relevant prior knowledge has to be activated before reading the text in order
to facilitate the comprehension process. One way of activating prior knowledge is
by including headings in a text to signal the upcoming topic. The heading activates
the prior knowledge which, in turn, facilitates the comprehension process. In a
series of experiments, Wilhite (1986, 1988, 1989) provided evidence for the
facilitative effect of headings. Wilhite (1988, 1989) reported an interaction between
prior knowledge and the inclusion of headings. Subjects with prior knowledge
benefited from the presence of headings, whereas the inclusion of headings had no
effect on comprehension for the subjects without prior knowledge. This result was
found in two experiments employing texts on different topics.
A second way in which content can influence the comprehension process is
through the inclusion of a so-called advance organizer, a concept introduced by
Ausubel (1960). An advance organizer precedes the information which is to be
learned, and enhances the learning of this information by setting up a more
general framework for positioning the new information or by relating it to material
the reader is already familiar with. When trying to explain the function of a floppy
disc to someone, one can discuss the function of a tape on a tape-recorder. By
activating this prior knowledge, it may be easier to grasp the ideas about the
storage and erasibility of information on a floppy disc. In other words, advance
organizers try to provide a schema in which the information that is to be
comprehended can be incorporated, or, as Jonassen (1982, p. 259) noted: Advance
organizers provide anchoring points for understanding and relating new ideas, and
bridge the gap between what is known and what is to be learned.
Advance organizers have received a great deal of research attention. Mayer
(1979) reviewed 44 (experimental) studies on the effect of advance organizers on
comprehension. On the basis of this review, Mayer concluded that several
conditions have to be met if the advance organizer is to be effective. The first
condition is related to the information presented. The information has to be new
to the reader, that is, the reader should not have any knowledge of the topic, and

the information has to be conceptually meaningful, that is, not be a list of
unrelated facts. The second condition is related to characteristics of the advance
organizer. The advance organizer has to provide or locate the meaningful context,
and it has to encourage the reader to use that context. The third condition is
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related to the learning strategies used by the reader. When readers normally try to
relate new information to their existing knowledge structures, even in the absence
of an advance organizer, the inclusion of an advance organizer will not be as much
help as it is to readers who do not normally try to do so. When these conditions
are met, experiments show a facilitative effect of advance organizers on the
understanding of the text. Therefore, content can influence the text's
comprehensibility either by activating relevant prior knowledge through the use of
headings Or through the use of advance organizers.

The effects of structure on comprehension

The relation between the text structure and the comprehension of text has been
the subject of a great deal of study (see, e.g., Meyer, 1985; Sanders, 1992). The
text's structure prevents a text from being a list of information elements; the
structure relates the information elements to each other as well as hierarchically
ordering them. In comprehending a text, readers construct a coherent mental
representation of the text. To this end, readers have to relate the ideas expressed
in a text, that is, they have to identify the text's structure. Readers are sensitive to
differences in relations between sentences. Sanders (1992) manipulated the relation
between a sentence and its preceding context. A sentence could either be an
element in a list or the solution to a problem. For example, the sentence 'The
construction of a subway in the center of Veendam will begin next year" was either
an element of a list of road construction work, or it was the solution to a
dangerous traffic situation. If the sentence was related to its context by a problem-

solution relation, it was read faster and stored better in memory compared with
the condition in which the sentence was related to its context by a list relation.
The effect of relation type on reading time is fairly robust. It was replicated in
an experiment in which the context's interestingness was manipulated (Spooren,
Hoeken & Sanders, 1994), and in an experiment in which the interestingness of the
target sentence was manipulated (Spooren & Mulder, 1995). In these experiments,
reading times on the solution sentence were shorter than those on the list
sentence. However, no effect of relation type was found for memory storage. This
failure to replicate the effect of relation type on memory storage may have been
the result of another factor often studied in the context of structure and
comprehension: the signaling of the text structure. Meyer (1985) argues that in
order to help the readers to build a coherent representation of the text, writers
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should signal the relations between the elements of the text. The structure can be
Signaled using preview statements, logical connectives, and headings.16 Several
experiments have shown that these signals help the reader to comprehend the text

(e.g., Loman & Mayer, 1983; Spyridakis & Standal, 1987).
In Sanders (1992), the signaling of the relation was manipulated as well. When
the sentence was related to its context by a problem-solution relation, it was
preced-d by the sentence "A solution is in sight now" in one condition, whereas no
such signaling sentence appeared in the other condition. Similarly, when the
sentence was an element in a list, it was either preceded by a sentence such as "A

second project is situated nearby" in the signaling condition, whereas this sentence
was left out in the no-signaling condition. Reading times on the target sentences

were faster in the signaling condition than in the no-signaling condition. However,
no effect of signaling was found on the storage of the target sentences. Thus,
signaling influenced the processing but not the storage in this experiment. More
importantly, the effect that a solution sentence was stored more accurately than the
list sentence appeared to be qualified by whether the relation was signaled or not.
The difference between the number of correct verification items for the different
relation types was larger in the signaling condition (solution: 11.3 versus list: 10.4)
than in the no-signaling condition (solution: 11.2 versus list: 10.9). It appears that
the effect of relation type on storage is mainly present when the relation types are
signaled. In the experiments by Spooren and his colleagues (Spooren et al., 1994;
Spooren & Mulder, 1995), none of the relation types was signaled.
Differences in relation between elements in a text as well as the signaling of
these relations influences the speed and accuracy of the cognitive representation
constructed. When the relations can be inferred on the basis of prior knowledge, a
badly structured text poses no insurmountable problems to the readers. However,
when readers lack such knowledge, the quality of the structure as well as the clear

signaling of this structure, may be of great help. Spyridakis and Standal (1987)
suggest a sort of continuum along which the facilitative effect of signaling can be
positioned. At the one extreme, the readers are fully knowledgeable of the topic
and do not need any signaling devices to construct a coherent representation. At
the other extreme, the text is so difficult that signaling is simply not enough to
build a coherent representation. In between these two extremes, signaling the
relations between elements in a text can facilitate the comprehension process.
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The effects of style on comprehension

The relation between style and the comprehensibility of a text is difficult to
determine. If comprehension is the construction of a coherent representation, it is
difficult to conceive how style can influence this process. Readability formulas
suggest that the length of words and sentences is related to the text's
comprehensibility. These two factors can be regarded as style variables. However,
it has been argued that these variables reflect rather than determine the
comprehensibility (Davison, 1984), and that using shorter synonyms and dividing
one long sentence into two short ones does not, in itself, result in a text which is
more easily comprehended (Duffy & Kabance, 1982). Still, these word length and
sentence length variables are related in some way to comprehensibility. The review
by Frazier (1988) may shed some light on this relation. Word length is correlated
with word frequency. In general, longer words are used less frequently than shorter
ones. The less frequently a word is used, the more time it takes to access the
lexical entry in the mental lexicon and the higher the probability that readers will
not have an entry for this word in their mental lexicon. In other words, they need
more time to retrieve the word's meaning, or do even not know what the word
refers to. Of course, this relation between length and frequency is not causal in
nature but correlational. In fact, the correlation between length and frequency is

not perfect. There are long words which are used frequently, and likewise, there
are short words that are used infrequently.
With regard to sentence length, a similar line of reasoning is applicable. The
sentence length is related to the syntactic complexity of the sentence. The longer
the sentence is, the greater the likelihood that it will be a syntactically complex
one. Again, it is not necessarily true that longer sentences are more complex, but
the probability is higher that they are. Both word length and sentence length have
their impact at the analytical level of the comprehension process. More specifically,

word length appears to influence the lexical access process, while sentence length
appears to influence the syntactic parsing process. The third level distinguished by
Noordman and Maes (1993) in the comprehension process was the conceptual
level. At this level, style can influence the comprehension process by clarifying the

writer's position on an issue through the use of intense language (Hamilton et al.,
1990).

When readers are motivated to scrutinize arguments in order to obtain a
correct attitude, the comprehension process is a necessary precondition for doing
this. Nevertheless, if the text is too difficult to comprehend or the readers are
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unmotivated to scrutinize the arguments, the text can still influence the readers'
attitude. In order to do so, it is necessary that readers pay attention to the text. In
the next section, the reasons for paying attention to a text are discussed.

1.6

The attention process

The question why readers pay attention to a text has not been studied to any
significant extent (Chaiken & Stangor, 1987, pp. 597-598). However, this question
is important because without attention persuasion cannot be achieved. Most
models take attention for granted. Poiesz (1989) noted that this was overly
optimistic. He stated that the elaboration continuum as proposed by Petty and
Cacioppo (1986a) was incomplete. Poiesz proposed adding an "avoidance"
continuum because people tend to purposely avoid persuasive communication. As
the number of texts increases, the question of why readers read a text becomes a
more important one. First, it is argued that reading a text is a kind of exploratory
behavior. Second, the manner in which content, structure, and style influence this

exploratory behavior is discussed.

1.6.1 Reading a text as a form of exploratory behavior

Reading a text can be regarded as a kind of exploratory behavior. The reader
explores an object, i.e., the text. Berlyne (1960) distinguishes two forms of
exploratory behavior: specific exploration and diversive exploration. Specific
exploration is caused by uncertainty on the part of the reader. For instance,
someone knows that the previous evening an important soccer match had been
played but does not know the result. The uncertainty about the result leads to
curiosity. To satisfy this curiosity, the reader searches actively for information
about the result. Specific exploration is, thus, aimed at satisfying curiosity through
the active search for relevant information.
Diversive exploration, on the other hand, is the result of boredom. When
people are deprived of stimuli, they search for entertainment. For instance, one
may eventually find oneself reading the stock market reports on a long journey by
train with only the paper at hand. Frijda (1993, pp. 360-363) gives the following

account of this behavior. When an organism is healthy and free of worries, it has
an extra capacity to cognitively assimilate new or unexpected stimuli. When this
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capacity is not used for some time (e.g., due to sensory deprivation), the organism
is successful in assimilating the
new stimulus, this is a pleasant experience; unsuccessful cognitive assimilation is
unpleasant. According to Frijda, the goal of this operation is the functioning of
cognitive assimilation itself.17 Following this line of reasoning, readers pay attention
to a text in order to assimilate information.
Therefore, there may be two reasons for reading a persuasive text. First, the
text contains information about a topic the reader is curious about. For instance,
readers may read a political party's election programme to decide whether to vote
for it, or they may read an ad because they are considering purchasing of the
product described. In these two examples, readers are curious about a topic, i.e.,
the party's view on issues or the product's attributes, and they read to satisfy their
cursiosity (specific exploration). Second, people may read a persuasive text because
they are bored and are searching for entertainment (diversive exploration). In this
case, the party's programme and the ad will have many competitors: newspaper
articles, editorials, etc.. This raises the question which of these texts will be read.
The answer that the most interesting ones will be read, raises another question.
What makes a text interesting? In the remainder of this section, it is argued that a
text's interestingness depends partially on its topic and partially on how strongly
the information is related to the reader.
First, if a text is to be interesting, it has to contain news. The content of a text
is only informative if it is not already known to the reader (Berlyne, 1974a).
Although novelty of content is a necessary prerequisite, it is not enough in order
for a text to be interesting. A text will not be read simply because it contains
information unknown to the reader. The newspaper is full of texts containing news
but which are nevertheless uninteresting to us. Readers prefer to receive
information on some topics more than information on others. For example, some
readers will turn immediately to the sports page of a newspaper, while others will

will actively search for such stimulation. When it

prefer information on

modern

literature. Hidi (1990, p. 551) calls these preferences

"individual interest" and states that they develop "slowly over time and tend to have
long-lasting effects on a person's knowledge and values". Because these interests
are long-lasting, readers have already processed and stored a lot of information
about the topic (unless their interest has been evoked only recently).
It may seem contradictory that readers are interested in topics they already
know a lot about. However, it should be kept in mind that exploratory behavior is
aimed at cognitively assimilating information and that the behavior is evaluated
positively only when it is successful at this. As was made clear in the discussion of
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the comprehension process, prior knowledge can facilitate the integration of new
information, that is, prior knowledge is an important determinant of successful
cognitive assimilation. Therefore, it is not surprising that there is a positive
relationship between prior knowledge and interest in a topic. In fact, research has
shown that individual interest in a topic has a strong impact on the learning of
information on that topic (cf. Schiefele, 1991, 1992).18

Soine topics differ in interestingness from reader to reader, while (a limited
number of) others are claimed to be interesting to everyone such as death, sex,
violence, and wealth. Kintsch (1980, p. 88) calls the interest evoked by these topics
"emotional interest" because they are capable of arousing the reader by the
emotional impact they have. Schank ( 1979) calls it "absolute interest" because all
readers are believed to be interested in these topics.19 Apart from the text's topic,
interest can also be moderated by personal relatedness (Schank, 1979, p. 281). As
the relation between the topic and the person becomes stronger, its interestingness
will increase. A newspaper article about an airplane crash is much more interesting
if it crashed in the reader's country than in Siberia. 20
Celsi and Olson (1988) showed that individual interest as well as personal
relatedness play a role in the processing of persuasive texts. They studied the effect
of individual interest by presenting ads about tennis products to both tennis
fanatics and subjects not interested in tennis. Tennis fanatics perceived the
purchase of tennis-related products as more important, therefore, they were
interested in information about new products. Furthermore, this individual interest
in tennis was predicted to be accompanied by an above-average knowledge about
tennis. In line with these predictions, the tennis fanatics were more knowledgeable

about tennis and spent more time studying the advertisements about tennis
products. Celsi and Olson (1988) also manipulated the personal relatedness of the
subjects. Half of the subjects were told that their name would be entered in a
lottery. In this lottery, the participants could win one of the products described in
the ads. Subjects in this condition had to indicate which product they would prefer
if they were to win a prize. This manipulation led to an increase of the personal
relatedness. Higher personal relatedness yielded longer studying times.
Furthermore, individual interest and personal relatedness did not interact.
Regardless of whether they were a tennis fanatic or not, all of the subjects whose
names were placed in the lottery spent more time studying the ads.
Apart from being novel, information can also be interesting because it is
unexpected:' This is related to what Berlyne (1974a) calls surprisingness.
Information is surprising if it contradicts the expected, or tells us about the
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infrequent. On the basis of our knowledge and prior experiences we know what is
"normal". Deviations from what is perceived to be normal are surprising or
unusual. In fact, this factor can be described by the journalists' adage that "Dog
bites man" is not news while, "man bites dog" is. Frijda (1993) states that the
occurrence of a mismatch between stimulus input, i.e., information, and knowledge
or expectations gives rise to curiosity. Curiosity leads to reading on with the goal of
cognitive assimilation of this unexpected information. Readers want to resolve the
mismatch between the surprising information and their prior knowledge. 2
In order to be surprising, information has to violate the readers' expectations.
These expectations are based on prior knowledge represented in a schema. The
violation of expectations is believed to attract the readers' attention. In other
words, information which is inconsistent with the readers' schema will be read. The
opposite has also been claimed: Information inconsistent with the readers' schema
will be ignored. This effect has been dubbed 'selective attention'. However, after
reviewing the research on selective attention, Markus and Zajonc (1985, p. 162)
concluded that "there is no compelling evidence that schemata markedly distort the
inital perception and organization of stimuli". A more promising determinant of
selective attention to information is incongruency with the readers' attitude. There
is evidence that readers try to avoid information on a topic that contradicts their
evaluation of the topic, and vice versa, readers seek information on a topic that
confirms their evaluation. For instance, Sweeney and Gruber (1984) found in a
study conducted in 1973 that Nixon supporters were paying less attention to the
Watergate hearings than McGovern supporters, with neutral citizens taking an
intermediate position. Several other factors also determine this effect, however, for
example, whether the position taken is irreversible or whether one has freely
chosen to exhibit attitude-relevant behavior (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 594).
In summary, the factors determining whether attention is given to a persuasive
text are manifold. Attention can be the result of the readers' desire to use their
cognitive assimilation capacity. The information in the text has to be new,
otherwise, there will be no need for it to be assimilated. Readers prefer to process
information on topics they are already knowledgeable of. This preference may be
caused by the fact that prior knowledge makes it possible to assimilate new
information successfully without great effort. Cognitive assimilation is only
evaluated as being pleasant if it is successful. Surprisingness of information appears
to be a second factor in evoking readers' interest. Surprising information may
challenge their view on a certain topic, and prompt them to want to resolve the
mismatch between this surprising information and their expectations. Furthermore,
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the readers' tendency to either pursue or avoid information is affected by the
degree to which the information is in accordance with their attitude. In the next
section, it is discussed how the text design can influence a reader's decision to pay

attention to the text.

1.6.2 The effects

of content, structure, and style on attention

The reader's attention can be evoked by characteristics of the text. In the next
sections, the attention-evoking capacities of content, structure, and style will be
discussed. As was the case in the discussions of the yielding process and the
comprehension process, this discussion is meant to be explanatory but is by no
means complete.

The effects of content on attention

In the discussion of the attention process in the previous section, it was made clear
that the topic determines to a significant degree a text's interestingness. This is
corroborated by Anderson, Shirey, Wilson, and Fielding (1987) who studied the
factors that contribute to the interestingness of children's reading material. Their
subjects had to rate the interestingness of isolated sentences. An isolated sentence
is comparable to the first sentence or the headline of a text. When deciding to

read a text or not, people have to read at least some information, which will, most
likely, be the first sentence. The greater the interestingness of the sentence, the
greater the probability that people will read on. Therefore, the study by Anderson
et al. sheds some light on the factors that attract the readers' attention.
Anderson et al. (1987) identified four factors that contributed to the
interestingness of single sentences: Life theme, novelty, activity level, and character
identification. These four factors can be rephrased in terms of individual interest,
surprisingness, and personal relatedness. Life theme corresponds with individual
interest, as can be deduced from its definition: "In common parlance, we speak of
a girl with an interest in speed skating or a boy with an interest in model airplanes.
1lhese illustrate what we mean by a life theme" (Anderson et al., 1987, p. 294).
The factors novelty and activity level refer to surprisingness. Novelty is
described by Anderson et al. (1987, p. 294) as "unusualness of content will enhance
interest". Activity level refers to the fact that sentences describing intense actions
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or feelings are more interesting than passive states or scenes. Anderson et al.
(1987, p. 294) provide the following two sentences as examples of this distinction:

'The good student ran to the library for some books." versus 'The student went to
the library for some books." Activity level is a local surprisingness phenomenon.
Because most people walk to a library, running is a marked activity. Similarly,
feeling "very happy", is distinct from normal, everyday experience. Because we
expect people to walk to the library and to feel good, or at least not bad, running
to the library and feeling very happy is surprising information. Readers will read
and try to assimilate this surprising information.
The character identification factor refers to the fact that subjects rated
sentences as more interesting if there was a character in it with whom they could
identify. This observation is in line with research on the interestingness of stories.
Jose and Brewer (1984) claimed that character identification led to an increase in
suspense, that is, the uncertainty of whether a hiker lost in a blizzard will succeed
in lighting a match from a damp book of matches increases if the readers identify
themselves with this unfortunate hiker. This illustration makes clear that, following
identification with the character, everything that happens to it, happens to the
reader (at least to some degree, for the death of the character does not have the
same consequence for the reader). Therefore, character identification increases the
personal relatedness of the information. This implies that attention can be
attracted by including a character readers can identify with.
The use of questions can also attract the readers' attention. Nicki (1970, as
cited in Berlyne, 1974a) presented twenty general knowledge questions, such as
"What is the capital of Lithuania?" After each question subjects could choose
between a slide containing the answer to the question (Vilnius is the capital of
Lithuania), or a statement about an unrelated topic (Spider have eight eyes).
Subjects chose the first option more often than the second. Not knowing the
answer may have made them curious about it. Therefore, the use of questions led
to strategic information-seeking behavior.
In conclusion, writers have a number of strategies at their disposal to attract a
reader's attention. They can choose a topic the reader is interested in, or they can
try to increase the relatedness of the information to the reader, possibly by
introducing a character the reader can identify with. Furthermore, they can epoke
the reader's attention by either presenting unusual information or by posing
questions the reader does not know the answer to.
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The effects of stmcture on attention

The attention given to a text appears to be primarily topic-dependent. In deciding
whether they want to pay attention to a text, readers have to identify the topic. As
long as readers do not know the topic of the text, they may explore the text until
they know what it is about. Wijnen (1994) studied the effect of the position of
topic introduction in the context of newspaper articles. The articles did not contain
hard news, but were written to amuse the readers. Wijnen wrote two versions of
eight texts. In one version, the text's topic was introduced right away, as is shown
in the following example about a man walking with his unleashed pitbull through a

busy pedestrian area: "'It's a crossbreed of a pitbull terrier and a rottweiler,' says
Willems, and pats him on the back." In the other version, the text's topic remained
unclear in the first sentences: "'It's not Max' fault,' says Willems. The two have
come to the city's center by the ferry. Max is silent. His massive head shows no
emotions." The texts were presented sentence by sentence on a computer screen.

After reading a sentence, subjects could choose between reading the next sentence
of the current text, or reading the first sentence of the next text. The choice was,
thus, between continuing to read a given text or not. The results showed that when

the topic was introduced right away, fewer sentences were read than when the
topic introduction was delayed. Thus, delaying the introduction of the text's topic
can increase the amount of attention given to the text.
The so-called "resolution" strategy is related to the position of the text'S topic
introduction. Hidi and Baird (1988) used this strategy to increase the
interestingness of schoolbook texts. As discussed in the previous section, posing a
question increases the readers' interest in the answer. In a similar vein, describing
a problem can make the reader curious about its solution. Hidi and Baird wrote
texts about famous inventors and the problems these inventors were confronted
with. Following the description of the problems Edison was confronted with in the
construction of a reliably working light bulb, other information was provided
before Edison's solution was described. The intervening information delayed the
reading of the solution, thereby increasing the suspense about its nature. The
interestingness-ratings showed that this manipulation was successful in evoking
interest. Writers of persuasive texts can use this strategy to attract readers'
attention using this construction of problem description, presentation of salient
information, and subsequently the presentation of the solution, in order to
communicate this information effectively.
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The effects of style on attention

If style is regarded as violating expectations, this implies that style can attract the
readers' attention by surprising them. In section 1.4.3, on the effects of style on
yielding, one of the style factors appeared to be the use of intense language. This
factor was identified by Anderson et al. (1987) as determining readers' interest.
However, in discussing the concept of style, Renkema (1987) argued that
differences in style will result in (subtle) differences in content. The differences
with respect to language intensity correspond with actions or states deviating from
the norm. It was for this reason that the attention-evoking effects of language
intensity were discussed in the section on the effects of content on attention.
Style may influence another determinant of interest: personal relatedness.
Personal relatedness can be verbalized by addressing the reader directly: "I want
YOU to join the US Army". Direct address underscores the relevance of the
information to the individual reader. Hoeken and Poulssen (1991) manipulated
address type (indirect address: One should...; direct address: You should ...).
Subjects rated the texts using indirect address as less relevant and less obligatory.
Another style factor is the use of rhetorical questions. Rhetorical questions can be
rephrased into a statement which conveys the same meaning (Slot, 1993).
Nevertheless, texts preceded by rhetorical questions are rated as more interesting
than the same texts preceded by their statement counterparts (Hoeken &
Anderiesse, 1992). Although the use of rhetorical questions may increase the
amount of attention given to a text, it can also decrease the amount of yielding to
the arguments (Hoeken & Anderiesse, 1992; Howard, 1990).
Rhetorical questions increase the probability that attention will be given to a
specific text and at the same time decrease the probability that readers will yield to

the text. Such a finding underscores the importance of taking into account the
effects on attention, comprehension, and yielding processes when choosing content,
structure, and style. In the previous sections, the interaction between text and
reader characteristics was discussed separately for each process. In the next section,
a summary of these discussions is given.

1.7 Three decisions in the processing

of persuasive

texts

In the processing of persuasive texts, three decisions are important. First, readers
have to decide whether they will pay attention to the text. Second, they have to
43

1. The design of persuasive texts

decide whether they will scrutinize the arguments. Third, they have to decide
whether they will yield to the text. In this section, a summary is given of the text
and reader characteristics that influence the outcome of these decisions. These
characteristics have been identified in the discussions of the attention
comprehension, and yielding processes. Therefore, the three decisions function as
an integral framework and as a summary of this chapter.

There are some conditions that have to be met before a reader can make the
first decision. First, readers need to have the opportunity to read the text. The text
has to be legibly written or printed, there should be sufficient light, and there
should be no other (situational) factors which disable individuals from reading the
text. These conditions are related to the situation in which people have to process
the text. Second, the potential readers have to be capable of using their cognitive
capacities, that is, they should be not so hungry, thirsty or fatigued that they are
not able to do so. If these conditions are met, persuasive texts can, at least
potentially, influence the readers' attitude, and the first decision becomes relevant,
namely, to read the text or not.

1.7.1 Decision

1:

Deciding whether or not to read the text

After readers have identified the topic of the text, they have to decide whether to
23
read it or not. This decision is based on the topic's interestingness to the reader.
Several factors influence the interestingness. First, the reader-related factors are
summarized, then the text-related factors.

Reader-related factors in deciding to read the text
Several reader-related factors can influence the decision to read the text. First, the
text can contain information that is personally related to the reader. This factor is
called personal relatedness. Second, the text can contain information on a topic the
reader is interested in. This interest can be shared by many other readers (the socalled topics of absolute interest, e.g., sex and death), or its interest can be

restricted to some individuals (topics of individual interest, for instance,
information about new stamps, which would be interesting primarily to stamp
collectors). These individual interests are usually accompanied by a significant
amount of prior knowledge on the topic. Individual or absolute interest in a topic
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can be enhanced by personal relatedness. For instance, information about a stamp
exchange will be even more interesting to a stamp collector if it is in the vicinity.

Text-related factors in deciding to read the text

Text content plays an important role in the decision to read it. However, this role
depends on the reader's knowledge. First, the content has to be informative, that
is, (at least partially) new to the reader, otherwise it will not be interesting.
Second, novel information does not, by itself, make the text's content interesting.
If, however, the information is surprising, in that it contradicts the reader's
expectations, the text's interestingness increases.
The text's structure is not related to the content's interestingness. However,
once the reader's interest is evoked, strategic use of text structure may keep the
reader's attention. The text style can influence the reader's decision to read the
text indirectly by stressing the personal relatedness of the content (by directly
addressing the reader). Furthermore, the use of (rhetorical) questions instead of
statements, can stimulate the reader's curiosity and evoke a wish to learn the
answers.

1.7.2 Decision 2: Deciding whether or not to scrutinize the arguments

The second decision is whether or not to scrutinize the arguments. While, in
principle, people want to hold correct attitudes and agree that the surest method
for achieving a correct attitude is argument scrutiny, they do not always, or even
most of the time, scrutinize all of the arguments. Whether they do depends on two
preconditions: Readers have to be capable to scrutinize the arguments, mid they
have to be motivated to do so. First, ability and its deterrninants are reviewed,
subsequently motivation and its determinants are discussed.

The ability to Scrutinize the arguments

The process of argument scrutiny is conceptualized as the generation of cognitive
responses to the arguments presented. These cognitive responses are triggered by
the arguments in the text, but they are based On the reader's knowledge. The more
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issue-relevant prior knowledge readers have, the easier it is for them to scrutinize
the arguments. Thus, one of the reader-related factors to ability is prior knowledge.
To arrive at a correct attitude, it is necessary that readers comprehend the
arguments presented. Once again, the readers' prior knowledge is an important

determinant of the text's comprehensibility. The more prior knowledge readers
have, the easier it is for them to comprehend the arguments. The less prior
knowledge readers have, the more vital the characteristics of the text become to
the text's comprehensibility. The text's content can facilitate comprehension by
activating relevant prior knowledge; the text's structure can facilitate
comprehension by clearly relating the elements of the text. The text's style can
enhance comprehension, among other things, by avoiding the use of infrequent
words and complex syntactical structures.

The motivation to scrutinize the arguments

The motivation to scrutinize the arguments is the result of two principles: the
sufficiency principle and the least effort principle. The sufficiency principle deals
with the phenomenon that the extent to which the readers wish to be fully
confident about the correctness of their attitude varies from issue to issue. If the
issue has important personal consequences, the need to be confident about one's
attitude increases. Opposite to the need for confidence about one's attitude is the
strategy of investing as little cognitive effort as possible, the least effort principle.
The more urgent the need is to feel confident about one's attitude, the more
willing readers are to invest cognitive effort in scrutinizing the arguments.
It is important to note that the cognitive effort needed to scrutinize arguments
is related to the readers' ability to do so. That is, the more able readers are at
scrutinizing the arguments, the less effort is required. If readers have a great deal
of prior knowledge, the comprehension of the arguments can proceed without
much effort. Thus, the text characteristics which facilitate the comprehension
process may indirectly influence the motivation to scrutinize the arguments by
decreasing the effort needed to scrutinize the arguments. Furthermore, similar to

in decision 1, the tactic of addressing the reader directly may increase the
perceived personal relatedness of the arguments, and, by doing so, may increase
the reader's motivation to scrutinize the arguments.
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1.7.3 Decision 3: Deciding whether or not to yield to the text

Two important distinctions have to be made with regard to the decision to yield to
the text. First, are readers scrutinizing the arguments or not? Second, do readers
already have an attitude toward the issue or not? The first distinction has
implications for the ways in which the text can influence the yielding process. If
readers do scrutinize the arguments, the text can influence the yielding process
only through its arguments. If readers do not scrutinize the arguments, their
attitudes can be influenced by peripheral cues. Therefore, yielding to the text can
be the result of argument scrutiny or of a peripheral cue. This implies that there
are two alternative yielding steps in the persuasion process.
Tile distinction between readers who have an attitude toward the issue already
and those who do not is germane to the distinction between attitude formation and
attitude change. If readers already have an attitude toward the issue (opposite to
the one advocated), the text has to convince the readers that their evaluation of
the issue is wrong. It is particularly true that if the evaluation is the result of a
careful consideration of the arguments, readers will change their attitudes only
when strong and convincing arguments are presented. If readers do not have an
attitude toward the issue beforehand, they may be susceptible to peripheral cues,
in particular, if they do not scrutinize the arguments. First the process of attitude
formation is reviewed, then the discussion of the attitude-change process.

The yielding process in forming an attitude

Depending on whether they scrutinize the arguments or not, readers will yield to
strong arguments or to peripheral cues. First, the situation in which readers
scrutinize the arguments is discussed. The attitude is a function of a limited
number of beliefs about the issue's attributes or consequences, and evaluations of
each attribute or consequence. Persuasive texts are successful at forming a positive
attitude toward an issue when they succeed in making the readers believe that the
issue most likely has very positive attributes; likewise, persuasive texts are
successful at forming a negative attitude when readers are convinced that the issue
most likely has very negative attributes. The more positive (or negative) the
evaluation and the more likely the consequence, the more convincing the argument
will be. Apart from being convincing, the argument has to be relevant as well.
Convincing readers that a certain car is very fast will only influence the yielding
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process if readers regard the car's top speed as a relevant attribute.
Second, when readers do not scrutinize the arguments, they may use peripheral
cues as the basis for their attitudes. The text's structure and style can influence the
perceived competence of the writer. A well-structured text using an appropriate

style can improve the perceived writer's competence, while a badly structured text
using an inappropriate style can decrease it. If they do not scrutinize the
arguments, readers may base their attitude on the application of a heuristic such as

"the more competent the writer, the higher the probability that he or she is
correct". Therefore, the text's structure and style can influence the attitude
indirectly by altering the perception of the writer's competence. Text characteristics
can be relevant to other heuristics as well, for instance, "the more arguments, the
more correct the position".
When readers scrutinize the arguments, variation in content will generally have
the largest impact on attitude formation. When readers do not scrutinize the
arguments, the text's structure and style can play an important role. In the
discussion of the yielding process in changing an attitude, some of these effects will

reemerge.

The yielding process in changing an attitude

An existing attitude can be the result of argument scrutiny or of a yielding to
peripheral cues. If an attitude is the result of argument scrutiny, it is based on a
number of beliefs about the likelihood and the valence of certain attributes or
consequences. When confronted with a text advocating the opposite position,
readers will, in general, have the ability to scrutinize the arguments. if they are
unmotivated to do so, they will stick to their initial attitude, and the persuasive text
will not attain its goal.

If the readers do scrutinize the arguments, the beliefs

and evaluations on which
changed.
Under these conditions, there is a great
the attitude is based have to be
likelihood that the readers will generate counterarguments. They may feel
threatened in their way of thinking about the issue. One option is the introduction

of novel beliefs that shed light on attributes or consequences which have not been
considered previously. These novel beliefs have to be relatively important in order
to outweigh the beliefs on which the original attitude was based. It may be even
more effective to introduce beliefs of a different type than the original beliefs. In
changing an attitude based on affect-related beliefs, for instance, it could be more
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effective to introduce cognition-related beliefs. In that case, the likelihood that
readers will feel threatened in their way of thinking about the issue will be smaller.
If the existing attitude is the result of yielding to peripheral cues, the same
processes operating in forming an attitude will determine the text's persuasiveness.
If readers scrutinize the arguments, the text will have to convince them of the
likelihood that the issue has important positive attributes. If successful at this, the
readers will yield to the arguments presented. If readers do not scrutinize the
arguments, they may yield to a peripheral cue. However, in order to be persuasive,
the peripheral cue will have to be more positive than the one on which the original
attitude was based. For instance, if the original attitude is based on the perceived

competence of the writer, a writer taking the opposite position will have to be
perceived as even more competent in order to be persuasive. However, there is no
empirical evidence supporting the claim that an attitude can be changed on the
basis of a peripheral cue (cf. section 1.4.2).

1.8 The scope and research questions of this study

In this section, the scope and the limitations of this study are discussed.
Subsequently, the research questions are introduced. Finally, an overview of the

dissertation's structure is given.

1.8.1 Scope and limitations

The topic of this study is the design of persuasive texts. In other words, how do
variations in content, structure, and style influence attention, comprehension, and
yielding processes. In the previous sections, it was shown that the effects of
content, structure, and style also depend on certain characteristics of the readers.
In particularly, prior knowledge of the issue has strong implications for the effects
of the text characteristics. Prior knowledge appears to be related to the reader's
interest in an issue. Therefore, it influences the decision to pay attention to the
text. In the comprehension process, prior knowledge, likewise, plays an important
role. The more relevant the prior knowledge is, the easier it is to comprehend the
text, and the less influence text characteristics will have on the comprehension
process. The ability to scrutinize the arguments is also related to prior knowledge.
Since scrutinizing implies the activation of relevant knowledge to evaluate the
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arguments presented, the presence of such knowledge increases the ability to
scrutinize the arguments. Finally, if an existing attitude is the result of argument
scrutiny, it will be accompanied by the knowledge on which it is based. Changing
such an attitude will be difficult and require very convincing arguments. In general,
the more prior knowledge readers have of an issue, the less impact text design
variables such as content, and even more so, structure and style, will have.
Since this study is about the effects of content, structure, and style, rather than

about the effects of prior knowledge, issues were chosen on which subjects had
little or no prior knowledge. This choice has implications for the scope of the
study. It is a study of the effects of text design on attitude formation rather than
attitude change. Thus, the results obtained are not directly generalizable to the
process of attitude change.
The interest of most practitioners in the design of persuasive texts is prompted
only partially by the desire to understand how the text characteristics influence the

forming and changing of attitudes. Their main interest lies in the desire to
understand how text design influences the subsequent behavior; will readers exhibit
the propagated behavior? This relation between text design and actual behavior
lies outside the scope of this study. The attitude-behavior relationship has its own
methodological problems and it has been dealt with extensively by other
researchers. Research in this field has shown that behavior is more stongly related
to the attitude if the attitude is the result of argument scrutiny than if it is the
result of yielding to peripheral cues. However, there is no guarantee that a more
positive attitude will result in the behavior desired whether the attitude is based on
argument scrutiny or not.
This study does not deal with the question of how text design influences
attitude change, nor does it deal with the question of the extent to which an
attitude determines subsequent behavior. In the next section, the questions the
study does address are discussed.

1.8.2 The research questions

The dimensions of text design are the text's content, structure, and style. For each
of these dimensions, a question was posed about its effect on the persuasion
process. In other words, does the dimension influence the readers' attitude. First,
the question of the effect of content is discussed.
Research on the persuasive effects of content has focused mainly on which
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information is presented in a persuasive text. However, information is incomplete,
in particular in the case of complex objects. For instance, in an ad about a car only
a few attributes of the car can be described. Several studies have shown incomplete
descriptions to be less persuasive than (more) complete descriptions. The question
is whether incompleteness always results in a less persuasive text. Since the
readers' attitude is a function of only a limited number of beliefs about the issue's
attributes, incompleteness in itself does not necessarily have to be less persuasive.
As long as the information that is included is about the attributes the readers base
their attitude on, incompleteness would be harmless. This brings us to the question
with respect to the content of a text:
1. Does the negative effect of incompleteness on the yielding process depend on
the importance of the missing information?

The study of text structure is aimed at the question of whether certain structures
can attract and keep the reader's attention. A popular structure in persuasive texts
is the problem-solution structure. The problem part of the structure can make the
readers curious about its solution. In their search for the solution, readers may pay
attention to information they otherwise would have ignored. For instance,
information about companies is usually not very interesting to readers. However, if
this information is presented in between the descriptions of a problem and its
solution, readers may read the information because they are searching for the
solution. Therefore, the strategic use of problem-solution structures may keep the
reader's attention. This strategic use, however, may influence other processes as
well. The position of information has implications for its perceived importance
which, in turn, may influence the comprehension and yielding processes. Therefore,
the question with respect to the structure of the text is as follows:

2. Does the strategic use of the problem-solution structure influence the attention,
comprehension, and yielding processes?
Finally, the study of the text's style is centered on the question of whether attitudes
can be conditioned using words which have a positive affective meaning. Persdasive
texts often contain adjectives such as "beautiful", "magnificent", "good", "fine".
Experiments on conditioning have shown that the pairing of such adjectives with an
object can influence the attitude toward that object. The degree to which a name
like "Ed" was evaluated positively or negatively was influenced by repeatedly
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pairing "Ed" with adjectives like the ones above. However, these effects were only
found for presenting adjectives in isolation. Therefore, the question with respect to
the style of the text is:

3. Does the repeated use of adjectives which have a positive evaluative meaning
influence the yielding process if these adjectives are presented in a coherent
text?

1.8.3 Overview of the study

Each of the three research questions is addressed in a separate chapter. The
investigation of the effect of incomplete descriptions is reported in Chapter 3.
Chapter 4 contains the study of the effects of the strategic use of the problemsolution structure. The study of the conditioning effects of adjectives is reported in
Chapter 5. The three studies on the research questions are preceded by Chapter
2.24 In this chapter, some of the intricacies of evaluating persuasive texts are
discussed. In particular, the experimental design used and the level at which
persuasiveness is measured have important implications for the design of
experiments. Finally, Chapter 6 contains the general conclusions with respect to the
three studies as well as suggestions for future research.

Notes
1.

2.

These three choices run parallel to the first three tasks an orator had to perform according to the
Institutio oratoria (Quintilian, 1920): inventio, dispositio and clocutio.

See Hoeken (1992) for a more extensive review of the effects of content, structure, and style on
informing, persuading, and instructing.

difficult to apply this criterion in classifying naturally occuring texts. It is not always possible
to ask a writer what he or she intended to achieve, and writers may even lie about their

3. It

is

intentions.

4. The idea that the comprehension and learning of an argumentative content precedes the
influencing of attitudes was developed and studied by Hovland and his colleagues (see Hovland,
Kelley & Janis, 1953).
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5.

If the goal of the text is to affect the reader's behavior, the chances are even slimmer. McGuire
(1985) distinguishes the following steps between attitude change and behavior: Storage of the
change in memory, retrieval of the relevant material from memory, decisionmaking on the basis

of the retrieved material, and acting in accordance with the decision made. Again, successful
completion of each step depends on the completion of the preceding steps.

6. According to Fishbein and Ajzen (1975, 1981), the primary beliefs are the determinants of a
person's attitude. This idea is further explored in Chapter 3.

7. In the ELM, elaboration is extended to the use of information not included in memory or the
text. Readers may search external information in order to scrutinize the arguments (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986a, p. 7). However, in the typical persuasion experiment, subjects are not allowed
to go to the library and read the relevant information about the issue; they have to rely on their

memory.

8.

Elaboration is not an all or nothing process. People may elaborate on all of the arguments, most
of the arguments, few of the arguments, or none of the arguments. Therefore, the extent of
elaboration can be plotted on an elaboration continuum ranging from no issue-relevant thinking
at all (low elaboration) to the scrutinization of all of the arguments (high elaboration). Although
Petty and Cacioppo (1986a, p. 11) acknowledge the existence of the continuum, they find it useful
to distinguish between a process in which people are primarily generating issue-relevant thoughts
(the central route), and a process in which people do not pay any attention at all to the
arguments (the peripheral route).

9. Readers may respond negatively to an incomprehensible argument. This does not imply that
comprehensibility influences the direction of claboration. A negative effect of incomprehensibility
is the result of applying a heuristic such as 'If it is incomprehensible, it must be untrue".
However, an attitude based on the application of this heuristic is nof the result of argument
scrutiny.
10. Petty and Cacioppo (1986b, p. 192) agree that the ELM is descriptive rather than explanatory.

11. The fact that new salient beliefs can influence attitude and subsequent behavior is illustrated by
the following article that was published in a Dutch newspaper.
Roken schaadt niet alleen gezondheid, maar ook potentie
In Israel hebben ze ontdekt dat de waarschuwing Roken schaadt de gezondheid op cen
pakje
sigaretten minder effectief is dan de mededeling Roken schaa(it de potentie. Bij het Centrum voor
Impotentic en Vruchtbaarheid in Jeruzalem werden de afgelopen tien jaar 886 zware mannelijke
rokers behandeld. Nadat de mannen hadden gehoord dat roken onmiddellijke invloed heeft op de
kleine bloedvaten die nodig zijn voor het krijgen van een erectie en ook op de langere termijn
een nadelige invloed hebben op de seksuele prestatie, besloot driekwart van deze mannen meteen
met roken te stoppen. De overgrote meerderheid van dem 'stoppers' hield voorgoed op met
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roken Cijfers van het Israelische gezondheidsfonds toncn aan dat slechts 40 procent van de
mannen stopt met roken als hun wordt verteld dat het de kans op een hartaanval verdubbelt.
(source: De Volkskrant, September 28, 1994).
Smoking does not only harm one's health, but also one's sexual potency
In Israel it has been found that the warning Smoking is hazardous to your health is less effective
than the warning Smoking is det,imental to scrual potency. At the Center for Impotence and

Fertility in Jerusalem, 886 male heavy smokers were treated. After these men had been told that
smoking had an immediate impact on the small blood vessels that are necessary to getting an
erection and had negative effects on sexual performance in the long run as well, three-quarters of
these men stopped smoking immediately. A vast majority of the 'quitters' abstained from smoking
permanently. Israel Health Fund statistics show that when men were told that smoking doubled

their chances of

a

heart attack, only 40 percent quit smoking.

McGuire (1972) has claimed that while stronger fear appeals may be more effective in
the yielding process, they also may lead readers to ignore the information. Readers may try to
avoid the fear evoked by fear appeals by simply not reading the information. In that case, weaker
fear appeals may be more successful in the end, because they will not deter readers.

12. However,

13. Related to the issue of language intensity is the question whether vivid language use has a
positive effect on persuasion. Vivid language is often, though certainly not always, operationalized
as the use of concrete language. Many experiments have been devoted to detecting a positive
effect of vivid language on persuasiveness, but have failed to do so (for reviews, see Kisielius &
Sternthal, 1986; Taylor & Wood, 1982). Collins, Taylor, Wood and Thompson (1988) showed that
although people rated vivid texts as more persuasive than bland ones, they were not persuaded by
them. Vividness seemed to have a persuasive effect in the eyes of most people, without actually
having such an effect.

14. Just as Van Dijk and Kintsch (1983) did, Noordman and Maes (1993) distinguish between three
types of representation: verbatim representation, propositional representation, and mental
representation. The verbatim representation is the literal wording of the text; this representation
decays fast. The propositional representation consists of the propositions and the relations
between them. The mental representation is the situation as depicted in the text. Spooren (1993)
shows that, in the case of argumentative texts, the argumentative structure can be represented in
a

15.

fashion similar to the mental representation of a situation.

Although storage of information is not the same as the comprehension of information, the two
are closely related. It is difficult to store information effectively, if it is not comprehended (cf.
Bransford & Johnson, 1973).

16. In the discussion of content effects on comprehension, headings have been discussed as aids to
activate relevant prior knowledge. However, headings such as "A solution" do not activate prior
knowledge but rather signal the relation of the upcoming information to the preceding
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information. Depending on the type of headings used, they can facilitate the comprehension
process by activating prior knowledge or by signaling the text structure.

for cognition that was described in section 1.4.1 appears to be related to this
need for cognitive assimilation. The need for cognition was defined as the tendency to engage in
and enjoy cognitive efforts. This implies that people differing in their need for cognition also

17. The concept of need

differ in their need for cognitive assimilation.
18. Schiefele (1991, 1992) reviews research on the effect of individual interest on the comprehension
and retention of texts. Interest affected, in particular, the deeper processing of information (i.e.,

production of inferences, recall of main ideas, coherence of recall protocols). Schiefele (1991, p.
306) stated that interest had this effect whether readers possessed prior knowledge or not. The
claim that prior knowledge did not affect the comprehension process is surprising. Other research
has shown that prior knowledge strongly affects the comprehension process (see Freebody &
Anderson, 1983; Simons, 1993). However, Schicfele (1992, p. 176) himself notes that there were
some doubts concerning the method by which the prior knowledge was measured. The tests of
prior knowledge were restricted to whether subjects knew the information in the experimental
texts. Prior knowledge in a broader sense, that is, knowledge about related or underlying
phenomena or about the manner in which the type of information was usually structured, was not
measured. Nevertheless, these types of prior knowledge are also capable of facilitating the
comprehension process. Because the subjects in the experiments described by Schiefele already

had an interest in the topic, it is likely that they possessed these kinds of prior knowledge.

bio-evolutionary explanation of exploratory behavior. In earlier times,
knowing what to expect from one's environment could make the difference between life and
death. Ultimately, the survival of the species depended on knowing what would happen next.
Perhaps this function of information still resides in people's preferences for information about

19. Berl)me (1974a) gives a

sex, death, violence, and power, because these topics are directly related to a person's chances for
survival.

20. The "personal relatedness" factor is related to the concept of "issue-involvement" introduced by
Petty and Cacioppo (1986a) (see section 1.4.1). When issue-involvement is high, the consequences
the issue has for the reader are significant. The concept of personal relatedness is broader than
the concept of issue-involvement.

21. Novelty and unexpectedness appear to influence the interest in other objects as well. Fiske and
Taylor (1991, p. 248) claim that the salience of a person is, among other things, determined by
the person being novel or behaving unusually.

of stories. Instead of cognitive
Kintsch
(1980,
p.
89)
used
the
"postdictability':
"Weird and unpredictable
term
assimilation,
statements in a text are interesting only in so far as they are well motivated within the text as a
whole, at least by hindsight." Iran-Nejad (1987) provided empirical support for this claim. A

22. This resembles Kintsch's (1980) ideas about the interestingness
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surprising event in

a

(see also Iran-Nejad

story was evaluated positively only if a plausible explanation was presented
& Cecil, 1992). This is in line with Frijda's claim that exploratory behavior is

experienced as pleasant only

if cognitive assimilation

is successful.

information in the text (specific
exploration) will not be discussed in this section. The need to process this information is the
result of other factors, and the decision to read the text is already made. Therefore, this decision
will not be influenced by the text-related or the reader-related factors discussed in this section.

23. The possibility that the reader is searching actively for tile

24. Parts of the research reported in this dissertation have been published elsewhere. Chapter 2 has
been reported in Hoeken (1994a), parts of Chapter 4 in Hoeken and Goor (1994), and parts of
Chapter 5 in Hoeken (1994b).
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2.1

In Chapter

The problems of how and what to measure

three research questions were presented concerning the effects of
content, structure, and style on the persuasion process. The question is addressed
whether each of these factors influences the yielding process. That is, does the
manipulation have an effect on the readers' adoption of the text's position?
Questionnaires were used to assess whether such an effect occurs. Reliable and
valid responses can be gathered using measurement techniques such as semantic
differentials and Likert scales, which have been developed and extensively tested in
social psychology (for reviews, see Dawes & Smith, 1985; Himmelfarb, 1993).
However, when using questionnaires to study the yielding process, it is essential to
pay close attention to the design of the experiment and the level at which
persuasiveness is measured. It will be shown that the design used and the level at
which persuasiveness is measured can lead to different conclusions. The question
of which experimental design is appropriate when studying the yielding process will
be addressed first, followed by a discussion of the different levels at which
persuasiveness can be measured.
1,

2.2 Choosing an experimental design

The first step in conducting an experiment is the choice of an experimental design.
Campbell and Stanley (1966) present three experimental designs which ensure that
there are no threats to the internal validity of the experiment. These designs are
the so-called true-experimental designs. When a difference in persuasiveness
between different versions of a text arises, this difference can be ascribed only to
the differences between the text versions and not to any other factor. The three
designs are discussed in the next section. The designs are illustrated with an
experiment in which the effects on the yielding process of two versions of a text
were studied.

2.2.1 True-experimental designs

The first true-experimental design is the pretest-posttest design. Subjects are
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randomly assigned to one of two texts. In a pretest, their attitude before reading
the text is assessed. Next, subjects read the text they were assigned to. In the
posttest, their attitude is assessed again. A text's persuasiveness is defined as the
attitude after reading the text minus the attitude before reading it. This is called
the gain score. The text version with the highest gain scores is the one with the
strongest effect on the yielding process. The pretest-posttest design is shown in
Figure 2.1.

Random allocation
Random allocation

Pretest
Pretest

Text A
Text B

Posttest
Posttest

Figure 2.1 The pretest-posttest design

The second true-experimental design is the posttest-only design. Again, subjects are
randomly assigned to one of two texts. As indicated by its name, only after reading
the text are attitudes assessed. The text version that yields the more positive
attitude is the more persuasive one. The posttest-only design is shown in Figure
2.2.

Random allocation
Random allocation

Text A
Text B

Posttest
Posttest

Figure 2.2 The posttest-only design

Intuitively, the pretest-posttest design seems more attractive. This attraction lies in
the assumption that the gain score reveals the true effect on the yielding process
because the pretest and the posttest scores are obtained from the same subject. In
the posttest-only design, the scores of different subjects are compared, and there is
always the possibility that the attitudes of the two groups differed at the outset.
However, having pretest and posttest scores for the same subject may turn out to
be a tnajor disadvantage for studying the yielding process.
Campbell and Stanley (1966) argue that pretesting can decrease the external
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validity of the results. That

is, although a difference in persuasiveness can be
ascribed only to the differences between text versions, this finding is restricted to
the experimental situation in which the subject is pretested. In other words, the
difference obtained is caused by the differences between the text versions, but it is
doubtful whether this difference would have been obtained if the pretest had not
been administered. The cause of this threat to the external validity is the
sensitizing effect of the pretest. Campbell and Stanley (1966, p. 18) give the
example of taking a 100-item anti-Semitism test before seeing an anti-prejudice
film. Filling in the test sensitizes the audience to some aspects of the film that
might otherwise have gone unnoticed. "Especially in attitude-change experiments
(...) it is quite likely that the person's attitudes and his susceptibility to persuasion

are changed by a pretest" (Campbell & Stanley, 1966, p. 18).
The sensitizing effect of pretesting may affect external validity in two ways.
First, subjects may want to comply with what they think the experimenter expects
them to do. This so-called demand bias may lead them to report an attitude
change without really having changed their attitude. This effect is called a 'false
positive' or 'Type I error'. Second, because subjects may want to show that they are
not easily persuaded, they do not report an attitude change although they actually
have changed their attitude after reading the text. That is, they stick to the attitude
expressed at the pretest. This effect is called a 'false negative' or 'Type II error'.
To assess whether these kinds of pretesting effects arise in research on the
yielding process, Campbell and Stanley (1966, p. 25) recommend the use of the
third true-experimental design: the Solomon four-group design. This design is a
combination of the pretest-posttest design and the posttest-only design. Subjects
are randomly assigned to one of four groups. Two groups receive a pretest and a
posttest, the other two groups receive only a posttest. The Solomon four-group
design is shown in Figure 2.3.

Random
Random
Random
Random

allocation
allocation
allocation
allocation

Pretest
Pretest

Text
Text
Text
Text

A

Posttest

B

Posttest

A

Posttest

B

Posttest

Figure 23 The Solomon four-group design
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The Solomon four-group design enables the researcher to test whether pretesting
leads to false positives or to false negatives. If pretesting influences the posttest
results, the effects Of the text versions on the posttest will differ between the
groups that received a pretest as well as a posttest and the groups that received
only a posttest. For instance, in the case of a false positive, pretested subjects will
report a change of attitude while such a change is absent for the non-pretested
subjects. Similarly, in the case of a false negative, pretested subjects will report no
attitude change while non-pretested subjects do. A number of experiments have
been conducted to determine whether pretesting has a distorting effect on the
posttest. In reviews of these studies, it was concluded that pretesting does not lead
to false positives, i.e., producing illusory attitude changes (McGuire, 1966, p. 478;
Lana, 1969). Lana (1969, p. 139) even concludes that "when pretest measures exert
any influence at all in attitude research, the effect is to produce a Type II error".
This conclusion is based on a number of experiments which showed that pretesting
obscured the presence of a persuasive effect (Lana, 1966; Pauling & Lana, 1969):
One important aspect has not been mentioned yet. Experiments on pretesting
effects compared the effects on the yielding process of a persuasive text with those
of a control text on a different topic. Rosnow and Suls (1970), for example, used

an experimental text about a new radioactive element and a control text about
sexual promiscuity among college students. Both the pretest and posttest dealt with
their opinions about nuclear research. Therefore, pretest and posttest items were
irrelevant to the subjects reading the control text on sexual promiscuity. When two
text versions about the same topic are evaluated, a different picture arises. In this
case, pretest measures are relevant to both text versions, not to just one of them.
When studying the effects of dimensions of text design on the yielding process, the
different versions of the text are typically on the same topic. Therefore, pretests
are relevant to all versions of the text.
Whether pretest items are relevant to only one of the texts or to both of the
texts has implications for the effects pretesting may have. If pretest items are
relevant to only one of the texts, subjects may change their attitude toward the
position they think the experimenter wants them to hold (i.e., false positive), or
they may stick to the attitude expressed at the pretest (i.e., false negative). This
effect will not occur for the control text because in that case, subjects do not know
which position the experimenter expects them to hold. If on the other hand pretest
items are relevant to both versions of the text, subjects know for each version
which position the experimenter wants them to take. If one of the versions were to
have a stronger effect on the yielding process, this difference between the versions
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can be obscured by pretesting. In the case of a false positive, the difference is
obscured because the pretested subjects report an illusory attitude change for the

less persuasive text. In the case of a false negative, the subjects report no attitude
change upon reading the more persuasive text because they do not want to appear
easily persuaded. The results of an experiment designed to test for false positives
or false negatives when evaluating two versions of a text are reported below.

2.2.2 Comparing true-experimental designs when studying the yielding process

Two persuasive texts were written on the same issue, the Language and Literature
programme at Tilburg University. The two versions were similar in length and
structure. They differed, however, in content. In an exploratory study, the criteria
that grammar school students have for choosing a university programme were
assessed (for a more detailed description, see Chapter 3). Text A contained
information on all the important criteria, text B contained information on unimportant criteria although they were issue-related. It was predicted that text A would
produce a more positive attitude than text B because the former text contained the
information relevant to the attitude, whereas the latter did not.
A total of 805 subjects participated in the experiment. All subjects were
grammar school students for whom the issue of choosing a university programme
was relevant. A Solomon four-group design was used (see Figure 2.3). Subjects
were randomly assigned to one of the four groups.
Pretesting can have two effects. First, pretesting can lead to false positives, i.e.,
subjects report an illusory attitude change because they think the experimenter
expects them to do so. Second, pretesting can lead to false negatives, i.e., although
subjects have changed their attitude, they do not report this because they do not
want to appear easily persuaded:

Table 2.1 contains the mean attitude-scores as a function of design, text
version, and test moment.
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Table 2.1
The mean attitude scores on a seven-point scale as a function of the
experimental design and text version (minimum = 1, maximum = 7)
Pretest

Posttest

4.27

4.38

4.15

4.22

Pretest-Posttest

Text A
Text B
Posttest-only
Text A
Text B

4.45
4.14

The attitude scores on the pretest did not differ significantly OF (1,389) = 1.92, p
= .17). The posttest scores were analyzed using a two-way analysis of variance with
design (pretest, no pretest) and text version (version
version B) as betweensubjects factors. There was no main effect of design OF < 1) indicating that
pretested subjects did not hold a more positive attitude than subjects who were not
pretested. There was a main effect of text version indicating that text A led to
higher attitude scores than text B OF ( 1,801) = 13.78, p < .001). Text version and
design did not interact (F (1,801) = 1.38, p = .24).
To test whether pretesting obscured the effect of text version on the yielding

4

process, the results of the first and second group were analyzed as if they were
obtained using a pretest-posttest design while the results of the third and fourth

group were analyzed as if they were obtained using a posttest-only design. For the
analysis of the pretest-posttest design, Campbell and Stanley (1966) recommend
analyzing the posttest scores using the pretest scores as a covariate. The pretest
scores accounted for much of the variance on the posttest scores (17 (1,388) =
341.24, p < .001). This result indicated that the attitude expressed at the posttest
was largely determined by the attitude expressed at the pretest. Text A did not
yield higher attitude scores than text B (F (1,388) = 1.66, p = .20). However,
analyzing the third and fourth group as a posttest-only design did show a significant
main effect of text version: Text A yielded higher attitude scores than text B (F
(1,411) = 11.73, p < .01). This pattern of results is in accordance with the
hypothesis that pretesting leads to false negatives: Pretesting obscures the effects of
different text versions on the yielding process.
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One explanation for this effect is that subjects stick to the attitude they
expressed at the pretest. A slightly different explanation can be found in the
distinction between the process of changing an attitude and forming one. By having
subjects express their attitude on an issue at the pretest, subjects form an attitude,
or, if they already had an attitude, activate it. In such a situation, the yielding
process has to change an existing attitude. When subjects do not receive a pretest,
or do not have an existing attitude activated, the yielding process has to form an

attitude. As mentioned in Chapter 1, changing an attitude can be more difficult
than forming one. Therefore, the lack of persuasiveness of text A in a pretestposttest design may not (only) be the result of subjects holding on to their initially
expressed attitude, but it may also be the result of the fact that changing an
attitude is more difficult than forming one:
The implications of these results for choosing designs when studying the
yielding process are clear. Pretest-posttest designs seem attractive at the outset
because they enable to measure the attitude-change within the subject, they should,
however, be distrusted. Subjects may stick to their initial pretest-attitude when
measured at the posttest, or, pretests may change the yielding process of forming
an attitude into the yielding process of changing one. The two effects of pretesting
obscure the persuasive effects obtained by the text. Therefore it appears wise to
use the posttest-only design when studying the yielding effects of persuasive texts.

2.3 Choosing a level at which to measure persuasiveness

The second problem in studying the yielding effects of persuasive texts concerns
the question: What is a good measure of persuasiveness? One can measure
whether the claims in the text were accepted by the readers (the beliefs), whether
readers have an overall favorable impression of the object described (the attitude),
or whether readers intend to perform the desired actions (the intention). These

different dependent variables will be discussed first.

2.3.1 Measuring beliefs, attitudes or intentions

Persuasiveness can be measured at the belief level. A belief is an opinion one has

about an attribute of an object, e.g., "This university programme is interesting" or
'This university programme offers good job perspectives". Usually, these kinds of
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beliefs are related to claims made in the text. The claims are frequently supported
by arguments. When readers yield to the argument, they will hold the intended
belief. So measuring beliefs is a valid way of measuring persuasiveness. Beliefs are
measured by having subjects indicate to what extent they agree or disagree with
the belief.
The second level at which persuasiveness can be measured is the attitude. In
Chapter 1, attitude was defined as the evaluation of an object. The evaluation of
an object can be measured by using semantic differentials. For instance, subjects
are asked to indicate the pole and the extent to which it represents their attitude
on a number of semantic differentials (e.g., Choosing this university programme is:
good - bad; foolish - wise, etc.). Why measure persuasiveness at the attitude level?
Writers of persuasive texts do not want their claims accepted just to prove a point;
they want to give the readers a generally favorable impression of the product, the
company or whatsoever. This generally favorable impression is exactly what the
attitude measures. Furthermore, in the definition of persuasive texts presented in
Chapter 1, the attitude was introduced as the target the text was aiming to
influence. Thus, measuring the attitude is a valid way of measuring persuasiveness
as well.
The third level at which persuasiveness can be measured is the intention.
Persuasive texts are usually written to change beliefs or attitudes in order to
influence the readers' behavior. That is, after reading an ad, readers should buy
the product or employ the company's services. Because it is difficult to study actual
behavior in an experimental situation, researchers usually measure the intention to
perform this behavior. That is, subjects are asked to indicate to what extent they
intend to perform a specific act, (e.g., I intend to choose this university programme
after my graduation: strongly disagree - strongly agree). Research has shown that
this kind of measurement is a good predictor of actual behavior (Ajzen, 1988).
Because the ultimate goal of many persuasive texts is to influence behavior,
measuring intention is, next to beliefs and attitudes, the third valid way of
measuring persuasiveness.
Beliefs, attitudes, and intentions are related to each other. Changes in beliefs
are expected to result in changes in attitude, which in turn should lead to changes
in intention. That is, when the readers' belief that a certain university programme
is interesting is changed, this should give them a more positive attitude toward this
programme, whereupon they would be more inclined to choose this programme.
This could lead to the assumption that measuring one of these levels, beliefs,

attitude, or intention,
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sufficient for evaluating persuasiveness. In the following
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section, an experiment is reported in which this assumption was tested.

2.3.2 Comparing dependent variables when studying the yielding process

The experiment described in 2.2.2 enables the comparison of the different levels at
which yielding can be measured. Text A contained five arguments designed to
influence five beliefs, text B contained five different arguments designed to affect
five other beliefs. These ten beliefs were included in a questionnaire. Two further
beliefs were added that did not occur in any of the texts. All subjects had to
indicate their agreement on all twelve beliefs regardless of the text version they
had read. This was done because reading a text can have impact effects on
unmentioned beliefs (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1981). That is, reading about the number
of valves in a car's motor may have an impact on one's belief about the car's top
speed. Each belief was assessed using a seven-point Likert scale. Attitude was
measured with six seven-point semantic differentials using the balanced scale
technique (Oskamp, 1991, p. 66). The reliability of this scale was high (Cronbach's
a = .88). Intention was measured using three seven-point Likert-scales stating
three different intentions to perform actions. The three items formed a reliable
scale (Cronbach's a = .82).
In section 2.2.2, it was shown that pretesting can lead to false negatives.

Therefore, only the posttest scores of non-pretested subjects were used. Text A was
read by 207 subjects, text B was read by 206 subjects. To see whether the two texts
affected the yielding process, the beliefs, attitude and intention scores of these two
groups were compared to the pretest scores of the pretested subjects. That is, the
pretest scores of the pretested subjects were used as a baseline that presented the
beliefs, attitude, and intention scores of subjects before they received any
information on the issue. For each subject, a mean beliefs score was computed,
based on the scores of the twelve beliefs. The scores after reading the text were
compared to the scores of the control group employing the nonparametric
Mann-Whitney test.
Table 2.2 contains the mean difference scores as a function of the text version
and the level at which persuasiveness was measured.
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Table 2.2
Mean difference scores as a function of text version and dependent
variables

Text A
Beliefs

Attitude
Intention

Text B

0.280.24-

-0.07

0.02

-0.17'

0.26-'

Note: -'p<.001; -p<.01; 'p<.05.

Text A and text B were equally persuasive at the level of beliefs. Both texts led to
more positive beliefs. If the assumption is correct that more positive beliefs lead to
a more positive attitude, 'the two texts should have produced equally positive

attitudes. However, this prediction was not confirmed. Reading text A led to a
more positive attitude when compared to the attitude of the subjects in the control
group who had received no information. However, no such positive effect was
found for text B. A more positive attitude was expected to lead to a more positive
intention. Thus, reading text A should have led to a more positive intention, while
reading text B would have no effect on the intention. Again, the predictions were
not confirmed. Reading text A did not affect the intention. Reading text B did, but
in the opposite direction; it led to a more negative intention when compared to the

control group who had received no information.
It is clear from these results that when studying the yielding process, it is risky
to measure persuasiveness at only one of the three levels. For example, if text B
had been measured at only one of the levels, quite different conclusions would
have been drawn. At the level of beliefs, the results indicate that the text had a
positive effect on the yielding process; at the attitude level, one would conclude
that it had no effect on the yielding process; when measured at the intention level,
one would conclude that the text had a negative effect on the yielding process.
Measuring persuasiveness at three levels has implications for the statistical
analysis of the data. The beliefs, attitude, and intention scores should be correlated
because they measure the same concept, i.e., the text's persuasiveness. Indeed,
each level was significantly correlated with each of the other two (all p's < .01).

These correlations lead to an inflation of the alpha against which an effect is
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tested. That is, although the alpha is .05 nominally, the actual alpha is higher.
When conducting a multivariate analysis of variance test (MANOVA), the
correlation between these different levels is taken into account. On the basis of the
scores on the three levels, one compound score is computed that can be tested
against the alpha of .05: The MANOVA test was conducted to assess whether it
produced the same results as the Mann Whitney U test did.
Two MANOVAs were conducted using the beliefs, attitude, and intention
scores as correlated dependent variables. The first MANOVA was conducted to
assess whether reading the text on primary attributes did indeed lead to more
positive beliefs and a more positive attitude without influencing the readers'
intention. There was a main effect of reading the text (Wilks' A = .90, F (3,592) =
20.95, p < .001). Univariate analyses revealed that beliefs OF (1,594) = 60.17, p <
.001) as well as attitude OF (1,594) = 11.45, p < .01) were positively influenced by
reading the text. The intention was unaffected (F < 1). These results correspond
with those of the Mann Whitney U test. The second MANOVA was conducted to
determine whether reading the text on secondary beliefs also produced results
similar to those of the Mann Whitney U test. Again, a significant main effect of
reading the text was found (Wilks' A = .90, F (3,591) = 22.84, p < .001).
Univariate analyses revealed that the beliefs were positively influenced by reading
the text OF (1,593) = 42.72, p < .001), but that the attitude was unaffected (F <
1). These results are in line with the results of the Mann Whitney U test. However,
the result for the intention scores deviates from that of the Mann Whitney U test.
No significant difference is found for the intention scores when conducting a

MANOVA OF (1,593) = 2.10, p = .15).
With one exception, the results of the Mann Whitney U test and the
MANOVA test are the same. Because the beliefs, attitude, and intention scores
measure parts of the same concept, they usually will be correlated to each other.
The MANOVA test takes these correlations into account whereas the Mann
Whitney test does not. Therefore, if a text's persuasiveness is measured at all three
levels, the MANOVA test is preferred to the Mann Whitney U test. The use of the
MANOVA test reduces the chance of producing a type I error, i.e., stating that an
effect is significant whereas it is not.6
The results showed that a positive effect on the yielding process at one level
does not necessarily imply positive effects at the other levels. That is, although the
two texts were successful at forming positive beliefs, only one of the texts was
successful at forming a positive attitude. The positive attitude, however, did not
lead to a more positive intention. The interpretation of this pattern of results is
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given in the next chapter. That chapter includes a discussion of the conditions
under which more positive beliefs result in a more positive attitude, and a more
positive attitude results in a more positive intention.

2.4 Conclusions

When studying the yielding process, one should be cautious in choosing the
experimental design and the level at which persuasiveness is measured. With
regard to the choice of the experimental design, it is clear that a pretest-posttest
design may obscure effects on the yielding process. Whether this is the result of
subjects sticking to their pretest-responses or of turning the attitude formation
process into a attitude change process is unclear. However, it is certain that
pretesting can affect the yielding process in an undesirable way, and thereby affect
the external validity of the results: Therefore, in the experiments described in the
Chapters 3,4, and 5, posttest-only designs were employed.
With regard to the level at which persuasiveness is measured, each variable has
its own advantages. Measuring beliefs gives information about the acceptance of
arguments; measuring attitude gives information about the overall evaluation of
the issue; measuring intention gives an indication of future behavior. As shown
changes at one level do not guarantee corresponding changes at the other levels.
Therefore, when studying the yielding process, persuasiveness will be measured at
each of the three levels: beliefs, attitude, and intention. To take into account the
correlations between these measures of persuasiveness, the effects of independent

variables will be evaluated statistically by conducting a MANOVA test.

Notes
1.

Rosnow and Suls (1970) conducted an experiment to test whether the absence of false positives is
a result of the type of subjects used. They distinguished between volunteer and non-volunteer
subjects. Volunteers are expected to be more accommodating, that is, they are more willing to do
what they think the experimenter wants them to do. On the other hand, non-volunteers would be
much less willing to accommodate and, in fact, resist showing any attitude change. These predictions were confirmed in an experiment using a Solomon four-group design and distinguishing
between volunteers and non-volunteers. For volunteers, pretesting led to a false positive, i.e., they
indicated an attitude change which did not occur when there was no pretest. For non-volunteers,
protesting led to a false negative, i.e., they reported no attitude change whereas a change did

occur when there was no pretest. In the experiment described in this chapter, all subjects were
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non-volunteers.

2.

In this discussion of the effects of pretesting, it is assumed that all pretested subjects are either
willing to comply with the experimenter's wishes (false positive) or are reluctant to report their
changed attitude (false negative). It is possible however, that half of the subjects report an
illusory attitude change, whereas the other half do not report their changed attitude. However,
the effect of pretesting will obscure the differential effect on the yielding process of a text
containing important information compared with a text containing unimportant information,
regardless of the strategy used by the subjects. The difference is that in the case of a false
positive, pretested subjects will report a more positive attitude than non-protested subjects for the
text containing unimportant information whereas in the case of a false negative, pretested subject
will report a less positive attitude than non-pretested subjects for the text containing important
information.

3.

If pretesting had obscured any yielding effects, the interaction between text version and design
should have been significant. This was not the case. The attitude scores at the pretest did not

differ significantly from each other although the subjects in the text A condition appeared to hold
somewhat more positive attitudes than the subjects in the text B condition. If the subjects had
held on to their initially expressed attitude, a similar difference would have been obtained at the
posttest. In other words, although the difference is not significant at the protest, a similar
difference is obtained at the posttest. This may have obscured the interaction between text
version and design. This interpretation is corroborated by the fact that when other indicators of
the yielding process, i.e., the beliefs and intentions, are taken into account, the interaction
between design and text version becomes significant (Wilks' A = .83, F (14,773) = 11.29, p <
.001).

4.

The effects of rhetorical questions that precede a text's argumentation appear to corroborate this
interpretation. It has been found that posing a rhetorical question leads to the forming of an
attitude. When, subsequently, arguments are put forward to change this attitude, these arguments
have no impact. The attitude evoked by the rhetorical question is insensitive to the arguments

presented (Hoeken & Anderiesse, 1992; Howard, 1990). A pretest may function in a similar way
as a rhetorical question.

5. Beliefs, attitudes, and intentions are usually measured using Likert scales or semantic
differentials. Such scales provide ordinal data. It has been argued that ordinal data should be
analyzed only by nonparametric tests. Dawes and Smith (1985, pp. 532-533) point out that
mathematical and simulation demonstrations have shown that analyzing the data
nonparametrically or parametrically led to roughly the same conclusions. In fact, a parametric
test such as MANOVA is widely used because it has the advantage of taking the correlation
between the dependent variables into account.

6. The question remains why the effect of reading text B on the intention scores is significant when
conducting a nonparametric test but not when conducting

a

parametric test. Parametric tests are
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more sensitive to 'outliers', Le., scores that deviate strongly from the mean, than nonparametric
tests. The distribution in the two groups deviated from a normal distribution. However, the
analysis of variance test is said to be fairly robust against such a violation (Rictveld & van Hout,
1993, p. 121). The assumption of homogeneity of variance was not violated (Cochrans C (297,2)

= .50, p
7.
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=.89). Therefore, the use of a parametric test

is appropriate.

Other aspects of the external validity will be addressed in Chapter 6 (section 6.2).

3. The effect of content on persuasiveness
3.1 The persuasiveness

of incomplete descriptions

This chapter addresses the first research question as formulated in Chapter 1:
Does the negative effect of incompleteness on the text's persuasiveness depend on
the importance of the missing information? Deciding what information to include
is the first task a writer has to perform when designing a persuasive text. This task

is difficult if the object to be described has many attributes. Thus, for example, a
university programme like linguistics or medicine has attributes such as subject
matter, job perspectives, curricular organization, and student facilities. When
designing a text to persuade potential students to choose a particular programme,
one cannot include information on all attributes. The result would be a book
instead of a leaftet or brochure. Consequently, when such a complex object is
described, information will necessarily be incomplete. In the next section, the effect
of incompleteness on the yielding process is discussed.

3.1.1 Incomplete descriptions and their effects on the yielding process

There is a penalty for giving incomplete information. Several experiments have
shown that incomplete descriptions led to less favorable attitudes whether the
objects were banks, political candidates (Jaccard & Wood, 1988), carpet cleaners,
or refrigerators (Simmons & Lynch, 1991). In the latter study, refrigerators were
described in terms of the attribute 'capacity' and only one of the following
attributes: shelf space, warranty, energy cost, or price. Information about the color,
design, etc., was always left out. It is doubtful whether subjects in their study
observed information on these attributes as missing. Would inclusion of
information on these attributes have had a positive effect on the yielding process?
Jaccard and Wood (1988) suggest in this respect that people simply ignore missing

information if it occurs on a dimension that is relatively unimportant. If this is true,
the negative effect of missing information is moderated by its importance.
In order to create a positive attitude, the above experiments provided the
subjects with information on certain attributes of the objects. Fishbein and Ajzen
(1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) have developed the Theory of Reasoned Action
(TRA) for the way in which information on attributes can affect the attitude and,
eventually, behavior. According to the 'IRA, an attitude is a function of beliefs and
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evaluations of these beliefs. For example, when an attitude toward a refrigerator is
formed, this attitude is based on a number of beliefs like "it has ample shelf
space", "it uses little energy", "it is quite expensive". For each of these beliefs an
evaluation is made, specifying to which degree it is good or bad. Each belief is
multiplied by its corresponding evaluation. The sum of these 'belief by evaluation'
products determines the attitude.
A refrigerator has many attributes, so it is possible to have a lot of beliefs
about it. However, the attitude is a function of a limited number of beliefs. A
distinction can be made between beliefs that do determine the attitude (primary
beliefs, e.g., its price), and beliefs that do not determine the attitude (secondary
beliefs, e.g., whether it is produced in Taiwan). According to Ajzen and Fishbein
(1980, p. 63), there are only a small number of primary beliefs governing an
attitude, "perhaps five to nine". In order to change an attitude, it is necessary to
change its underlying primary beliefs. Several experiments have shown changes in
primary beliefs to lead to changes in attitude (Fishbein et al., 1980; McCarty, 1981;

Strader & Katz, 1990).
The difference between primary and secondary beliefs can be crucial for the
devaluation effect of incomplete descriptions. Descriptions containing information
either on primary attributes or on secondary attributes are both incomplete. Since
readers need information on the primary attributes to base their attitude upon,
they may not care about the absence of information on secondary attributes.
Therefore, as long as the information about the primary attributes is convincing,
i.e., as long as it leads to positive beliefs about these attributes, the text will
produce a positive attitude. When the text contains information on secondary
attributes only, it may still be convincing at the level of beliefs, i.e., it may yield
positive beliefs about the secondary attributes. However, since these beliefs are not
related to the attitude, there will be no corresponding positive effect on the
attitude. In fact, the reversed pattern may occur: A negative effect is expected if
the following reasoning is correct.
When readers receive information on irrelevant attributes only, there is no
solid information to base their attitude on. In such a situation, they use heuristics
or peripheral cues to base their attitude on. Eagly and Chaiken (1993, pp. 336-338)
report a study conducted by Chaiken and Maheswaran on the effect of source
credibility when information about a telephone answering machine was either
ambiguous or clearly positive or negative. When the information presented was
undecisive with respect to the machine's quality, source credibility affected the
attitude regardless of the subjects' motivation to process the message.1 That is, the
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heuristic "Experts are usually right" affected the attitude. Similarly, Ratneshwar and
Chaiken (1991) showed that when information was too difficult to comprehend,
people relied on the source expertise to base their attitude on. Incompleteness may
function as a peripheral cue by itself. According to Jaccard and Wood (1988, p.
589), incompleteness yields a negative connotation leading to a devaluation of an
attitude. Simmons and Lynch (1991) refer to incompleteness as a negative cue.
Incompleteness may lead to the use of a heuristic like 'if not mentioned, assume
the worst". Therefore, one may expect that presenting information on the
secondary attributes only, will result in a negative effect on the attitude.
Next to the effect of the missing information's importance on the yielding
process, two side issues will be pursued to extend the generalizability of the results.
First, several studies have shown that persuasive effects may depend on the
individual's inclination to scrutinize the arguments (e.g., Axsom, Yates & Chaiken,
1987; Cacioppo, Petty & Morris, 1983). To operationalize individual differences in
this inclination, Cacioppo and Petty (1982) developed the need for cognition scale
(cf. section 1.4.1). In this study, it will be tested whether the effect of the missing
information's importance depends on the individual's inclination to scrutinize the
arguments. Second, apart from the manipulation of the text's content, its style will
be manipulated as well. Abelen, Redeker and Thompson (1993, p. 332) noted that
Dutch (fundraising) letters less frequently use the direct address form (You
should...) than American ones. It will be tested whether differences in address type
(direct: You should...; indirect: One should...) have implications for the text's
persuasiveness. When the effects of the missing information's importance persist
regardless of the subjects' inclination to scrutinize the arguments, and regardless of
the address type, the generalizability of this effect is strengthened.

3.1.2 Hypotheses

According to the Theory of Reasoned Action, the attitude is only determined by
primary beliefs. Therefore the first hypothesis is:

A text containing information on primary attributes leads to a more positive
attitude and and a more positive intention than a text containing information
on secondary attributes.

Whereas positive changes in beliefs about the primary attributes result in a more
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positive attitude, a text containing information on secondary attributes only, results
in a less positive attitude because incompleteness serves as a negative peripheral
cue. Therefore the second hypothesis is:

A text containing information on secondary attributes only, leads to a more
negative attitude and a more negative intention in comparison with receiving
no information.

Furthermore, it was studied whether subjects differing in need for cognition
responded differently to the content manipulation and whether differences in
address type influenced the attitude and intention.
To test these hypotheses, an experiment was conducted using persuasive texts
aimed at influencing the choice of a university programme. The target group were
Dutch grammar school students in their final or pre-final year. The goal of the text
was to change their beliefs, attitude, and intention with respect to choosing a
particular university programme: Language and literature at Tilburg University.

3.2 Method
3.2.1 Identifying the primary and secondary attributes

In order to test hypothesis 1, the primary and secondary attributes of the attitude
object had to be identified first. In addition two further aspects were assessed:
factors influencing the choice of a university programme in general, and the
persons whose wishes students were willing to comply with. The latter question was
asked to identify the referents relevant to the subjective norm (see also note 7).
A total of 128 grammar school students in their pre-final year participated in

the study. Slightly more male (59.8%) than female (40.2%) subjects took part with
ages ranging from 16 to 20, with an average (and mode) of 17. All students
attended the same school. The study was conducted during Dutch class. Subjects
did not receive any information about the programme of Language and literature

in Tilburg or any other programme.
Each subject received a booklet. The first page contained the instructions and
the subjects were asked to fill in their age and sex. On the second page the
subjects were asked to fill in the advantages and disadvantages of studying
Language and literature in Tilburg. The free-response format is recommended by
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Ajzen and Fishbein (1980). Subjects were told that they could leave questions
unanswered if they could not name any (dis)advantages. After these questions, the
subjects were asked to indicate on seven-point Likert-scales to what extent they
considered the possibility of studying Language and literature in Tilburg, and to
what extent they had already made their choice. On the third page subjects were
asked to fill in factors playing an important role in their choice of a university
programme, and the persons whose judgments they considered important with
respect to such a choice. The two final questions asked them to indicate their
course options, and the programmes they were interested in.
Forty-six subjects were unable to name any advantage or disadvantage. The
others (64.1%) named a total of 110 advantages and 112 disadvantages. The
responses were categorized independently by two raters. The inter-reliability of the
two raters was high (Cohen's K = .91). A third rater resolved any disagreements.
With regard to the factors influencing the choice of a university programme, only
two subjects did not name any. The other 126 participants named 433 factors. The
answers were categorized independently by two raters (Cohen's K = .86). A third
rater resolved any disagreements. According to the Theory of Reasoned Action the
primary attributes are relatively small in number (five to nine). Ajzen and Fishbein
(1980, p. 70) suggested choosing those attributes that account for approximately
75% of all named advantages and disadvantages. The beliefs not included as a
result of this criterion were identified as secondary attributes. From these
secondary attributes, those attributes were chosen that enabled the construction of
a coherent and plausible text.
The following attributes were selected as the primary ones:
1. The programme is boring (or interesting).2 This attribute accounted for 37.4%
of the (dis)advantages mentioned, and for 26.8% of the factors influencing
programme choice.
2. The city is (not) situated at a convenient distance: accounted for 17.6% of the
(dis)advantages mentioned, and for 1.6% of the factors influencing programme
choice in general.
3. The range of possible jobs is small (or large): accounted for 6.3% of the
(dis)advantages mentioned, and for 18.7% of the factors influencing programme
choice.
4.

After graduation the job perspectives are low (or high): accounted for 5.9% of
the (dis)advantages mentioned, and for 10.2% of the factors influencing
programme choice.
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5. The city is attractive (or boring): accounted for 5.3% of the (dis)advantages
mentioned, and for 6.2% of the factors influencing programme choice.
These five attributes accounted for 72.5% of the (dis)advantages mentioned,
and for 63.5% of the factors influencing programme choice in general.
The following attributes were selected as the secondary ones:
1. There is personal contact between students and staff during the programme
(pleasant atmosphere): accounted for 1.8% of the advantages mentioned, and
for 1.2% of the factors influencing programme choice.
2. The organization of the curriculum is good: was not mentioned as an
advantage, but accounted for 1.4% of the factors influencing programme
choice;

3. There are good student facilities: accounted for 1.4% of the advantages
mentioned, but was not mentioned as a factor influencing programme choice.
4. It is easy to find a living space: accounted for 1.4% of the advantages
mentioned, and was not mentioned as a factor influencing programme choice.
5. The educational method is good: accounted for 0.9% of the advantages
mentioned, and for 2.8% of the factors influencing programme choice.
These five secondary attributes accounted for 5.5% of the (dis)advantages
mentioned, and for 5.4% of the factors influencing programme choice.

3.2.2 Material
Two texts were written: One to influence the beliefs about the five primary
attributes, one to influence the beliefs about the five secondary attributes. In each
text, the reader was directly addressed. For each of the two texts a second version
was constructed replacing all occurrences of "you" by either "one" or "the students".
This led to four experimental texts: primary/direct, primary/indirect,
secondary/direct, and secondary/indirect.
Each text consisted of five sections. The introduction and the concluding
sections were identical except for the addressing of the reader. The introduction
stated that choosing a university programme is an important decision, and
therefore prospective students should collect information and take a good look
around. The concluding part presented information about dates when the university
could be visited, and people to be contacted for further information.
The three middle sections differed. The length of the sections was kept
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approximately equal for number of paragraphs and number of words between the
texts. Each section was preceded by a heading indicating the topic. The text
structures were kept the same. In the first and third sections a descriptive structure
was used, in the second a causation structure (traineeship causes good job
perspectives; small-scale institute causes a pleasant atmosphere). Draft versions
were evaluated by 70 students. On the basis of their remarks the final versions
were written. Table 3.1 lists the headings, length, structure, and content of the
three middle sections of the two texts. The complete texts are presented in

Appendix 1.
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Table 3.1
Content, heading, and length of the three central sections of the primary and
secondary text (The length in words for the "indirect address" versions is given
between parentheses).
Primary text

Secondary text
Section 1

Heading
Content

"Programme content"
Educational content

"Programme organization"

Goal

Affecting the belief about the

Affecting the beliefs about the

curriculum's interestingness.

educational method and quality of
the curricular's organization.

Length

Curricular organi tion

394 (396) words

395 (395) words

Paragraphs 8
Structure

Heading
Content

Goal

8
Descriptive

Descriptive

Section 2
Uob perspectives"
A range of jobs obtained by
graduates and the success rates
in finding a job after graduation.

"A small scale institute"
Personal contact between students
and staff, and amongst the
students.

Affecting the beliefs about the

Affecting the belief about the

range of possible jobs and chances

pleasant atmosphere.

of finding one.
187 (186) words

185 (184) words

Paragraphs

3

3

Structure

Causation

Causation

Heading
Content

"Students city Tilburg"
The city's characteristics and the

Length

Section 3

ease

with which it can be reached.

"Student facilities"

The students' facilities and the
ease with which one can find a

living space.
Goal

Length

Paragraphs
Structure
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Affecting the beliefs about the

Affecting the beliefs about the

attractiveness and convenient

good facilities and housing

convenient siting of Tilburg.
120 (120) words

opportunities.
121 (122) words

3
Descriptive

3
Descriptive

3.2 Method

3.2.3 Subjects

A total of 806 subjects from 32 classes of 24 different schools participated in the
study. Two-thirds of them were grammar school students in their prefinal year

(66.9%), one-third were in their final year (33.1%). There were slightly more men
(54.1%) than women (45.9%). Their age ranged from 16 to 20 with an average
(and mode) of 17. Only eleven subjects (1.4%) did not intend to continue their
studies after graduation. More than half of the subjects (58.5%) had never heard of
the programme Language and literature at Tilburg University.

3.2.4 Design

To test the second hypothesis, a comparison had to be made between subjects
reading the text containing information on secondary attributes only and subjects
receiving no information at all. To this end, a Solomon four-group design was used
(Campbell & Stanley, 1966). Half of the subjects received a pretest before reading
one of the texts, and a posttest after reading it, whereas the other half of the
subjects received a posttest only. The pretest scores indicated the beliefs and
attitudes of subjects receiving no information at all.
The pretest measured the components of the Theory of Reasoned Action. The
subjects who received no pretest, received the need for cognition scale along with
some filler items. After filling out either the pretest or the need for cognition scale,
each subject read one of the experimental texts. After that, all subjects received
the same posttest measuring the components of the Theory of Reasoned Action,
text appreciation, and text comprehension. Subjects were randomly assigned to one
of the groups. Table 3.2 diagrams the design.
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Table 3.2

The design of the experiment
Pretest

Text

Posttest

TRA-components

Primary/Direct

TRA-components

Primary/Indirect

TRA-components

Secondary/Direct

TRA-components, appreciation,
comprehension
TRA-components, appreciation,
comprehension
TRA-components, appreciation,

TRA-components

comprehension
Secondary/Indirect TRA-components, appreciation,

Need for cognition Primary/Direct

Need for cognition Primary/Indirect
Need for cognition Secondary/Direct

comprehension
TRA-components, appreciation,
comprehension
TRA-components, appreciation,
comprehension
TRA-components, appreciation,

comprehension
Need for cognition Secondary/Indirect TRA-components, appreciation,
comprehension

3.2.5 Questionnaire

The questionnaire contained items on five dimensions:
1. Personal characteristics,
2. Need for cognition,
3. Components of the Theory of Reasoned Action (the beliefs, attitude, and
intention),

4. Appreciation of the text,
5. Comprehension of the text.
Personal characteristics
The questionnaire started with questions about the subject's sex, age, class,
hometown, postal code, and choice of courses in grammar school. A number of

questions about programme choices in general were included too.
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Need for cognition
Cacioppo and Petty (1982) report a scale to measure the need for Cognition,
which consists of 34 items. Petty and Cacioppo (19864 p. 51) present a subset of
18 items to measure the concept. Ten items were selected for the questionnaire:
The reliability of the scale was adequate (Cronbach's a = .72).
Components of the Theory Of Reasoned Action

The beliefs
First, reading the text may lead to changes in the beliefs about the attributes of
the programme. Each belief was assessed using a seven-point Likert-scale: an
assertion for which the subject could choose a position between "totally disagree"
and "totally agree". For each belief a positive and a negative assertion was
constructed, e.g. 'Tile programme of Language and Literature at Tilburg University
is interesting." and 'The programme of Language and Literature at Tilburg
University is boring." One version appeared on the pretest, the other on the
posttest. Two more beliefs were added: "The programme of Language and
literature at Tilburg University is difficult (easy)." and "During the programme of
Language and literature at Tilburg University one has to read many (few) books."
These attributes were not dealt with in the texts, and were included as a control.
Each subject rated all twelve belief-items. So for each subject there were seven
beliefs about attributes the text had not dealt with (five primary or secondary
attributes depending on whether the subject had read the primary or secondary
text, plus the two control attributes).
There were two reasons for including beliefs about attributes not mentioned in
the text subjects had read. First, it made all subjects aware of the fact that the
description was incomplete. By having to respond to items about primary beliefs,
subjects only receiving information on secondary attributes were made aware of
the absence of information on these attributes. likewise, subjects only receiving
information on primary attributes were made aware of the absence of information
on secondary attributes. The second reason for including beliefs about
unmentioned attributes was of a different nature. Reading about an attribute may
have an indirect effect on an unmentioned attribute (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1981). For
example, learning that the educational method is good may lead one to infer that
the job perspectives are good as well. Thus, if reading the text about secondary
attributes led to inferences about primary attributes, it would change the
predictions made about the differential effects of information type. To assess such
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effects, subjects responded to all beliefs. The two beliefs about attributes
unmentioned in any of the texts were included to assess whether they were affected
differently depending on the content of the text read.

The attitude
Reading the text may also lead to changes in the attitude toward the
programme described. The attitude toward "going to study Language and literature
at Tilburg University" was measured using six seven-point semantic differentials.
Three of the scales had the positive antonym on the left side (clever, sensible,
positive), the other three scales had the positive antonym on the right side (good,
favorable, wise). The reliability of the attitude scale was high (pretest Cronbach's a

= .88; posttest a = .89).

The intention
Finally, reading the text may lead to changes in the intention to choose this
particular programme. The intention was measured using three Likert-scales: "I
would like to receive more information about the programme of Language and
literature at Tilburg University", "I regard Language and literature at Tilburg
University as a serious option for studying" and "I intend to study Language and
literature after my graduation from high school". The reliability of this scale was
good (pretest Cronbach's a = .81; posttest a = .82). The other components of the
TRA (evaluations of beliefs, normative beliefs, motivation to comply with specific
referents, and the subjective norm) were measured as well. Because these
components are not necessary for testing the hypotheses, they are not discussed
either here or in the results section.
Text appreciation
Text appreciation was measured to test whether the versions were rated equally
comprehensible and attractive. It was measured by ten Likert-scales and ten sevenpoint semantic differentials. Five Likert-scales were positively formulated ('The
text distinguishes clearly between main and side issues"), the other five were
negatively formulated ('The text is boring"). The subjects could indicate their
agreement on a seven-point scale ranging from "totally disagree" to "totally agree".
Five semantic differentials had the positive antonym on the left side, the other five
scales had the positive antonym on the right side.
Factor analysis led to the exclusion of one item. Two factors underlay the
remaining nineteen items, namely comprehensibility in eleven items (Cronbach's a
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= .82), and attractiveness in eight items (Cronbach's a = .85).
Text comprehension

Text comprehension was measured to validate the distinction between subjects
with a higher and a lower need for cognition. Twenty multiple-choice items with
three alternative answers each were constructed. Ten items concerned information
from the primary text, the other ten information from the secondary text.

3.2.6 Procedure

The experiment was conducted during regular school hours. The experimenter gave
a short introduction about the goal of the study. Subjects were told that several
new brochures had been designed and that they should give their opinion about
one of them. Then they were instructed as to how to fill in the seven-point scales.
It was stressed that the researchers were interested in their personal opinion. Only
questions that were directly relevant to the filling in of the questionnaire were
answered.

The eight versions of the questionnaire were distributed randomly within each
participating class. On the first page the instructions about filling in the scales were
repeated. After completing the text appreciation items, subjects had to raise an
arm. The experimenter collected the first part of the questionnaire and handed the
subject a separate list with the comprehension items. After all the subjects had
completed the task, the experimenter explained the actual goal of the experiment
and answered any remaining questions. An experimental session lasted about 45
minutes.

3.3 Results

In Chapter 2, it has been shown that pretesting had affected the subjects' posttest
scores. Therefore, the posttest results of the subjects who had received a pretest
were discarded. Their pretest scores were used as a baseline against which the
effect of reading the texts could be assessed. Before analyzing the results, all
negatively formulated Likert-scales and semantic differentials with the positive
antonym at the left pole were recoded.
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3.3.1 Manipulation checks

First, it was checked that the two texts were equally persuasive at the level of
beliefs. It was tested whether reading the text containing information on primary
attributes yielded more positive primary beliefs than reading the text containing
information on secondary attributes, and vice versa. Three MANOVAs were
conducted: for the primary beliefs, the secondary beliefs, and the two control
beliefs that had not appeared in any of the texts. Text content was used in each of
the MANOVAs as a between-subjects factor.
For the primary beliefs, an effect of text content was found (Wilk's A = .83, F
(5,404) = 16.21, p < .001). Separate univariate analyses revealed that reading the
text contaiiling information on the primary attributes yielded more positive beliefs
than reading the text containing secondary attributes for the Job perspective belief
OF (1,408) = 71.69, p < .001), the Range of jobs belief OF (1,408) = 32.78, p <
.001), and the City's attractiveness belief ( F (1,408) = 5.31, p < .05). The belief
about the Programme's interestingness showed a trend in the predicted direction
(F (1,408) = 3.40, p = .06). The belief about the Convenient siting of the city was
not affected (F (1,408) = 1.74, p = .19).
To test whether reading the text had produced more positive primary beliefs,
the belief scores of the subjects reading the text containing information on primary
attributes were compared with the pretest scores of the subjects in the pretestposttest group. These pretest scores revealed the beliefs before receiving any
information. Receiving information on primary attributes yielded more positive

beliefs compared to the beliefs before receiving information (Wilks' A = .77, F
(5,588) = 35.59, p < .001). Univariate analyses revealed significant effects for all
primary beliefs (p < .01), except the belief about the Convenient siting of the city

(F < 1).
For the secondary beliefs, an effect of text content was found too (wilk's A =
.76, F (5,402) = 25.76, p < .001). Reading the text containing information on
secondary attributes yielded more positive beliefs than reading the text on primary
attributes for the Curricular-organization belief OF (1,406) = 4.59, p < .05), the
Pleasant atmosphere belief (F (1,406) = 94.17, p < .001), the Student facilities
belief (F (1,406) = 9.47, p < .01), and the Ease of finding living space belief (F
(1,406) = 43.28, p < .001). The belief about the Quality of the educational method
was not affected (F < 1).
Comparing these scores with the pretest scores of the pretest-posttest subjects,

revealed an effect of receiving information on these attributes (Wilks' A = .71, F
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(5,590) = 47.58, p < .001). Univariate analyses showed that for all secondary
beliefs receiving information yielded more positive beliefs (p < .001).
The two control beliefs were not affected differently by text content (Wilks' A
= .99, F < 1). A mean belief-score was computed ignoring the distinction between
primary, secondary, and control beliefs, to test whether one of the texts was more
persuasive at the beliefs level. The mean belief-score after reading the text
containing information on the primary attributes was 4.61, whereas that of the text
containing information on the secondary attributes was 4.59 OF < 1). If the
distinction between the different types of beliefs is not a relevant one, the two texts
should be equally persuasive at the attitude and the intention level.
More than half of the subjects had never heard of the programme Language
and literature at Tilburg University. It was tested whether knowledge about the
programme had an effect on the text's persuasiveness. There was a main effect of
knowledge (Wilks' A = .98, F (2,393) = 4.56, p < .05). Univariate analyses
revealed only a significant effect for the intention scores, indicating that subjects
who were aware of the programme's existence had higher intention scores OF
(1,394) = 8.78, p < .01). There was no significant effect for the attitude scores OF
(1,394) = 2.31, p = .13). There were no significant interactions involving the factor
knowledge for any of the other factors (content, address type, or need for

cognition). Therefore, the data were collapsed over the factor knowledge.
Furthermore, it was tested whether the texts were equally difficult. An analysis
of the comprehension scores revealed no significant difference between the two
text versions OF < 1).

Finally, it was tested whether the texts were equally appreciated. This was not
the case. The text containing information on the primary attributes received higher
ratings (Wilks' A = .98, F (2,409) = 4.41, p < .05). Univariate analyses revealed
significant effects for the comprehensibility ratings (F (1,410) = 7.66, p < .01) as
well as for the attractiveness ratings OF (1,410) = 5.28, p < .05).

3.3.2 Testing for address type and need for cognition

It was tested whether subjects differing in need for cognition responded differently
to the missing information's importance, and whether address type had influenced
the yielding process. A mean need for cognition score was computed for each
subject. Subjects scoring below the median were classified as having a lower need
for cognition, the others as having a higher need for cognition. This classification
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was corroborated by the fact that subjects with a higher need for cognition had
higher comprehension scores than subjects with a lower need for cognition OF
(1,406) = 4.80, p < .05).
To test whether address type and need for cognition did affect the yielding
process, a three-way MANOVA was conducted using text content (primary,
secondary), address type (direct, indirect), and need for cognition (low, high) as
between-subjects factors, and the attitude and intention scores as dependent
variables. The analysis revealed that there was only a significant main effect of
need for cognition (Wilks' A = .98, F (2,405) = 3.85, p < .05) indicating that
subjects with a higher need for cognition held more positive attitudes and
intentions than subjects with a lower need for cognition. There was no interaction
between need for cognition and text content (Wilks' A = .99, F (2,405) = 1.48, p =
.23), indicating that subjects differing in their need for cognition did not respond

differently to the content manipulation. There were no significant main effect or
interactions involving address type. Therefore the data were collapsed over the
factors need for cognition and address type.

3.3.3 Tests of the hypotheses

Table 3.3 contains the mean attitude and intention scores as a function of text
content.
Table 3.3

Attitude and intention

scores as a

function of text content (minimum = 1,

maximum = 7)
Text content

Attitude
Intention

PrimaIy

Secondary

No information

4.45

4.14

4.21

2.28

2.11

2.28

Hypothesis 1 predicted that a text containing information on primary attributes
would be more persuasive than a text containing information on secondary
attributes. The results were in agreement with this hypothesis. A MANOVA using
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the attitude and intention scores

dependent variables, and text content as a
between-subjects factor, revealed a significant effect of text content (Wilks' A =
.97, F (2,410) = 5.87, p < .01). Univariate analyses revealed that only the attitude
was affected by text content OF (1,411) = 11.73, p < .01); the intention was not
as

affected OF (1,411) = 1.85, p = .17).
Hypothesis 2 predicted that a text containing information on secondary
attributes would lead to a negative persuasive effect in comparison with receiving

no information. This hypothesis was rejected. There was no significant difference
between receiving secondary information and receiving no information at all
(Wilks' A = .99, F (2,592) = 1.14, p = .32).

3.4 Discussion

The results were in accordance with the first hypothesis. A text that succeeds in
forming more positive primary beliefs yields a more positive attitude when
compared with a text that succeeds in forming more positive secondary beliefs
(regardless of the subjects' need for cognition). In terms of the number of beliefs
addressed, the two texts were equally incomplete. Furthermore, the subjects were
aware of this because they had to respond to seven beliefs that were not
mentioned in the text (five primary or five secondary beliefs dependent on the text
version read, and two control beliefs): This implies that incompleteness of
description does not necessarily decrease the text's persuasiveness. As long as
information is present on those attributes that the subjects base their attitude on,
changing beliefs about these attributes yields a corresponding change in attitude.
The persuasive effect of more positive primary beliefs is restricted to attitude.
The intention to choose the programme was unaffected. This can be explained by
the nature of the choice to be made. There is an alternative to choosing this
particular university programme or choosing not to study: Choosing another
programme. If the attitude toward choosing another programme, e.g., medicine, is
more positive than the attitude toward choosing the programme Language and
literature, there will be no effect on the intention to choose Language and
literature. Subjects intend to choose the programme toward which they hold the
most positive attitude. As long as a more positive attitude is not the most positive
one, a change in intention is not to be expected.5
The second hypothesis had to be rejected. Reading information on secondary
attributes and yielding to it, did not have a negative impact on the text's
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persuasiveness6 (again, regardless of the subjects' need

for cognition). The second
hypothesis was based on experiments showing that incomplete information can
function as a negative cue during attitude formation (i.c., Jaccard & Wood, 1988;
Simmons & Lynch, 1991). The fact that these studies showed negative effects of
incomplete descriptions is possibly caused by differences in design. The two studies
used similar (within-subjects) designs. Subjects received descriptions of a number
of objects from the same category. For instance, subjects in the Jaccard and Wood
experiment had to evaluate 64 (fictitious) political candidates who were described
by maximally three attributes. More than half of the candidates (37 of them) were
described incompletely. The devaluation effect of incomplete descriptions may be
caused by applying such heuristics as "if something is not mentioned, assume the
worst".The probability of applying such a heuristic is higher when it is highly
accessible (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 333). That is, people do not automatically
apply the heuristic, but only when they think of it. The chances that this heuristic
comes to mind are high when subjects have to evaluate 64 candidates, 37 of whom
are described incompletely. In our study, on the other hand, subjects read only one
description of one particular programme. The chances that a heuristic like the one
above comes to mind are smaller, since only one evaluation has to be made: If
this explanation is correct, priming the heuristic before the incomplete description
is read would lead to the predicted devaluation effect of presenting information on
secondary attributes only. The result that only receiving information on secondary
attributes yielded an attitude similar to that of subjects receiving no information at
all, is in accordance with Fishbein and Ajzen's theory of reasoned action. Since the
secondary beliefs do not determine the attitude, changes in these beliefs should
have no impact on the attitude. There is simply no relevant information available
to base an attitude on.

In Chapter 2, it was concluded that a positive effect on the yielding process at
one level does not necessarily lead to a corresponding effect at the other levels.
The study reported on in this chapter provides insight into the conditions under
which a correspondence between beliefs, attitude, and intention will occur. If the
beliefs are primary beliefs, i.e., they determine attitude, a positive effect on these
beliefs results in a positive effect on attitude. If, on the other hand, the beliefs are
secondary beliefs, i.e., they do not determine attitude, a positive effect on these
beliefs does not influence attitude. Whether a positive effect on attitude will result
in a positive effect on intention depends on the type of behavior. If the target
behavior is one of a number of alternatives, a positive effect on attitude will only
have a positive effect on intention when the attitude toward this particular
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behavior has become the most positive one. On the other hand, if the behavior
desired is of a "to do or not to do" type, a positive effect on attitude is expected to
result in a positive effect on intention.
Thus, incompleteness in itself does not necessarily decrease the text's
persuasiveness. As long as the text contains the relevant information, i.e.,
information on attributes the readers use to base their attitude on, an incomplete
text will be persuasive. Therefore, the answer to the first research question has to
be affirmative: The negative effect of incompleteness on the text's persuasiveness
depends on the importance of the missing information. Presenting only irrelevant
information did not affect the readers' attitude either positively or negatively.
Studies reporting negative effects of incomplete information have used designs in
which subjects had to evaluate large numbers of comparable objects. This
procedure may have made heuristics like "if something is not mentioned, assume
the worst" highly accessible.

There are some limitations to the conclusions that can be drawn on the basis of
these results. First, the findings are restricted to the comprehension and the
yielding processes. The attention process has not been studied. However, it is
doubtful whether studying the effect of presenting information on primary or
secondary attributes would have been fruitful. Probably, if it was left up to them,
many subjects would have decided not to read the text because it was on a topic
they were not interested in. However, the topic as well as the introduction section
was the same for the two texts, regardless of whether the text presented
information on the primary or on the secondary attributes. Therefore, the
manipulation of the type of information would have had no effect on the decision
to read the text or not. In Chapter 6, the discussion of the limitations that result
from having subjects pay attention to the text will be taken up again.
Second, there are limitations to the conclusions resulting from the use of only
one text and a highly homogeneous group of subjects. It is unclear whether the
same results would be obtained using incomplete descriptions of other topics, or
with other subjects. Nevertheless, the finding that changes in primary beliefs lead
to corresponding changes in the attitude, replicates the findings of a number of
other studies (e.g., Fishbein, Ajzen & McArdle, 1980; McCarty, 1981; Strader &
Katz, 1990). It is desirable to replicate the effect of presenting only information on
secondary attributes. In such an experiment, it will be fruitful to manipulate the
availability of heuristics like "if something is not mentioned, assume the worst". A
deeper understanding of the

effect of

incomplete descriptions

is

desirable because

it is often impossible to give a full description of an issue or object. Therefore,
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most texts will be incomplete. The results of this study show that experiments on
the effects of missing information should take the importance of the missing
information into account.

Notes
1.

Although the source credibility had the same effect on the attitude of both the motivated and the
unmotivated subjects when the information was ambiguous, this effect was the result of different
kinds of processing. Source credibility biased the way in which more highly motivated subjects
elaborated on the arguments, whereas it did not for the less motivated subjects. For the latter
group, source credibility in itself was the cue on which the attitude was based.

2.

Some subjects said that a disadvantage of the programme was that it was boring, whereas others
said that the programme was interesting. Since these beliefs are about the same attribute, i.e., the

interest level of the programme, they were taken together. That is, the belief about how
interesting the programme was is an important one, regardless of whether the subject thought the
programme was boring or interesting.

3. The criteria were: 1. a high item correlation with total score; 2. the absence of a main effect of
sex; 3. the absence of a group by sex interaction. These data were reported in Cacioppo and
Petty (1982).

4.

The claim that subjects were more annoyed by the absence of information on the primary
attributes than on the secondary attributes was corroborated by the higher ratings for the text's
comprehensibility and attractiveness. The effects on the text's comprehensibility and attractiveness
were not accompanied by a corresponding effect of text content on comprehension (see section
3.3.1).

5.

According to the Theory of Reasoned Action, intention is not only a function of attitude, but also
of the "subjective norm: The subjective norm is an individual's perception of the social pressure
exerted to exhibit some specific behavior. The intention to choose a programme could be largely
determined by the subjective norm, the attitude only exerting a minimal influence. Thus, a change
in attitude would not lead to an intention change if the subjective norm remained unaffected. To
test this explanation, the effect of reading primary information on the subjective norm was
measured using six seven-point semantic differentials preceded by the phrase "Most people whose
judgment I value think my possible choice to study Language and Literature at Tilburg University
changed by reading
is" (Cronbach's a = .92). It was found that the subjective norm was positively
correspondence
between
attitude
primary
Consequently,
the
lack
of
attributes.
information on
subjective
influential
and
an
unaffected
explained
by
the
concept
of
be
and intention cannot
norm.
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Notes

6. In Chapter 2,

a negative effect of reading information on the secondary attributes on intention
was found when using a nonparametric test. This seems to confirm the second hypothesis.
However, the validity of this effect has already been disputed. Furthermore, it is strange that
reading information on the secondary attributes would result in a more negative intention to

choose the programme without affecting the overall evaluation of the programme, i.e., attitude.

7. This line of reasoning can also explain the absence of an effect of address type. Hoeken and
Poulssen (1991) found that texts addressing the reader directly led to more positive beliefs than
texts addressing the reader indirectly. Such an effect was not obtained in this study. Hoeken and
Poulssen used a within-subjects design, i.e., each subject read two texts with direct address and

two texts with indirect address. This may have made the difference in address type more salient.
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4.1 The effect of the problem-solution structure on capturing the readers'

attention

The number of persuasive texts one encounters in newspapers and magazines, on
billboards and in one's letter box is quite large. Paying attention to each text would
not leave any time for other activities. Therefore, people select the texts they pay
attention to. From the readers' point of view, selection is a very effective means of
dealing with this overwhelming number of persuasive texts. From the writers' point
of view, selection is an extra hurdle that has to be cleared. Before persuading
readers to buy products or to ernploy services, the writer has to first capture their
attention. However, the question of why readers pay attention to a text has not
been investigated to any great extent (Chaiken & Stangor, 1987, pp. 597-598; Eagly
& Chaiken, 1993, pp. 278-280).
In Chapter 1, the factors influencing the readers' decision to read a text were
discussed. It was stated that reading a text was a form of exploratory behavior. The
reader explores an object, i.e., the text. Berlyne (1960, p. 80) distinguished two
forms of exploratory behavior: specific and diversive exploration. The distinction is
based on the motive for the exploration. Specific exploration is caused by
uncertainty on the part of the reader. For example, an individual knows that an
important soccer match was played the previous evening but does not know the
result. This uncertainty about the result leads to arousal in the form of curiosity.
To satisfy this curiosity, the reader searches actively for information about the
result of the match. Specific exploration is thus aimed at reducing arousal
(satisfying curiosity) by actively searching for relevant information. Diversive
exploration, on the other hand, is caused by the need to use one's capacity to
cognitively assimilate new information (see section 1.6 for a more elaborate
discussion).

There can be, therefore, two reasons for reading an advertisement: First, an
individual may be considering the purchase of the product described in the ad, and
therefore be searching for information about its attributes (specific exploration).
Second, one is bored and is searching for entertainment (diversive exploration). In
the latter situation, the ad has many competitors because usually it is presented
within the context of articles and other ads. Copywriters use several strategies to
capture the readers' attention as can be seen in the advertisement displayed in
Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1
Translation of a Dutch corporate image advertisement

Getting old and enjoying a long life
friend for life. Affection, good care, and physical exercise, that's what a dog
needs. And of course - just like man - protection against illness. Ask your vet for advice on
attending to your dog's old age. Because at an elderly age, blood circulation may decline.

A dog is

a

This does not go unnoticed: slowness, a dull dry coat and loss of hair, stiffness, and loss of
appetite, can result.
Fortunately, these infirmities of old age can be eased by "product" of "company". It
stimulates the heart because it strengthens the heart and reduces the resistance in the lesser
bloodvessels. "Product" has been specifically developed for veterinary applications, and has
proven very effective in practice. Ask your vet.
"Company" has been a household word in medicine for over 125 years, and has invested
more than one billion guilders in medical research. For many plagues and illnesses have not
yet disappeared. The efforts needed arc examples
Company, address, and telephone number.

of "Company".

This ad is a so-called corporate-image advertisement. Companies have to be well
known, well-liked, and considered as potential suppliers of goods or services. To
attain these goals, they use advertisements such as the one above. Information
about a company or even its products or services will not, in itself, be interesting to
many readers.
The ad in Table 4.1 illustrates several strategies for stimulating diversive as
well as specific exploration. First, the ad starts with information about dogs. Tile
writer probably assumed that there were more readers with an interest in dogs
than with an interest in medical research. If the writer is correct, the chance that

readers will select this ad for diversive exploration is higher than if the ad were to
start with company information. Readers prefer to read texts on topics they are

interested in (see section 1.6).
Second, the information about the dog is not just randomly selected, but
describes the health problems of the elderly dog. Furthermore, the ad contains
information describing a medicine that eases these problems, that is, the ad uses a
problem-solution structure. The health problems of the aging dog are described
(problem), then the medicine is described (solution). The last part of the ad
describes the company as the one that brought about the solution. The problemsolution structure is often used in persuasive texts (Hoey, 1983, p. 83). Its
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popularity can be explained by its capacity to keep the readers' attention by
evoking specific exploration. The problem creates uncertainty and makes the
reader curious about the solution. Therefore, the reader searches for information
in order to satisfy this curiosity, information which is presented in the solution. The
popularity of the problem-solution structure may be explained by this potential
attention-keeping effect (cf. Pander Maat, 1989).
The use of the problem-solution structure, however, has consequences for other
information in the ad. In corporate-image advertising, the most important
information is about the company itself. This information was placed at the end of
the ad in the example. It is possible that after reading the solution to the problem,
the readers will be interested in the company that provided the solution. However,
there is also the possibility that readers will stop reading after they have read the
solution because their curiosity will be satisfied. Hidi and Anderson (1992, p. 223)
note that "curiosity has been traditionally associated only with quite short-term
states of uncertainty that could normally be represented by a simple question.
Once an answer is provided, uncertainty is reduced and so is curiosity." In this case,
readers stop after reading the solution, and the strategy used to evoke specific
exploration has failed because the company information is not read.
The "resolution"-strategy used by Hidi and Baird (1988) for increasing the
interestingness of schoolbook texts offers a solution to this problem. Hidi and
Baird described a problem followed by a paragraph that preceded the solution.
The interestingness-ratings of the text increased as a result of this manipulation.
The same strategy can be used in an ad. A problem is described which involves an
interesting topic. The problem makes the readers curious about its solution. If the
information about the company is given next, this information will be read because
they will not stop reading until they have satisfied their curiosity. If the company
information is positioned between the problem and the solution, it will be read
more often than if it is given after the problem-solution information.
On the other hand, it could be argued that if the information about the
company is the most important information, it should come first. All readers will at
least read the first sentences of the text to decide whether or not to read on. In
that case, all readers will have consumed at least some information about the
company. Because medical research companies are probably less interesting to
most people than dog care, this would lead to less of the ad being read as a whole,
but the sentences that were read would be about the company. This latter strategy
is more effective if readers have less time to read because, in that case, they will
read less of each text.
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In this chapter, the second research question

as presented

in section 1.8.2 is

addressed: Does the strategic use of the problem-solution structure influence the
attention, comprehension, and yielding processes? The discussion until now has

focused on the effects that the problem-solution structure may have on the
attention process. However, though it is a necessary one, attention is not a
sufficient prerequisite for persuasion. Depending on whether readers scrutinize the
arguments or not, comprehension can be a necessary prerequisite. Furthermore,

whether readers do scrutinize the arguments or not, persuasion can only be
achieved if readers yield to the text. To understand the effect of the problemsolution structure on the persuasion process, it is necessary to study its effect on
attention, comprehension, and yielding. Therefore, three experiments are reported
in this chapter. In the first experiment, the effect of the problem-solution structure
on the attention process is studied in a context of ads: In the second experiment,
the same effect is studied but now the ads are presented in the context of
newspaper articles.2 The effects on the comprehension and the yielding process are

studied in the third experiment.

4.2 The effect of structure on the attention process

4.2.1 Hypotheses

When writing corporate-image advertisements, writers are confronted with a
difficult task. The information about the company itself will not be interesting to
many readers. One can increase the chance that the ad will be read as a result of
diversive exploration by starting the ad with a more interesting topic. Therefore,
hypothesis 1 is:

If the ad starts with the description of a problem, more attention will be given
to the ad than if it starts with the description of the company.
The problem-solution structure may be capable of evoking specific exploration.
Reading a problem can make readers curious about the solution. The most
important information is about the company. If readers encounter this information
before having satisfied their curiosity, the chances that they will read this
information will be higher than if they encounter this information after having
satisfied their curiosity. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is:
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If the company information is positioned between the problem and the solution
descriptions, more attention will be given to the company information than if it
follows the problem-solution structure.
It is possible that readers will stop reading before encountering the company
information. If this is the case, starting with the company information will be a
more effective strategy of informing the readers about the company, in particular if
readers do not have the time to read all texts completely. Therefore, hypothesis 3
is:

If the company information precedes the problem-solution structure, more
attention will be given to the company information than in any other position,

in particular if the opportunity to read

is restricted.

These hypotheses were tested by having subjects read corporate image
advertisements sentence by sentence on a computer screen.

4.2.2 Method

Material

The content of the experimental texts were provided by nineteen corporate-image
advertisements that had actually appeared in Dutch magazines several years ago.
Three versions of each text were written, which differed in the positioning of the
section containing information about the company. This section either came first,
followed by the problem and solution sections (company-problem-solution); second,
positioned between the problem and solution sections (problem-company·solution);
or third, preceded by the problem and solution sections (problem-solutioncompany). Each of the three parts, problem, solution, and company, consisted of
five sentences. In each version, the sections were identical with the exception of
the first sentence of the problem section for some of the texts. If the problem
section followed the company-section, the first sentence had to be slightly altered
in order to keep the text natural. The sentence "He who administers himself a
fortune possibly has a lot of sleepless nights", for example, was altered into
"Because he who administers himself a fortune possibly has a lot of sleepless
nights" if it followed the company information. In each text, the company name was
97

4. The ellect of structure on persuasiveness

replaced by a fictitious one.
The texts were pretested on 21 subjects. Using a Latin square design, each
subject saw all nineteen texts but only one version of each text. Subjects rated the
text's naturalness on a seven-point scale, and were asked to indicate for each
section whether they thought it was the problem, the solution, or the company
section. A fourth possibility, "do not know", was included to discourage guessing.
With the exception of one text, the texts were not judged as artificial in any of the
three versions as was indicated by the minimum score of 4.27 and the maximum
score of 5.83 on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (unnatural) to 7 (natural). The
only text that scored below the midpoint of the scale (3.86) was excluded from the
experiment. Three more texts were excluded because less than 15 subjects were
able to identify the three sections correctly. This led to the selection of 15
experimental texts.
In addition to these experimental texts, seven filler texts were used. These texts
were corporate-image advertisements consisting of fifteen sentences, which only

contained company information.

Subjects

Forty-eight subjects participated in the experiment, 33 women and 15 men. They
were not paid for their participation. Their ages ranged from 18 to 47, with a mean
of 23. All subjects had completed high school, at least, and were native speakers.

Design

Each subject read five experimental texts with a Company-Problem-Solution
structure (OP-S), five texts with Problem-Company-Solution structure (P-C-S), and
five texts with a Problem-Solution-Company structure (P-S-C), all of which were
about different companies. The different versions were distributed evenly across
the presentation order. The different versions of each text were presented equally

often but to different subjects. This resulted in three presentation lists. Half of the
subjects were told that they had only five minutes to read the texts (restricted
opportunity), the other half were told that they could read as long as they wanted
(unrestricted opportunity).
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Procedure

Subjects received a written instruction. They were instructed to imagine they were
travelling by train to attend a meeting at which several companies would give
business presentations. To orient themselves, they had received a brochure
containing information about the participating companies. It was stressed that they

did not have to read all of the texts completely, but could switch to the next text as
soon as they were no longer interested in the current one. Half of the subjects
were told that they had plenty of time before their arrival (unrestricted
opportunity), the other half were told that in five minutes they would reach their
destination (restricted opportunity). The subjects in the restricted opportunity
condition received a stopwatch indicating the time left.
The texts were presented on an MS-DOS computer using a monochrome
monitor (foreground white, background black). The first screen displayed
information on how the texts were to be presented. It stated that before each text
the phrase "New text" would appear on the screen. This phrase would automatically
disappear after two seconds, upon which the first sentence would be presented.
Subjects could choose to read the next sentence of this text by pressing "1" on the
keyboard, or they could choose to switch to the next text by pressing "0" on the
keyboard. If they chose the next sentence, the first sentence would be replaced by
the second one immediately, and the subject could again choose between the next
sentence or the next text. If subjects chose to switch to the next text, the phrase
"new text" would first be displayed for two seconds upon which the first sentence of
the following text would be presented.
For the subjects to get used to this way of presentation, the first three texts
were practice texts (the subjects were not aware of this). These were followed by
the fifteen experimental texts that were divided into five blocks of three texts. Each
block of three texts contained the three different structure versions, and was
separated from the next block by one filler text. The number of sentences read and
the time spent on each text were recorded as measures of the amount of attention
given. After the session, subjects were informed of the goal of the experiment and
any questions they had were answered. Experimental sessions lasted for about 25
minutes each in the unrestricted opportunity condition, and for about 15 minutes
each in the restricted opportunity condition.
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Statistical analyses of the data

Due to a hardware problem, the results of three subjects in the restricted
opportunity condition were lost. In the restricted opportunity condition, some
subjects did not get to read all of the texts because of the time limitation. Unread
texts were excluded from the analysis: For each of the remaining texts, the number
of sentences read and time spent was summated for the whole text as well as for
the block containing the company information. Following the discussion by Clark
(1973), two two-way analyses of variance were carried out on the data for each of
the dependent variables, one with subjects as random factor (Fi) and one with texts
as random factor (FD. In the two analyses, the structure factor contained repeated
measures. Opportunity contained repeated measures in de stimulus analysis (F2),
de subjects analysis (Fi).

but not in

4.2.3 Results

Hypothesis 1 stated that more attention would be paid to a text starting with the
description of the problem. Table 4.2 contains the mean number of sentences read
and the mean reading time as a function of structure and opportunity.

Table 4.2
Mean number of sentences read and the mean reading time (in sec.) as a
function of structure and opportunity

Number of sentences
Unrestricted
Restricted
Reading time
Unrestricted
Restricted

P-S-C

P-C-S

C-P-S

10.98

10.44

6.66

5.72

6.30

3.47

26.92

26.75

16.86

13.35

16.15

8.86

Note. Minimum number of sentences read is

100

1,

maximum number is 15.
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The results supported the hypothesis. There was a main effect of structure on the
number of sentences read (Ft (2,86) = 26.54, p < .001; F2 (2,28) = 20.24, p <
.001), and on the time spent (Ft (2,86) = 19.60, p < .001; F2 (2,28) = 19.70, p <
.001). Comparisons revealed that when the ad started with a problem description
(P-S-C and P-C-S versions) more sentences were read than when the ad started
with information about the company. When the time to read was restricted, fewer
sentences were read (Ft (1,43) = 32.40, p < .001; 6 (1,14) = 162.36, p < .001),
and less time was spent than in the unrestricted condition (Fl (1,43) = 31.67, p <
.001; Fz (1,14) = 115.37, p < .001). There were no significant interactions between
opportunity and structure for the number of sentences read (Ft (2,86) = 1.98, p =
.15; is (2,28) = 2.88, p = .07), or for the time spent (Ft (2,86) = 1.77, p = .18; is
(2,28) = 2.95, p = .07).
Hypothesis 2 stated that more attention would be paid to the company
information if it was positioned between the problem and the solution description

than if it followed the problem-solution structure. Table 4.3 contains the mean
number of sentences read and the mean time spent on the block with company
information as a function of structure and opportunity.

Table 4.3
Mean number of sentences read and the mean reading time (in sec.) for the
company information block as a function of structure and opportunity

Number of sentences
Unrestricted
Restricted
Reading time
Unrestricted
Restricted

P-S-C

P-C-S

OP-S

2.36

3.43

3.32

0.55

1.86

2.51

5.44

8.55

8.88

1.08

4.66

6.61

The second hypothesis was also supported. There was a main effect of structure on
the number of sentences read (Fi (2,86) = 21.61, p < .001; 6 (2,28) = 19.17, p <
.001), and the time spent (Ft (2,86) = 25.64, p < .001; is (2,28) = 24.30, p <
.001). Planned comparisons revealed that only when the company information
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followed the problem-solution structure, were fewer sentences read and less time
spent.

Hypothesis 3 stated that more attention would be paid to the company
information if it preceded the problem-solution structure than in any other
position, in particular, if the opportunity to read was restricted. This hypothesis was
not supported. Comparisons revealed no significant difference between the number

of sentences read and the time spent on the P-C-S version (2.70 sentences, 6.74
seconds) and the C-P-S version (2.94 sentences, 7.82 seconds). Furthermore,
structure and opportunity did not interact for the number of sentences read (Ft
(2,86) = 2.45, p = .09; 6 (2,28) = 1.87, p = .17), or the time spent (Fi (2,86) =
1.41, p = .25; Fz < 1).

Ruling out a reading goal explanation

It could be argued that the instruction subjects received was responsible for this
pattern of results.4 That is, subjects were told to orient themselves concerning the
advantages of the various companies. Therefore, they were searching for company
information. If this information appeared at the beginning of the text, their goal
was reached sooner than when it appeared in the middle of the text. In the latter
case, subjects had to read more sentences. When the information appeared at the
end of the text, subjects may have given up on attaining their goal. To pit this
"reading goal" model against the exploration model, three comparisons were done
for which the two models made different predictions.
The first comparison concerned the proportion of subjects who stopped reading
after the first sentence. The reading goal model predicts that this proportion will
be equal in all text versions; by reading the first sentence of the problem
description the subjects will not reach their goal and it is unlikely that reading the
first sentence of the company information will give them enough information to
form their impression of the company. The exploration model makes a different
prediction: If the first sentence is about the company, more readers will stop
reading than if the first sentence is about the problem. The first sentence of the
problem was about a topic that more readers were interested in thereby increasing
the chance of diversive exploration. The results showed that the proportion of
readers who stopped reading after the first sentence of company information was
almost three times as large as the proportion who stopped reading after the first
sentence of problem description (.43 vs. .15; Fi (1,43) = 31.02, p < .001; Fz (1,14)
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= 109.54, p < .001): Therefore, the prediction of the exploration model was
supported and that of the reading goal model was not.
It could be argued that reading the first sentence of the company information is
sufficient for getting an idea about the company, i.e., after reading this first
sentence readers have attained their goal. The knowledge that a given company is
an insurance company, for example, could be enough information for subjects to

decide that they do not want more information about it. In that case, the reading
goal model predicts that the proportion of subjects who stop reading after the first
sentence of the company information will be equal regardless of whether it is the
first sentence of the text (C-P-S version) or whether it was the first sentence after
the problem description (P-C-S version). In both situations, the reader's goal is
reached. The exploration model, on the contrary, predicts that the proportion of
readers who stop reading after the first sentence of the company information will
be larger when this sentence is the first sentence of the text (C-P-S version) than
when it follows the problem description (P-C-S version). In the latter version, the
problem has aroused the readers' curiosity and they keep reading until they have
read the solution whereas in the former version is no question of such specific
exploration. Again, the results supported the exploration model but not the reading
goal model: The proportion of readers who stopped after reading the first company
information sentence in the C-P-S version was again almost three times as large as
the proportion who stopped after reading the same sentence in the P-C-S version
(.43 vs. .15; 6 (1,43) = 18.30, p < .001; 6 (1,14) = 22.18, p < .001).6
The third comparison was between the proportions of readers who stopped
reading after the first sentence of the problem description when this description
came first (P-C-S and P-S-C versions) and those who stopped after the first
sentence when this description followed the company information (C-P-S version).
The reading goal model predicts that in the latter case more readers will stop
reading because they have reached their goal after reading the company
information, whereas in the former case they will keep on reading because they
have not yet received information about the company. The exploration model
predicts no differences because in both situations the first sentence of the problem
is equally interesting. The results showed no significant differences between the
proportion of readers who stopped after reading the first problem-description
sentence when this sentence was the first sentence of the text and when this
sentence followed the company information (.10 vs. .19; Ft (1,25) = 2.34, p = .14;
F2 < 1). Thus, in all three comparisons, the predictions made by the reading goal
model were rejected whereas those of the exploration model were supported.
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4.2.4 Discussion

The results support the first hypothesis about diversive exploration: Ads starting
with the company information received less attention than ads starting with a more
interesting topic. These results could not be explained by a reading goal model as
was evidenced by three further comparisons. The second hypothesis about the
effect of problem-solution structures on specific exploration was also supported.
When the company information followed the problem and solution sections, it
received less attention. The curiosity evoked by reading the problem had been
satisfied by reading the solution. The curiosity-evoking capacity of the problem
descriptions was corroborated by the test of the third hypothesis. The company
information received just as much attention when it appeared between the problem
and solution sections as when it appeared at the beginning of the text, despite the
fact that, in the latter case, all subjects read at least one sentence of the company

information.
On the basis of these results, the effects of the problem-solution structure can
be described as stimulating diversive exploration by describing a problem about a
more interesting topic than the company, and creating specific exploration by
making the readers curious about the solution. But how generalizable are the
results of this study? In practice readers will seldom encounter a magazine
containing only corporate-image ads. Usually, the ads are published in between
articles. In this (more normal) context, the chances of diversive exploration of the
ad might decrease. According to Berlyne (1974b, pp. 324-325), diversive
exploration depends, in part, on prior information-processing. In two experiments
(Berlyne, 1971; Berlyne & Crozier, 1971), subjects were given the choice between
an interesting stimulus or an uninteresting stimulus. Which stimulus was chosen,
depended (in part) on the kind of information the subjects had received before

choosing, that is, if they first received stimuli that required an informationprocessing effort (e.g., a recorded story), they were less inclined to choose the
more interesting stimulus than if they first received stimuli requiring only a
minimal information-processing effort (e.g., white noise).
The diversive exploration effect of problem descriptions in the first experiment
may have been the result of the uninterestingness of the surrounding texts. These
texts were all corporate-image advertisements. Usually these ads appear within the
context of articles in a magazine. Readers buy a magazine to read the articles, not
(primarily) to read the ads. Reading articles is an information-processing effort
comparable to listening to a recorded story. After reading an article, readers might
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no longer give more attention to ads starting with a problem description than to
ads starting with company information, that is, in a magazine context, the diversive
exploration of ads may vanish. Even though the topic of the problem description
(e.g., the health problems of dogs) is more interesting than information about the
company (medical research), it will still be less interesting than the preceding
articles. In that case, an equal amount of attention will be paid regardless of the
type of information the ad starts with.
What are the consequences of the absence of the diversive exploration effect
for the specific exploration effect? Specific exploration is evoked by the curiosityevoking capacity of the problem. If the problem description is no longer completely
read because it is less interesting than the surrounding articles, it will no longer
generate curiosity about its solution. In that case, company information will not be
read if it follows the problem description. Company information will receive the
most attention if positioned at the beginning of the ad. A second experiment was
conducted to study the effects of the interestingness of surrounding articles.

4.3 The effect

of structure and context on the attention process

4.3.l Hypotheses
The interestingness of preceding articles may affect the diversive exploration effect
of problem descriptions in corporate-image advertisements. If the diversive
exploration effect still exists, ads starting with a more interesting topic will receive
more attention than ads starting with the company information, as was found in the
first experiment. This leads to hypothesis 4.

If the ad starts with the description of a problem, more attention will be paid
to the ad than if it starts with the description of the company, particularly if the
preceding articles are less interesting.

If the interestingness of the preceding texts reduces the specific exploration effect
of the problem description, more attention will be paid to the company
information if it is positioned at the beginning of the ad than in any other position.
Hypothesis 5 is, therefore:
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If the company information precedes the problem-solution structure, more
attention will be paid to the company information than in any other position,

particularly if the preceding articles are more interesting.

4.3.2 Method

Material

Not all of the fifteen experimental texts used in Experiment 1 could be used in this
experiment because the number of articles had to outnumber the number of ads.
The selected ads had to demonstrate strong exploration effects. To this end, the
results from Experiment l were analyzed for each text separately using two-way
analyses of variance with structure (P-C-S, P-S-C, C-P-S) and opportunity
(unrestricted, restricted) as between-subjects variables. Four texts showing the
strongest specific and diversive exploration effects of structure were selected and

entered into a pretest of the material.
The four experimental texts were presented along with thirty real newspaper
articles in an experimental booklet. Nineteen subjects participated in the study: ten
women and nine men, with ages ranging from 20 to 25 years old. They rated each
text for interestingness on a seven-point scale (1 = uninteresting, 7 = interesting).
On the basis of these results, twenty-one texts were selected for Experiment 2:
seven of the most interesting articles (ranging from 4.74 to 5.47), seven less
interesting articles (ranging from 4.00 to 4.42), and seven of the least interesting
articles (ranging from 1.89 to 3.53).
Three experimental texts had similar interestingness ratings as the least
interesting articles (ranging from 2.42 to 2.68). The fourth text was judged more
interesting (4.21) and was, therefore, excluded from the experiment. All of the
newspaper articles had a title. If the experimental texts had not been preceded by
titles, attention might have been given to the texts simply because they were
different from the newspaper articles in this respect. Therefore, each experimental
text had a title which indicated the persuasive nature of the text (e.g., Everybody

wants to grow old and enjoy life).
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Subjects

Thirty-three subjects participated in the experiment, 21 women and 12 men. They
were not paid for their participation. Age ranged from 20 to 28. All subjects had
completed, at least, high school and were native speakers of Dutch.

Design

Each subject read three experimental texts on different topics and with three
different structures (P-C-S, P-S-C, OP-S). The different versions of each text were
presented equally often but to different subjects. The first ad always followed two
articles from the "Most interesting" category, the second ad followed two articles
from the "Less interesting" category, and the third ad followed two articles from
the "Least interesting" category. The remaining articles were distributed evenly
over the other positions.
The resulting design is not a complete within-subjects design. Although subjects
read each structure and they read advertisements after each context, they did not
receive each structure in each context. A complete within-subjects design would
have required nine experimental ads with similar interestingness ratings and similar
structure effects (along with 63 newspaper articles.) The three presentation lists
which were constructed are diagrammed in Table 4.4.
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Table 4.4
Order and interestingness scores for texts of the presentation lists

Text

List 1

1-5

Newspaper

6

Newspaper article "Most interesting
Newspaper article "Most interesting"

5.47

7

8

Ad 1: P-S-C Ad 1: P-C-S Ad 1: C-P-S

2.68

List 2

articles

List 3

from various categories

Newspaper

14

Newspaper article "Less interesting"
Newspaper article "Less interesting"

15

16

5.16

from various categories

9-13

articles

Interestingness

Ad 2: P-C-S Ad 2: OP-S Ad 2: P-S-C

4.21
4.11

2.42

from various categories

17-21

Newspaper

22

3.05

23

Newspaper article "Least interesting"
Newspaper article "Least interesting"

24

Ad 3: OP-S Ad 3: P-S-C Ad 3: P-C-S

2.53

25-26

Newspaper

articles

articles

3.00

from various categories

Procedure

The same procedure was used as was done in Experiment 1 except for the
instruction and the absence of a time constraint. Subjects were told that this was
an experiment about the presentation of magazines and newspapers in an
electronic format.

Statistical analysis of the data

The effects of structure (P-C-S, P-S-C, OP-S) on attention were tested using a two108
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way analysis of variance with structure and presentation list as factors, with
structure containing repeated measures. The effects of context (most interesting,
less interesting, least interesting) were tested using context and presentation list as

factors, with context containing repeated measures. The structure and context
factors could not be entered into one analysis because the design was not a
complete within-subjects design. In order to get an impression of whether the

factors structure and context did interact, the data were also analyzed as if they
had resulted from a factorial design, i.e., a two-way analysis of variance was carried
out with structure and context as between-subjects factors. The results of this
analysis have to be interpreted cautiously.

4.3.3 Results

First, the results concerning the attention paid to the text as a whole will be
presented. Hypothesis 4 stated that if there still is a diversive exploration effect of
the problem description, more attention would be paid to ads starting with the
problem description, particularly if the preceding articles were less interesting.
Table 4.5 contains the mean number of sentences read and the mean reading time
as a function of structure and interestingness of context.
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Table 4.5

Mean number of sentences read and the mean reading time (in sec.) as a
function of structure and preceding context
P-S-C

P-C-S

C-P-S

3.46

7.46

3.18

5A6

7.18

8.09

9.09

8.00

7.73

14.59

27A9

15.69

Less interesting

18.09

19.25

22.92

Least interesting

21.26

18.55

15.69

Number of sentences
Most interesting
Less interesting
Least interesting

Reading time
Most interesting

Note. Minimum number of sentences read is 0, maximum number is 15.

Although the means were somewhat higher for the versions starting with the
problem information, no significant differences were found for the number of
sentences (Problem: 6.77, Company: 6.33; F (1,30) = 2.09, p = .16), nor the time

spent (Problem: 19.87, Company: 18.01; F (1,30) = 2.38, p = .13). There was a
main effect of context on the number of sentences read; more sentences were read

when the interestingness of the preceding context decreased OF (2,60) = 5.40, p <
.01). However, the time spent was unaffected by context OF< 1). There were no
main effects of the presentation list for either the number of sentences read OF
(2,30) = 1.12, p = .35) or the time spent OF (2,30) = 1.35, p = .28). The
interaction between the structure and context factors was not significant in the twoway analysis of variance which treated structure and context as between-subjects
factors (number of sentences read: F (4,90) = 1.02, p = .40; time spent: F (4,90) =
1.27, p = .29).

The fact that the main effect of context on the number of sentences read was
not accompanied by a similar effect on the reading time implies that although
more sentences were read as the context became less interesting (most interesting:
4.70; less interesting: 6.91; least interesting: 8.27) reading speed increased, thus,
keeping the net amount of attention given constant (interesting: 19.26; neutral:
20.09; uninteresting: 18.41). This interpretation was backed up by an analysis of
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reading speed which revealed that the reading speed was slower after "most
interesting" articles (350 ms per word) than after "less interesting" articles (247 ms
per word) and "least interesting" articles (236 ms per word; F (2,62) = 17.10, p <
.001).

Hypothesis 5 stated that more attention would be paid to the company information
if the advertisement started with this information, particularly if the preceding
articles were more interesting. Table 4.6 contains the mean number of sentences
read and the mean time spent on the company information block as a function of
structure and context.

Table 4.6
Mean number of sentences read and the mean reading time (in sec.) for the
company information block as a function of structure and preceding context
P-S-C

P-C-S

C-P-S

0.46

2.64

1.36

Less interesting

0.64

2.18

3.82

Least interesting

1.73

2.36

3.82

Reading time
Most interesting

Number of sentences
Most interesting

0.92

7.97

4.51

Less interesting

1.48

4.83

9.84

Least interesting

3.33

4.75

6.96

Note. Minimum number of sentences read is 0, maximum number is 5.

The hypothesis was partially supported. There was a main effect of structure on
the number of sentences read OF (2,60) = 12.13, p < .001) and the time spent OF
(2,60) = 12.71, p < .001). However, planned comparisons revealed that less

attention was paid only when the company information was positioned at the end
of the text. Whether the company information was positioned at the beginning or
in the middle of the text had no effect on the amount of attention which was given.
7'his absence of a difference between the P-C-S and C-P-S versions, suggests
111

4. The effect of stnicture on persuasiveness

that there is still a specific exploration effect. After reading the problem, subjects
were curious about the solution and, therefore, paid attention to the company
information in their search for the solution. This interpretation is supported by the
fact that only 3 of the 17 subjects who read the problem in the P-C-S version
stopped reading the company information before entering the solution, whereas 12
of the 27 subjects stopped reading the company information in the C-P-S version (6
subjects stopped after reading the title). The mean number of sentences about the
company information read and time spent was somewhat higher for the 17 subjects
in the P-C-S version (number of sentences: 4.60; time spent: 11.25) than for the 27
subjects in the OP-S version (number of sentences: 4.00; time spent: 9.85).
However, these differences did not reach significance (number of sentences: F
(1,14) = 2.39, p = .14; time spent: F (1,14) = 1.30, p = .27).
There was a main effect of context on the number of company information
sentences read OF (2,60) = 3.67, p < .05) but not on the reading time OF < 1).
More sentences were read if the preceding texts were less interesting (Most
interesting: 1.49; Less interesting: 2.12; Least interesting: 2.64) without leading to
more time being spent reading this information (Most interesting: 4.47; Less
interesting: 5.38; Least interesting: 5.01). Again, this effect was probably caused by
an increase in reading speed: There were no main effects of the presentation list
(number of sentences read: F (2,30) = 1.98, p = .16; time spent: F (2,30) = 2.50, p

= .10).
Hypothesis 5 stated that more attention would be paid to the company
information if it came first, in particular, if the preceding articles were very

interesting. However, the means in Table 4.6 reveal a different pattern. After
reading the most interesting articles, the company information received the most
attention when it was positioned between the problem and the solution
descriptions instead of preceding them. The interaction between the structure and
context factors did not reach conventional levels of significance in the two-way
analysis of variance treating structure and context as between-subjects factors
(number of sentences read: F (4,90) = 1.95, p = .11; mean time spent: F (4,90) =
2.27, p = .07).

4.3.4 Discussion

The first experiment showed a diversive exploration effect when a more interesting
topic preceded the company information. This effect was not found in the second
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experiment in which the corporate image ads were presented within the context of
newspaper articles. Therefore, the combined results of Experiment l and
Experiment 2 replicate the findings of Berlyne (1971) and Berlyne and Crozier
(1971). The preference for interesting stimuli following uninteresting stimuli
(Experiment 1) disappeared when the same stimuli were presented after even
more interesting stimuli (Experiment 2). In Experiment 2, the context's
interestingness was manipulated as well, which resulted in more attention being
paid to the advertisements as the context's interestingness decreased: This result
might lead to the expectation that after reading the least interesting articles,
starting the ad with a more interesting topic than the company, would result in
more attention being paid to the ad. However, it has to be kept in mind that even
the least interesting articles were rated as more interesting than the ads (see Table
4.4.).

The specific exploration effect of problem-solution structures found in the first
experiment, reappeared in the second experiment. Whether the company
information preceded the problem and solution information or was positioned
between the problem and solution did not affect the amount of attention paid.
Even within the context of newspaper articles, the problem appeared to evoke
enough curiosity to keep the reader reading. This effect appeared strongest when
the ad followed the interesting articles. This may have been the result of an order
effect. The ad which followed the most interesting articles was always the first (see
Table 4.4). Perhaps subjects were more susceptible to the interest evoking
characteristics of the problem description at that (early) stage of the experiment.
At the later stages, this susceptiblity may have been blunted by the other articles
read.

The problem-solution structure appears to be capable of capturing the reader's
attention, especially in a boring context. Attention is a necessary prerequisite for
an effective advertisement, but not a sufficient one. The results of Experiments 1
and 2 cannot answer the question which effects the problem-solution structure has
on the reader's attitude. The fact that readers pay attention to the ad does not
automatically imply that it will achieve its goals. Corporate-image advertisements
like the ones used in Experiments 1 and 2 are written to achieve three goals: (1)
recognition of the company's name, (2) creation a positive image of the company,
(3) formation of an intention to patronize the company's services (Rossiter &
Percy, 1987, p. 410). What effects can the use of problem-solution structures have
on these objectives?
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First, the possible effects on the storage of information will be discussed. The
presence of problem and solution information may divert the reader's attention
from the company information. This divertion effect will be especially strong when
the problem and solution information is emphasized by the structure of the text.
Kieras (1980, 1981) reported that positioning information at the beginning of the
text is interpreted as a signal of its importance. This implies that when the ad
starts with the problem description the importance of the problem information is

emphasized. If, on the other hand, the ad starts with the company information, this
information will receive emphasis. According to Reynolds and Shirey (1988),
perceived importance is a good predictor of whether information will be stored in
memory. Therefore, company information will be better remembered if it precedes
the problem-solution structure, than if it is positioned between the problem and

the solution, or follows the problem and the solution.
With regard to the effect of different structures on the ad's persuasiveness, it is
difficult to make strong predictions. The same information is presented in each of
the three structure versions, so the arguments are identical. The only difference
between the versions is the relative emphasis each of the sections receives as a
function of its position in the text. It is more interesting to compare the persuasive
impact of the ads containing the problem-solution structure with a version
containing only the company information. Until this point, the problem-solution
structure has been described as a means of attracting the reader's attention, but it
can also be interpreted as a persuasive argument. The problem-solution structure
can function as a concrete example of the types of problem the company deals
with, and the ingenuity of the solutions it provides. As such, the content of the
problem-solution structure can function as an argument to found the claim that the
company should be evaluated positively. An ad containing a problem-solution
structure could be more persuasive than an ad containing only the company
information.
There is a second way in which the presence of a problem-solution structure
can affect the ad's persuasiveness. When confronted with a problem, readers will
try to find a solution. Finding such a solution is evaluated positively (see section
1.6). Because the ad contains the solution to the problem, reading the text may
evoke positive feelings. According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986a), people can change their attitudes by associating these positive
feelings with the text's claim. In the case of corporate-image advertisements, the
claim is about the company's image, which, therefore, may be positively affected.
However, it is unclear whether finding a solution to a problem is evaluated
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positively if readers have not themselves provided that solution but simply read it
in the text.
The problem-solution structure can attract and hold the reader's attention but
it is unclear what effects the structure has on the ultimate goals of corporate-image
advertisements. A third experiment was conducted to investigate the effects of the
problem-solution structure on the storage of company information and the
persuasive power of the ad.

4.4 The effect of structure on the comprehension and yielding processes

4.4.1 Hypotheses

The initial position in a text is taken by readers to stress the importance of this
information (Kieras, 1980, 1981). If the goal of the ad is to inform its readers
about the company, it would be more effective to start the ad with the company
information than to start it with a problem description. This leads to hypothesis 6:

If the ad starts with the company information, this information will be stored
more effectively in memory than if the advertisement starts with a problem
description.

The presence of a problem-solution structure can increase the ad's persuasiveness
relative to ads containing only company information in two fashions. First, the
problem-solution structure can function as an argument by giving a concrete
example of the company's ingenuity. Second, the process in which the solution
satisfies the curiosity evoked by the problem may lead to positive feelings which
will then be associated with the company's image. This leads to hypothesis 7:

A corporate-image advertisement containing

a problem-solution structure is

more persuasive than an advertisement containing only company information.
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4.4.2 Method

Material
Hypothesis 6 is based on the assumption that the information that is provided first
will be perceived as relatively more important. To test this hypothesis, a text had
to be selected in which the position of the information affected its importance
ratings. To this end, the three ads used in Experiment 2 were entered into a rating
experiment. Each sentence of each ad in each structure was rated for importance
and interestingness.
A total of 72 subjects participated in the experiment (36 women, 36 men), with
age ranging from 18 to 47 with a mean of 24. The same design was used as in

Experiment 2 (with exception of presenting the newspaper articles). Each subject
rated the three different structure versions but with each structure version of each
ad being presented equally often but to different subjects. Directly upon reading a
sentence, subjects had to rate its interestingness and its importance on separate
seven-point scales ranging from 1 (uninteresting/unimportant) to 7
(interesting/important). Mean interestingness and importance scores were
computed for each information-type block based on the scores for the five
individual sentences. The interestingness and importance scores were analyzed
separately for each text using two-way analysis of variance with structure (P-S-C, PC-S, OP-S) and information type (company, problem, solution) as factors. The
information type factor contained repeated measures, because each subject rated
the importance and interestingness of the problem and the solution as well as the
company information.
If the position of the information affects its importance and its interestingness,
an interaction between structure and information type should be apparent. There
was only one text for which this interaction arose (importance: F (4,138) = 4.32, p
< .01; interestingness: F (4,138) = 4.48, p < .01). When the problem was
mentioned first (P-S-C, P-C-S), it was rated as more important and interesting than
when it was mentioned second (OP-S). Similarly, the company information was
rated as less important and less interesting when it was positioned at the end of
the ad. This text was selected for the experiment, and was about a medical
research company (Appendix 2 contains the experimental text). To test hypothesis
6, the effect of information position on memory storage was assessed; to test
hypothesis 7, the effect of including the problem-solution structure on the yielding
process was studied.
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Subjects

A total of 216 subjects participated in the experiment (108 women, 108 men). They
were recruited by students as part of a course fulfillment, and they were not paid
for their participation. Their age ranged from 17 to 51, with a mean of 24. All
subjects had completed, at least, high school and were native speakers of Dutch.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire operationalized the following variables:
1.

general questions

2. the need for cognition scale
3. the attitudes toward working for the company and the company's products
4. the intentions to gain employment with the company and to purchase the
company's products

5. the company's image
6.

beliefs about the company's excellence

7. the perceived comprehensibility and attractiveness of the text
8.

text recognition

9. reproduction of the company name
The order given above reflects the order in which the questions were asked. The
texts were presented following the need for cognition scale. The need for cognition
scale was used to distinguish between subjects who were more (higher need) or
less (lower need) inclined to scrutinize arguments (Chaiken, 1987; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986a). Subjects differing in need for cognition can be affected
differently by the inclusion of the problem-solution structure. If inclusion
functioned as an extra persuasive argument, it would mainly affect subjects with a
higher need for cognition; if it functioned as a peripheral cue, it would mainly
affect subjects with a lower need for cognition.
The attitude, intention, image, and beliefs were used as indications of the text's
persuasiveness. The text recognition and reproduction items were used as a
measure of the amount of information stored. Perceived comprehensilibity and
attractiveness of the text were included to back up the plausibility of the
instruction. (Subjects were told that the study was about text appreciation.) The
operationalization is discussed for each variable.
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General questions
Subjects were asked whether they regularly read advertisements in magazines
and papers. Two further items addressed the questions of whether the subject liked
animals, in general, and dogs in particular.

The need for cognition
Petty and Cacioppo (19864 p. 51) presented a subset of 18 items for a valid
and reliable operationalization of the need for cognition. These items were
translated into Dutch. Each item consisted of a statement followed by a seven-

point scale ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 7 "strongly agree". Half of the
items were statements in agreement with a high need for cognition, the other half
were in agreement with a low need for cognition. The 18 items formed a reliable
scale (Cronbach's a = .87). A mean score was computed for each subject. Subjects
who scored below the median, were classified as having a lower need for cognition,

subjects who scored above the median as having a higher need for cognition.

The attitudes towards working for the company and the company's products
The attitude towards working for the company, i.e., Medicinaal N.V., was
measured using four seven-point semantic differentials which were preceded by the
phrase "Working for Medicinaal N.V. seems to me:". Two of the four differentials
had the positive antonym at the lefthand pole of the scale (nice, positive), the
other two had the positive antonym at the righthand pole (wise, interesting). The

reliability of the scale was adequate (Cronbach's a = .79).
The attitude towards the company's products was measured using the same
procedure. The four differentials were preceded by the phrase "The products
developed by Medicinaal N.V., seem to me:". The two differentials with the
positive antonym at the lefthand pole were "useful, sensible"; the two with the
positive antonym at the righthand pole were "good, positive". The reliability of the
scale was good (Cronbach's a = .88).

The intentions to gain employment with the company and to purchase the company's
products

The intention to gain employment with the company was measured using three
seven-point Likert scales ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 7 "strongly agree".
The statements were: "I want to know more about the possibilities of working for
Medicinaal N.V.", "After my graduation, I will send an application to Medicinaal
N.V.", and "I would like to work for Medicinaal N.V." The reliability of the scale
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was good (Cronbach's a = .89).
The intention to purchase the company's products was measured using the

same procedure. The statements were "I would like to know more about the
various Medicinaal N.V. products", "I regard the Medicinaal N.V. products as
excellent in this class of products", and "I would rather purchase a Medicinaal N.V.
product than a similar product of another company." These three items did not
yield a reliable scale (Cronbach's a = .57), and, therefore, each item was analyzed
separately.

Tile company's image
The company's image was measured using twelve seven-point semantic
differentials. Half of the semantic differentials had the positive antonym on the
lefthand pole (reliable, attractive, unprejudiced, pleasurable, innovative, honest),
the other half had the positive antonym at the righthand pole (professional, nice,
efficient, sincere, accurate, beautiful). The reliability of the scale was good

(Cronbach's a = .87).
Beliefs about the company's excellence
Three beliefs about the company's excellence were measured using seven-point
Likert-scales. The three statements were: "Medicinaal N.V. is a big shot in medical
science.", "Medicinaal N.V. leads the way in the development of new medicines."

and "A lot of highly qualified researchers work for Medicinaal N.V."
The perceived comprehensibility and attractiviness of the text
The dimensions of comprehensibility and attractivity were measured using six
seven-point semantic differentials. For each dimension, half of the semantic

differentials had the positive antonym at the lefthand pole of the scale, whereas
the other half had the positive antonym at the righthand pole of the scale. The
items of the two dimensions appeared in random order. The reliability of the
comprehensibility scale was adequate (Cronbach's a = .74), the reliability of the
attractiviness scale was good (Cronbach's a = .86). The items were used to support
the instruction's plausibility. The results were not relevant to the hypotheses, and
are, therefore, not reported.
Text recognition
Eight assertions were made about the advertisement, four of which were about
the company. Subjects had to indicate whether the assertion was right or wrong,
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and whether they were certain or uncertain about their answer. Half of the
assertions were correct and the others were incorrect. Subjects were not allowed to
turn back to the text. To correct for "guessing", the scoring method advocated by
Sax (1980) was applied. A recognition score for the company information items
was computed for each subject by subtracting the number of wrong answers the
subject indicated he or she was sure about, from the number of right answers he or
she was sure about. The resulting score was divided by the total number of items
about the company information (in this case, 4). The proportion obtained in this
fashion is the text-recognition score corrected for guessing.
Reproduction of the company name
After completing the questionnaire, the subjects returned it to the
experimenter. They were then asked to reproduce the name of the company. Their
answer was written on the questionnaire.

Design

A posttest-only design was used, that is, subjects read only one version of the ad
and were afterwards asked their opinion of the company. There were three
experimental booklets containing the different structure versions (P-S-C, P-C-S, 0
P-S), and a fourth experimental booklet in which an ad was presented that
contained only the company information. The latter was necessary to test
hypothesis 7 about the persuasiveness of the ads including the problem-solution
structure versus the ad containing only company information.

Procedure

Each subject was run individually. Subjects were told that the Linguistics
department of Tilburg University was investigating the quality of texts in which
companies present themselves. The study the subjects would take part in was about
their appreciation of one of these texts. After this introduction, subjects received
the experimental booklet. On the front page it said: Project 'Text appreciation".
The first page contained instructions on how to fill out the item types. The second
page contained the general questions followed by the need for cognition test. This

was followed by one of the experimental text versions (P-S-C, P-C-S, C-P-S), or, in
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the fourth booklet, by the company information only. In this booklet, the
information was preceded by the statement that the appreciation of the text could
be affected by the subject's opinion about the company described. For this reason,
the instruction stated that a number of questions about the company had to be
asked first, after some information about the company had been provided. Next
the company information was presented. Subsequently, the questions about the
attitude, intention, beliefs, and company's image were asked in all of the versions.
After turning the page, the lefthand page contained a repetition of the text version
while the righthand page contained the questions about the text's comprehensibility
and attractiviness. In the case of the company-information-only condition, the OPS version was presented. The last page contained the text-recognition items.
Subjects were not allowed to turn back to the text. After completing the
experimental booklet, they handed it in and were asked the company name. Then,
subjects were told about the true purpose of the experiment and were thanked for
their cooperation. An experimental session lasted about 15 minutes.

Statistical analyses of the data

Before analyzing the results, all negatively formulated Likert-scales and semantic
differentials with the positive antonym at the left pole were recoded. Hypothesis 6
about the effect of the company position on the recognition of company
information, was tested using the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test.9 The
results on retaining the name of the company were tested using the chi-square test.
Hypothesis 7 about the persuasiveness of the advertisements was tested using a

MANOVA with problem-solution (present, absent) and need for cognition (lower,
as between-subjects factors. A MANOVA was used because the attitude,
intention, image and belief scores were all measures of persuasiveness and,
higher)

therefore, correlated. There was no main effect nor any interaction involving the
need for cognition factor. Therefore, the data were collapsed over this factor.

4.4.3 Results

Hypothesis 6 stated that the company information in a corporate-image
advertisment would be stored more effectively in memory if the advertisement
started with the company information than if the advertisement started with a
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problem description. The hypothesis was confirmed. Subjects reading the ad
starting with the company information scored higher on the recognition items
about the company information (.61) than subjects reading the ad starting with the
problem description (.47; z = 1.83, p < .05, one-tailed test). The reproduction of
the company name was not affected by the position of the company information in
the ad (%2 (1) = 0.01, p = .94).
Hypothesis 7 stated that a corporate-image advertisement containing a
problem-solution structure would be more persuasive than an advertisement

containing only company information. There was, indeed, a main effect of the
problem-solution structure (Wilks' A = .89, F (10,203) = 2.45, p < .01). Separate
univariate analyses revealed two significant effects. The directions of these effects
were, however, opposite to that which was predicted: Absence of the problemsolution information yielded a more positive attitude toward the products (4.73 vs.
5.13; F (1,212) = 4.63, p < .05), and a more positive belief about the number of

qualified researchers (4.98 vs. 5.35; F (1,212) = 4.10, p < .05).

4.4.4 Discussion

The results confirmed the hypothesis that company information is more effectively
in memory if it is positioned at the beginning of the text. Kieras (1981) found a
similar effect of initial mentioning of information on the recall of this information
for schoolbook texts. The position of the company information did not affect the
reproduction of the company name. This might be caused by the fact that the
name of the company was repeated in many of the items used to measure the
persuasiveness of the text as well as in the recognition items. This constant
repetition of the company name may have obscured the effect of the initial

positioning of the company information.
The hypothesis had to be rejected that inclusion of the problem and solution
sections would result in a more persuasive text. The effect of the problem-solution
structure proved to be opposite of what was predicted: Inclusion of the problemsolution structure led to a less positive attitude toward the products of the
company and to a less positive belief about the number of qualified researchers
working for the company. This negative effect of inclusion of the problem-solution
structure may have been caused by its content. Reading only the company
information may have given the impression that the company developed
medication for humans, whereas the problem description of a canine's health
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problems gave the impression that the company developed medication solely for
animals. Since most people judge medication for humans as being more valuable
than medication for animals, this could explain the more positive attitude toward
the company's products when only the company information was read.
A similar effect was found for the belief about the number of qualified
researchers. This result may be accounted for along the same line of reasoning:
Readers may rate researchers developing medication for humans as better
qualified than researchers developing medication for animals. Another possible
explanation is that the presence of a problem-solution structure diverted the
subjects' attention from the information about the number of qualified researchers.

4.5 General discussion

Many persuasive texts do not attain their goal simply because they are not read. It
was hypothesized that the readers' attention can be captured by starting the ad
with something more interesting than information about the company, and that
their attention can be held by describing a problem which makes the readers
curious enough about the solution to read even the company information. In the

first experiment, these hypotheses were confirmed. Starting the ad with the
description of a problem led to diversive exploration, which spurred the readers'
curiosity as to the solution after they had read the problem, which, in turn, led to
specific exploration.
In the second experiment the generalizibility of these effects was studied. The
diversive exploration effect depends on the interestingness of the texts in between
which the ad is presented. In the first experiment, the experimental texts were
presented between other, equally uninteresting corporate-image ads. Therefore, the
ads starting with a problem description were more interesting than the other texts
starting with information about companies. This greater interestingness vanished
when the ad was presented in a newspaper context. The amount of attention did
not vary regardless of whether the ad started with a problem description or with
company information. Nevertheless, the results replicated those of the first
experiment with respect to the specific exploration effect. The amount of attention
did not differ whether the information about the company preceded the problemsolution structure or was positioned between the problem and the solution. Even
within the context of newspaper articles, the problem description appeared to
evoke enough curiosity to keep readers reading the company information in their
123

4. The ejIect of structure on persuasiveness

search for the solution.
In the experiments, the texts were presented sentence by sentence on a
computer screen. Therefore, subjects were not able to reread preceding sentences.
This procedure was used because it made it possible to measure precisely which
sentences were attended to and for how long. It is possible that this procedure led
the subjects to employ a reading strategy different from the one they would
normally employ. It is unclear, however, which strategy could produce the obtained
curiosity effects of the problem-solution structure. Furthermore, Wade, Schraw,
Buxton and Hayes (1993) replicated an experiment by Wade and Adams (1990)
using a sentence-by-sentence presentation on a computer. Wade and Adams had
presented the same text on paper. The two studies revealed similar recall effects
which suggests that the computer-screen presentation mode did not affect the
subjects' reading strategies. Nevertheless, it would be desirable to replicate the
experiment in a less artificial reading situation.
The results of the third experiment showed that starting an ad with a problem

description inhibited the storage of the company information in memory. These
results are in line with experiments by Kieras (1980, 1981) that showed that
readers use initial mentioning of a topic as a cue for its importance. As predicted,
when the company information preceded the problem-solution structure, it was
recognized better. Further research is needed to test whether the presence of a

problem-solution structure inhibits the storage of company information, regardless
of its position. In several experiments it has been shown that the inclusion of
interesting information which is relatively unrelated to the main points of the text
leads to a decrease in the recall of the main points (see for a review Garner,
Brown, Sanders & Menke, 1992). That is, the problem and solution information
will be remembered at the cost of the company information because the former
are more interesting.

The inclusion of problem-solution structures would be justified if it were to
lead to a more persuasive text. However, no results were found pointing in this
direction. Apparently, describing the medicin which eases the problems of aging
dogs, did not convince the reader of the company's excellence. On the contrary, the
only effects of the inclusion of the problem and the solution information pointed in
the opposite direction: Readers did evaluate the products less positively and were
less inclined to believe that large numbers of highly qualified researchers were
employed by the company. Choosing an example to attract the readers' attention
has to be done very carefully. Readers may infer from the example certain
(unfavorable) characteristics of the company. It seems safe to conclude that the
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medical research company using the ad in which the company information followed
the problem-solution structure (see Table 4.1), had not benefited much from its
corporate-image advertisement.
The three experiments in this study addressed the question of whether the
strategic use of the problem-solution structure influenced the attention, the
comprehension, and the yielding process. The answer to this question was
affirmative. With respect to the attention process, it was shown that this process
can be influenced by a strategic use of the problem-solution structure. It was shown
that the attention attraction effect of concrete examples is dependent on the
interestingness of the articles among which the ad is positioned. Furthermore, the
results showed that the very same phenomenon that is responsible for luring the
reader, inhibits the storage of the ad's most important information. The inclusion
of a problem-solution structure may even decrease the ad's persuasiveness. As
such, the results underscore the usefulness of McGuire's (1972) informationprocessing paradigm which explicitly takes into account that positive effects on
earlier processes may have negative effects on subsequent processes. This study
makes clear that successful attention-getting manipulations do not necessarily
improve the ad's persuasiveness. On the contrary, they may be even harmful to the
ultimate goals of the ad. Therefore, getting the reader's attention should not be
treated as a goal in in itself, but as a means to an end.

Notes
1.

This experiment was carried out by Petra Goor and was reported extensively in her master's
thesis.

2.

This experiment was carried out by Ilse Puls and was reported extensively in her master's thesis.

3.

When computing mean scores for each of the conditions in the Fi and Fi analyses these scores
were corrected for the number of texts read.

4. I would like to thank Dr. W. Simons for bringing this objection to my attention.
5. The proportions were analyzed using the methods described in section 25. Because there were
no significant interactions between structure and opportunity for any of the three comparisons,
only the main effects of structure are reported, for simplicity's sake.
6.

For the second and third comparison, it had to be taken into account that the first sentence of a

125

4. The e ect of structure on persuasiveness

text was read by all subjects but that the sixth sentence could be read only by subjects who got
that far. Therefore, the proportion of subjects who stopped reading after the sixth sentence was
related to the number of subjects who actually read this sentence. If all subjects stopped reading

before reaching the sixth sentence, the results of the text were excluded from the analysis.

7. Since many subjects stopped reading the text before reaching the company information, it was
not possible to compute a reliable estimate of reading speed.

8. However, the fact that more sentences were read after less interesting articles was compensated
by an increase in reading speed, thus, keeping the total amount of attention constant.
9. Hypothesis 6 was tested non-parametrically because it concerned proportion scores which
typically violate the assumption of homogeneity of variance (Rietveld & van Hout, 1993, pp. 126127).
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5. The effect of style on persuasiveness
5.1 The use of adjectives in persuasive texts

The following fragment of an advertisement appeared in a Dutch newspaper:
"Its striking profile, its sublime achievements and unparalleled road-holding
show its love of driving. Its fashionable interior, complete comfort and high
quality, show the eye for detail. Again, Alfa Romeo has succeeded in
translating passion into a magnificent technique."

While in journalism adjectives are often considered inappropriate, they seem to be
essential in advertisements. This difference in judgement parallels a difference in
writers' goals: Journalists want to inform, copywriters want to persuade. Persuasion
is defined as influencing someone's attitude through informing. Thus copywriters
want to give their subjects information as well, but as a means to persuade them.
This raises the question what copywriters hope to achieve by using adjectives like
"magnificent".

5.1.1 Conditioning and the peripheral route to attitude formation

Adjectives do not only give information but are capable of evoking feelings as well.
According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of Petty and Cacioppo
(1986a), both the informational and the affective component can affect the readers'
attitude. Which component affects the attitude depends on the way in which
readers process the information. As discussed in Chapter 1, Petty and Cacioppo
(1981, 1986a) distinguish two routes to influencing the attitude: the central and the
peripheral routes. Along the central route, people change their attitudes after
scrutinizing the arguments in the text. Along the peripheral route, people do not so
much scrutinize the arguments as base their attitudes on the application of simple
decision rules or on positive or negative feelings evoked by non-argumentative
characteristics in the persuasion context.
According to the ELM, there are two prerequisites for travelling the central
route: Ability and motivation to scrutinize the arguments. When these two
requirements are not met, an attitude can be affected only along the peripheral
route. On this route the attitude can be affected in various ways, one of which is
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the association of the attitude object with positive or negative feelings evoked by
non-argumentative cues. Petty and Cacioppo's (1981) reason for incorporating this
possibility, is because the ELM is meant to function as a meta-theoretical umbrella
under which a wide range of approaches to persuasion could be assembled
(O'Keefe, 1990, p. 115). One of these approaches is the classical and operant
conditioning approach to attitude formation. It is this approach that appears to
confirm the copywriter's intuition: The strategic use of adjectives can affect
people's attitudes.
Petty and Cacioppo (1981) discuss two experiments on the conditioning of
attitudes. Staats and Staats (1957) showed how the attitude toward nonwords like
"YOF' can be influenced by associating them with existing words. They presented
six nonwords eighteen times each on a screen. Subjects were told that the study
was about verbal-learning processes. With each presentation of a nonword, the
experimenter read an existing word aloud. Subjects were instructed to immediately
repeat the existing word aloud, and to continue to pronounce it subvocally till the
presentation of the next nonword. With the nonword "YOF, the existing words had
a positive evaluative meaning (e.g., healthy, pretty) 16 out of 18 times; with the
nonword "XEH", these words had a negative evaluative meaning (e.g., worthless,
ugly) 16 out of 18 times; with the other four nonwords, random words were used
(e.g., with, pen). For a second group of subjects, the pairing of nonwords was
reversed: "YOF' was followed by words with a negative evaluative meaning, "XEH"
was followed by words with a positive evaluative meaning.
After the session, subjects had to indicate the 'pleasantness' of the nonwords on
a scale from 1 (pleasant) to 7 (unpleasant). Results showed that the nonword
which had been accompanied by words with a positive evaluative meaning, was
rated as more pleasant than the nonword which had been accompanied by words
with a negative evaluative meaning. These results indicate that the attitude toward
an initially neutral object (i.e., the nonword), can be affected by a repeated pairing
of this object with words that evoke a positive (or negative) feeling. Experiments
have shown that this conditioning effect applies to country names (Kuykendall &
Keating, 1990; Staats & Staats, 1958, experiment 1) and person names (Staats &
Staats, 1958, experiment 2) as well.
In a less laboratory-like experiment, Berkowitz and Knurek (1969) found
further support for the conditioning effect of adjectives. Presenting a long list of
names, they paired words with a negative evaluative meaning with either the name
"Ed" or the name "George" employing the method used by Staats and Staats
(1957). Subsequently subjects were told that they would participate in another,
128

5.1 The use of adjectives in persuasive texts

unrelated experiment on small-group interaction. The subject had to discuss the
topic of "juvenile delinquency in large urban areas" with two other subjects. In
actuality, these subjects were confederates of the experimenter and had adopted
either the name "Ed Foster" or "George Fuller". The two confederates did not
know which name had been negatively conditioned in the previous session. After
the discussion, all participants rated each other on a number of scales including a
'friendliness' scale. The confederate whose name had been negatively conditioned
rated the subject's behavior toward him as less friendly than the confederate with
the neutral name. Thus the use of adjectives with a certain evaluative meaning can
affect the attitude toward a name, and is even capable of influencing the overt

behavior toward someone with that name.
The results of these conditioning experiments led Petty and Cacioppo to define
peripheral cues as stimuli that "influence attitudes by triggering relatively primitive
affective states that become associated with the attitude object" (Petty & Cacioppo,
19864 9 18).The words in the above experiments evoked positive or negative
feelings which got associated with the nonword or name. However, the way in
which these words were presented differs strongly from a normal persuasive text.
These texts do not just present words in isolation but enable the reader to form a
coherent representation of the text. This brings us to the third research question:
Does the repeated use of adjectives which have a positive evaluative meaning
influence the yielding process if these adjectives are presented in a coherent text.

5.1.2 The conceptual and affective meaning

of words

Leech (1981) claims that the evaluative meaning of words will be important even
in coherent texts. The words in an advertisement are used to confer on a product a
halo of favorable associations (Leech, 1981, p. 13). To explain the origin of these
favorable associations, Leech distinguishes between two components of word
meaning. The first component is the conceptual meaning, which is also known as
the denotative, cognitive or referential meaning. It is the 'dictionary'-meaning of a
word; people agree about the concept a word refers to. This meaning component is
strongly related to the function "everyone tends to assume most important", that is,
"the neutral informational function" (Leech, 1981, p. 40). Passing undistorted
information can be described as its goal, and, for this purpose, the conceptual

meaning of a word is essential.
The second component of word meaning is the affective meaning. Affective
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meaning reflects "the personal feelings of the speaker, including his attitude to the
listener, or his attitude to something he is talking about" (Leech, 1981, p. 15). The
affective meaning is especially important for a second function of language: the

directive function.1 This function accounts for the fact that language can be used to
influence people's attitudes and behavior.
Words differ in the amount of conceptual and affective meaning they carry. For
example, the meaning of the word "table" is mainly conceptual, whereas that of the
word "fascist" is mainly affective.2 In the experiments using adjectives to condition
attitudes, words were chosen for their affective meaning, as shown by Staats and
Staats' (1957, p. 75) rationale for choosing the words used: "the words PRETTY,
SWEET, and HEALTHY have in common a positive evaluative meaning, and yet
are quite different in meaning otherwise". According to Leech (1981), it is the
affective meaning that creates the favorable halo around a product in an
advertisement, and it should be capable of affecting the attitude of the readers.
Holbrook (1978) pitted the effect of the conceptual meaning on the yielding
process against that of the affective meaning. He conducted an experiment using
an ad in which a fictitious French car was described using either factual
information (i.e., emphasis on conceptual meaning), or evaluative information (i.e.,
emphasis on affective meaning). Thus, for instance, the car's comfort was either
described factually as "A flow-through ventilation system with three dashboard
vents and 184 square feet of asphaltic mastic sound insulation", or evaluatively as
"A vent-a-matic system for supplying clean, fresh air and remarkably effective
sound absorption and noise insulation." In a pretest it was established that the
factual assertions were indeed judged more factual than the evaluative assertions.
The results of the main experiment showed that subjects reading the factual
version formed more positive attitudes toward the car than subjects reading the
evaluative version.
This result seems to refute Leech's claim that affective meaning has a positive
effect on the readers' attitude. However, this conclusion could have been drawn
only if Holbrook's evaluative text version had had a more positive affective
meaning than the factual text version. This appears not to be the case. Holbrook
had subjects evaluate the favorableness of the factual and evaluative versions of
the assertions. Of the eleven assertions, six did not differ in favorability, two
evaluative assertions were rated as more favorable than their factual counterparts,
whereas, surprisingly, three evaluative assertions were rated as less favorable than
their factual counterparts. These results together with the "factualness" ratings show
that the factual version did contain more conceptual meaning (the factual versions
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being rated as more factual), but that the two versions did not differ with respect
to the amount of affective meaning (no difference between the factual and the
evaluative version). Therefore it is not surprising that the factual version was more
persuasive than the evaluative one: In order to test Leech's claim about the
favorable halo created by affective meaning, texts have to differ in the amount of
affective meaning.
A promising type of persuasive texts to test Leech's (1981) claim, is the travel
ad in a tour operator's travel brochure. A description of the tour in terms of
'Travelling through the landscape of Y, our next destination is the town of X." will
be unsatisfactory. More information is wanted: What kind of town is X, what type
of landscape is Y? When supplying this information, usually in the form of an
adjective, tour operators have two options. They can give a description of the
vacation so that readers can form an impression of what it will be like, or they can
create an unambigously favorable impression to seduce the readers to book the
vacation (c£ Goossens, 1993). In the former case, the best choice is an adjective
with a dominant conceptual meaning, e.g., 'Travelling through the woody landscape
of Y, our next destination is the 17th-century town of X." In the latter case, the
best choice are adjectives with a dominant (positive) affective meaning, e.g.,
'Travelling through the beautiful landscape of Y, our next destination is the

charming town of X".
Which choice will be more effective depends on the route along which the
readers reach their attitude toward the vacation. Along the central route, readers
scrutinize the arguments. Petty and Cacioppo ( 19864 p. 16) define arguments as
"bits of information contained in a communication that are relevant to a person's
subjective determination of the true merits of an advocated position." Therefore,
these readers look for information that enables them to evaluate the described
vacation. Here it is the informational function of language that is most relevant.
Adjectives like "beautiful" do not enable readers to form a picture of the vacation
and then evaluate it; instead, readers have to take the writer's word for it. On the
other hand, "woody" has a dominant conceptual meaning enabling the reader to
evaluate the vacation. Therefore, "woody" is a better persuasive argument than
"beautiful".4
When an attitude is reached by the peripheral route, readers have not
scrutinized the arguments. Therefore, they are more susceptible to peripheral cues
like the affective meanings of adjectives. This is in line with Batra's results (1986,

p. 65), which show that affective responses improved the prediction of the attitude
only when subjects were unmotivated to scrutinize the arguments. The amount of
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affective meaning of "woody" is smaller than that of "beautiful". Therefore,
"beautiful" will function better as a peripheral cue than "woody". Thus, on the
peripheral route, it is the amount of affective meaning that is important to the
text's persuasiveness, whereas on the central route it is the amount of conceptual
meaning that has the largest impact.
The distinction between the central and the peripheral route is crucial to the
predicted effects of affective versus conceptual meanings. To test the predictions,
one needs to establish whether a reader has processed the text along the central
route or along the peripheral route. Ability and motivation are the necessary
prerequisites for processing the text along the central route. For travel ads, ability
is not a major obstacle. Travel ads are written for the general public, so care is
taken that the ads are comprehensible for a large audience. Therefore, motivation
is the major bottleneck for processing along the central route.
Readers differ in their motivation to scrutinize arguments in a message, or, to
quote Petty and Cacioppo's (1986a, p. 48), they differ in their "tendency to engage
in and enjoy effortful cognitive endeavors". To assess these differences, Cacioppo
and Petty (1982) developed the need for cognition scale. Readers scoring high on
need for cogniton are more inclined to process information along the central route,
while readers scoring low on need for cognition are more likely to process
information along the peripheral route (see section 1.4.1 for a discussion of the
need for cognition). In this study, the need for cognition is used to make a
distinction between central and peripheral processing subjects.

5.1.3 Hypotheses

A travel ad describes a number of towns to be visited, landscapes to be travelled
through, and sights to be seen. For each town, landscape, and sight, an adjective
can be used to qualify it. By repeatedly choosing adjectives with a predominantly
conceptual or a predominantly affective meaning, the amount of conceptual and
affective meaning for the text as a whole can be manipulated. The effect the
amount of conceptual or affective meaning has depends On the readers' mode of
processing. Readers who are less inclined to scrutinize the arguments were
expected to be more sensitive to the amount of affective meaning, while readers
who are more inclined to scrutinize the arguments were expected to be more
sensitive to the amount of conceptual meaning. Therefore, the hypotheses are:
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If a travel ad contains a large amount of affective meaning, it is more
persuasive than if the travel ad contains a small amount of affective meaning
for readers with a lower need for cognition.

If a travel ad contains a large amount of conceptual meaning, it is more
persuasive than if the travel ad contains a small amount of conceptual meaning
for readers with a higher need for cognition.
The hypotheses have been tested in an experiment using a travel ad about a
vacation in Bulgaria.

5.2 Method

5.2.1 Determining the amount of affective and conceptual meaning of adjectives

The first step in testing the hypotheses, was to determine the amount of conceptual
and affective meaning adjectives carry with them. To make sure that the adjectives
were not uncommon in travel ads, the seventy most frequently appearing adjectives
from thirteen published travel ads were entered into the study. Next to these
adjectives, sixteen adjectives were included because they were strongly related to a
vacation in Bulgaria (e.g., Byzantine).
The semantic differential technique, developed by Osgood, Suci and
Tannenbaum (1957), is a useful tool to measure the meaning of words. To measure
the amount of affective meaning, three seven-point semantic differentials were
selected from the Osgood et al. pool to measure the evaluative component of
meaning (good - bad; beautiful - ugly; annoying - nice). The reliability of the scale
in the classification study was good (Cronbach's a = .89).
The second dimension along which the adjectives needed to vary, was the
conceptual dimension. The question was whether adjectives differ in the amount of
conceptual meaning they carry. The conceptual meaning is related directly to the
informational function of language, i.e., neutrally conveying information. Therefore,
the question about the amount of conceptual meaning of an adjective can be
translated into the extent to which it conveys neutral information. To this end,
three seven-point semantic differentials were constructed (subjective objective;
factual opiniating; judging describing). The reliability of this scale was adequate
-

-

-

(Cronbach's a = .79).
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A total of 109 subjects participated voluntarily in the classification study, which
was conducted in two sessions. The age of the subjects ranged from 19 to 58, with
a mean age of 26. Of the subjects, 58 were women and 51 men. The adjectives
were presented in experimental booklets. Each page had four adjectives printed on
it. The order in which the adjectives were presented was reversed, which resulted
in two versions of the experimental booklets.
Out of the 86 adjectives, 54 were selected for the experimental texts. There
were two criteria for selection. First, the adjectives had to be appropriate to the
topic of the travel ad: An organized hiking vacation through the Bulgarian
mountain ranges. Second, the adjectives had to enable the creation of travel ads
clearly differing in the amount of conceptual and affective meaning. About 80% of
the adjectives scored above "neutral" on the affective meaning dimension. This is
not surprising since writers of travel ads will refrain from describing the vacation as
"a tedious affair travelling from the boring town of A to the ug& town of B through
a hideous landscape". Appendix 3 contains the 54 adjectives along with their

affective meaning and conceptual meaning scores. These 54 adjectives were used to
manipulate the amount of affective and conceptual meaning of a travel ad as a
whole.

5.2.2 Material

To manipulate the independent variables amount of affective and conceptual
meaning, an ad was used for a hiking vacation in the Bulgarian Rila and Pirin
mountains, which was actually published in a tour operator's brochure. There were
two reasons for choosing Bulgaria. First, as a country of the former Eastern bloc, it
is within the subjects' budget range. Second, Bulgaria is still relatively unknown to
western tourists. Therefore, practically none of the subjects would have had visited
Bulgaria, and would have to rely upon the travel ad for an impression of what it
would be like.5
To assess the average percentage of adjectives in this text type, 26 travel ads
published by various tour operators were analyzed with regard to the percentage of
adjectives. The analyses revealed that on average travel ads consisted for about
10% of adjectives. The Bulgaria text consisted of 444 words, 10% of which makes
44 adjectives. Text versions differing in the amount of affective and conceptual
meaning were created by inserting different adjectives. The text versions were
identical with regard to their syntactic and text structure, and differed only in the
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adjectives used.
Three experimental versions of the travel ad for Bulgaria were constructed.6
Since there were only 54 adjectives, some had to be used more than once. The
evaluative version contained 34 adjectives with a large amount of affective meaning
(e.g., 'beautiful', 'magnificent'). The evocative version contained 34 adjectives with
an average amount of affective meaning as well as conceptual meaning (e.g.,
'traditional', 'rugged'). The informative version contained 27 adjectives with a large
amount of conceptual meaning (e.g., 'prehistoric', 'six-hour') as well as seven
adjectives that appeared in the evocative version. This was done because the
number of adjectives with a large amount of conceptual meaning was limited.
(Appendix 4 contains the text versions.)
For each version of the travel ad, the amount of conceptual and affective
meaning was computed by averaging the conceptual scores and the affective scores

of the individual adjectives. Since the versions were identical except for the
adjectives, differences between the average conceptual and affective scores reflect
the true differences in the amount of conceptual and affective meaning. Table 5.1
contains the mean amount of conceptual meaning and of affective meaning as a
function of text version.

Table 5.1
The mean amount of conceptual and of affective meaning (minimum = 1,
maximum = 7) as a function of text version

Evaluative version
Evocative version
Informative version

Conceptual

Affective

3.03

5.53

4.03

4.58

4.91

4.52

To test whether the differences with respect to conceptual and affective meaning
were reliable, two one-way analyses of variance were performed using text version
(evaluative, informative, evocative) as a within-texts variable, and the conceptual
and affective scores of the individual adjectives as the dependent variables.
For the conceptual scores a main effect of text version was found OF (2,86) =
79.18, p < .001). Comparisons revealed significant differences between all three
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versions of the ad. For the affective scores, a main effect of text version was found
OF (2,86) = 41.71, p < .001). Comparisons revealed significant differences between
the evaluative version on the one hand, and the evocative and informative versions
on the other. The latter two versions did not differ significantly.

5.2.3 Subjects

A total of 313 subjects participated voluntarily in the experiment. The subjects
were recruited by students as part of a course fulfillment. Age ranged from 16 to
71, with a mean of 30. Slightly more men (161) than women (152) participated.
Education ranged from primary education to a master's degree. The majority
(60.1%), however, had completed at least grammar school.

5.2.4 Questionnaire

The questionnaire operationalized the following variables in the following order:
1.

general questions

the need for cognition scale
the attitude toward the vacation
the intention to book the vacation
the beliefs about scenery, culture, and adventure
the credibility of the tour operator
the perceived objectivity, comprehensibility, and attractiveness of the text
8. text recognition
(The text was presented after the need for cognition scale)

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The need for cognition scale was used to distinguish between subjects more (higher
need) or less (lower need) inclined to scrutinize the arguments. The attitude,
intention, beliefs, and credibility were used as indications of the text's
persuasiveness. To check whether subjects were sensitive to differences in the
amount of conceptual meaning, their ratings of the texts' objectiveness were
assessed. The perceived comprehensilibity and attractiveness of the text were used
to check whether the manipulated text versions were rated differently from the
original text (which was rated by a control group). And finally, the text recognition
items was used to test the assumption that subjects with a higher need for
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cognition paid more attention to the text than subjects with a lower need for
cognition. If this was the case, these subjects would have higher recognition scores.
For each variable, the operationalization is discussed.
General questions
Questions were asked about the subject's age, sex, education, whether they had
ever visited Bulgaria or any other former eastern bloc country, and whether they

were interested in active, hiking or organized group vacations.
Tlie need for cognition
To measure the need for cognition, the same scale was used as described in
section 4.4.2. The reliability of the scale was good (Cronbach's a = .87). For each
subject a mean score was computed. Subjects scoring below the median were
classified as having a lower need for cognition, subjects scoring above the median
were classified as having a higher need for cognition.

The attitude toward the vacation
The attitude toward the vacation was measured using six seven-point semantic
differentials which were preceded by the clause "A fifteen-day group vacation in
which you go hiking in Bulgaria, seems to me". Three of the six differentials had
the positive antonym at the left pole of the scale ('beautiful', 'good', 'nice'), the
other three had the positive antonym at the right pole ('interesting', 'wise',
'positive'). The reliability of the scale was good (Cronbach's a = .85).

The intention to book the vacation
The intention to book the vacation was measured using three statements
varying in the degree of "booking behavior". The three statements were "I would
like to receive more information from this tour operator about this vacation", "I
consider this vacation as a serious candidate for my next vacation", and "I book this
vacation at this tour operator for the upcoming summer holiday". Each statement
was followed by a scale ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 7 "strongly agree".
The reliability of the scale was good (Cronbach's a = .83).
The beliefs about scenery, culture, and adventure
The beliefs about scenery, culture, and adventure were measured using a
statement followed by a scale ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 7 "strongly
agree". For each belief one statement was formulated: "If I book this vacation, I
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will visit

a beautiful scenic area", "If I book this

vacation, I will get in touch with a

unique culture", and "If I book this vacation, I will have an adventurous vacation".
The credibility of the tour operator
The tour operator's credibility was measured by selecting six items of the pool
of items reported by McCroskey (1966). Three items made positive statements
about the tour operator's credibility: "I take this touroperator to be a reliable
source of information on this trip", "I take this touroperator to be honest", and "I
am inclined to believe the information of this touroperator". The other three items
made negative statements: "I have little confidence in this touroperator", "I take
this touroperator to give too favorable an impression of the trip", and "I do not
believe what this operator says about this trip". Each statement was followed by a
scale ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 7 "strongly agree". The reliability of this
scale was adequate (Cronbach's a = .76).

The perceived objectiviness, comprehensibility, and attractiveness of the text
Each of the dimensions of objectiviness, comprehensibility, and attractiveness

was measured by six seven-point semantic differentials. For each dimension half of
the semantic differentials had the positive antonym at the left pole of the scale,
while the other half had the positive antonym at the right pole. The items of the
three dimensions were mixed and presented in random order. The reliability of the
objectiviness (Cronbach's a = .74) and the comprehensibility (Cronbach's a = .78)
scales were adequate. The reliability of the attractiveness scale was good

(Cronbach's a = .83).
Text recognition
Fifteen assertions were made about the vacation. Subjects had to indicate
whether the assertion was right or wrong, and whether they were sure or unsure
about their answer. Of the 15 assertions, 8 were right and the other 7 wrong.
Subjects were not allowed to turn back to the text. To correct for "guessing", the
scoring method advocated by Sax (1980) was applied. For each subject the number
of wrong answers the subject indicated s/he was sure about, was subtracted from
the number of right answers s/he was sure about. The resulting score was divided
by the total number of items (15). The proportion thus obtained is the text
recognition score corrected for guessing.
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5.2.5 Design

A factorial design was used, that is, each subject read only one of the text versions.
This resulted in three experimental groups. A fourth group was used as a control
group to assess the attitude toward the vacation before reading the original travel
ad. Furthermore, this group received the recognition items before reading the ad
to assess the extent of prior knowledge on the topic. After having answered the
need for cognition items, the attitude items, and the text recognition items, the
control group read the original travel ad from the brochure, which was followed by
the intention, beliefs, credibility, objectiviness, comprehensibility, and attractiveness
items. The comprehensibility and attractiveness items were used to test whether
the manipulated versions differed in their ratings from the original text.

5.2.6 Procedure

Each subject was run individually. Subjects were told that the Linguistics
department of Tilburg University had written a travel brochure for a recently
established Bulgarian tour operator: BTV. The study the subjects were about to
take part in, was about their judgments about one of the travel ads in the
brochure. After this introduction, subjects received the experimental booklet. On

the front page it said: "Bulgaria - The country for your holidays". The first page
contained the instructions to fill out the different item types. The second page
contained the general questions followed by the need for cognition scale. In each
of the three experimental booklets this was followed by one of the experimental
text versions, and the questions about the attitude, intention, beliefs, and credibility
of the tour operator. After turning the page, the left-hand page contained the text
version again, while the right-hand page contained the questions about the text's
objectiviness, comprehensibility, and attractiveness. The last two pages contained
the text recognition items. Subjects were not allowed to look back at the text. The
sequence of the items was identical for the control group with the exception that
the attitude and text-recognition items preceded the original text. After completing
the experimental booklet, subjects were told about the true purpose of the
experiment and were thanked for their cooperation. An experimental session lasted
about 19 minutes.
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5.2.7 Statistical analysis of the data

Before analyzing the results, all negatively formulated Likert-scales and semantic
differentials with the positive antonym at the left pole were recoded. Since the
scores on the company's credibility, the beliefs about the vacation, the attitude, and
the intention are all measures of the text's persuasiveness, a MANOVA was used
to test the hypotheses.

5.3 Results
5.3.1 Manipulation checks

First, it was tested whether the experimental texts were capable of changing
attitudes at all. Testing for differential persuasive effects of the amount of
conceptual and affective meaning is possible only when the texts had a persuasive
effect to begin with. The attitude scores of the control group were compared to the
attitudes of the groups who had read the experimental texts. Analyses revealed that
subjects who had read a text held more positive attitudes than subjects who had
not read one of the texts (F (1,311) = 12.93, p < .001).
Second, it was tested whether the text versions differing in the amount of
conceptual meaning were rated as different in objectivity. The evaluative version
was rated as less objective than both the evocative and the informative versions OF
(2,230) = 4.59, p < .05).
Third, it was checked whether the manipulation had yielded an unnatural text.
To this end, the comprehensibility and the attractiveness ratings of the
manipulated text versions were compared with the control group's ratings of the

original travel ad. There were no significant differences for the comprehensibility
ratings (F < 1), nor for the attractiveness ratings (F (1,311) = 1.45, p = .23).
Finally, the validity of the distinction between subjects with a lower and those
with a higher need for cognition was assessed by comparing the recognition scores
of the two groups. If subjects with a higher need for cognition had indeed paid
more attention to the reading of the text, it is plausible to assume that they were
better at answering questions about the text (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 347). The
results showed that subjects with a higher need for cognition learned more from
reading the text (.17) than did subjects with a lower need for cognition (.14; z =
1.72, p < .05, one-tailed test).
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5.3.2 Tests of the hypotheses

The hypotheses could not be tested in a single analysis. Hypothesis 1 stated that
readers with a lower need for cognition would be persuaded more by a text with a
larger amount of affective meaning. With regard to the amount of affective
meaning, the evaluative version did differ from both the informative and the
evocative version, while the latter two did not differ from each other. Therefore,
hypothesis l was tested in an analysis for subjects with a lower need for cognition
only, comparing the effect of the evaluative version to the joint effect of the
informative and evocative versions. Hypothesis 2 stated that readers with a higher
need for cognition would be persuaded more by a text with a larger amount of
conceptual meaning. The three versions all differed from each other in this respect.
Hypothesis 2 was tested in an analysis for subjects with a higher need for cognition
only, comparing the effect of the evaluative, evocative, and informative versions.
Table 5.2 contains the mean credibility, beliefs, attitude, and intention scores as a
function of text version and need for cognition.
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Table 5.2
The mean credibility, beliefs, attitude, and intention scores as a function of
text version and need for cognition (minimum = 1, maximum = 7)

Evaluative

Evocative

Informative

4Al

4.44

4.43

Adventure

4A9

4.00

4.91

Scenery

5.89

5.73

5.82

Culture
Attitude
Intention

5.51

5.19

5.21

4.81

4.65

4.91

2.87

2.78

2.97

4.02

4.34

4.60

3.53

4.85

4.84

Scenery

5.77

5.87

5.82

Culture
Attitude
Intention

5.23

5.34

5.21

4.64

4.90

5.31

2.14

2.99

3.53

Lower need

Credibility
Beliefs

Higher need
Credibility
Beliefs
Adventure

Hypothesis 1 was not supported. There was no effect of the amount of affective
meaning for subjects with a lower need for cognition (Wilks' A = .98, F < 1).
Hypothesis 2 stated that subjects with a higher need for cognition would be
persuaded more by texts containing a larger amount of conceptual meaning, i.e.,
the informative version was expected to be more persuasive than the evocative
one, the evaluative version being the least persuasive. This hypothesis was
supported. There was an effect of the amount of conceptual meaning for subjects

with a higher need for cognition (Wilks' A = .78, F (12,224) = 2.47, p < .01).
Univariate tests revealed significant effects for credibility OF (2,117) = 3.59, p <
.05), the adventure belief OF (2,117) = 6.30, p < .01), the attitude OF (2,117) =
3.15, p < .05), and the intention OF (2,117) = 7.45, p < .01). Post hoc comparisons
using the Tukey HSD test were used to identify the source of the main effects. For
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the credibility and the attitude scores, the only significant difference found was that
between the informative and the evaluative versions, the latter being less
persuasive. For the adventure belief and the intention scores, the evaluative
version scored significantly lower than both the informative and the evocative
versions.

5.3.3 Discussion

The hypothesis with respect to the amount of conceptual meaning was supported.
Texts containing more conceptual meaning had a positive effect on the yielding
process for subjects with a higher need for cognition. On the other hand, the
hypothesis about the amount of affective meaning had to be rejected. Before
concluding that subjects with a lower need for cognition are not sensitive to the
amount of positive affective meaning, the question should be addressed whether
the differences in the amount of affective meaning were the true differences
between the three versions.
The differences were based on the differences in affective meaning of the
individual adjectives. The adjectives were scored in isolation for affective (and
conceptual) meaning. That is, subjects scoring the adjectives were unaware of the
context in which the adjectives were to be presented. This raises questions about
the validity of the ratings. Thus, for instance, the adjective with the lowest affective
meaning was "five-hour". The affective meaning of this adjective depends heavily
on the context in which it is presented; it may be evaluated negatively within the
context of a dentist treatment, but positively within the context of a walk. Since it
is unclear which context the subjects had in mind when rating the adjectives, these
ratings may be an underestimation of the true affective meaning the adjectives had
within the context of the travel ad.

A second problem of the classification study was that no distinction had been
made between subjects with a lower need and those with a higher need for
cognition. Because these subjects differ in the mode of information processing they
are inclined to adopt, they might also differ in their ratings of the amount of
conceptual and affective meaning an adjective carries. Subjects with a lower need
for cognition might rate the amount of conceptual information of an adjective like
"beautiful" as much higher than subjects with a higher need for cognition would,
because the former are less inclined to scrutinize the arguments. To answer the
question whether the amount of affective (and conceptual) meaning would differ if
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the adjectives were rated within their context, and whether subjects with a higher
need for cognition differ in their ratings from subjects with a lower need for
Cognition, a second classification study was carried out.7

5.4 Meaning components
5.4.1

of adjectives in context

Determining the amount of affective and conceptual meaning of adjectives

in context
To assess the affective and conceptual meaning of the adjectives in context, the
same instrument as described in section 2.1 was used. The three versions differed
in the use of 34 adjectives. There were seven adjectives which appeared in the

same context in both the informative and the evocative version. These adjectives
were presented only once. This resulted in the subjects having to rate 95 adjective
& context combinations. Different adjectives appearing in the same context, e.g.,
"the 17th centwy town of Bansko, the quiet town of Bansko, the channing town of
Bansko", were distributed randomly in the booklet. A second version of the booklet
was made by reversing the order of the adjective & context combinations. After
rating the adjectives, subjects filled out the need for cognition scale as described in
section 2.4. A total of 75 subjects participated in the experiment (38 women, 37
men). The age range was between 18 and 71 with a mean of 29.5. Subjects were
run individually. The mean time for completing the booklet was one hour. The
subjects were paid for their participation.
The first hypothesis tested was that in which differences in the need for
cognition were expected to lead to differences in the rated amount of affective and
conceptual meaning. To test this hypothesis, 190 tests of an effect for need for
cognition had to be carried out (95 adjective & context combinations, each having
two scores). The MANOVA-command in SPSS-x does not enable one to test 190
dependent variables in one analysis. Therefore, eight separate MANOVA's were
used testing 20 dependent variables each, and one MANOVA testing 10 dependent
variables. In each of these analyses, the associated F-value for Wilks' A was smaller
than 1. Therefore the hypothesis had to be rejected. Subjects differing in need for
cognition rated the amount of affective and conceptual meaning the same. The
ratings were therefore collapsed over the need for cognition factor.
Second, it was tested whether the three text versions still differed from each
other on the amount of affective and conceptual meaning when using the ratings
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for the adjective & context combinations as input. For the conceptual and affective
ratings separate one-way ANOVA's were performed using text version (evaluative,
evocative, informative) as a within-texts factor. Table 5.3 contains the mean
conceptual and affective scores as a function of text version.

Table 5.3
The mean conceptual and affective scores as a function of text version

(minimum =

1,

maximum = 7)
Conceptual

Evaluative version
Evocative version
Informative version

Affective

2.87

4.77

4.26

4.58

5.14

4.69

The results for the conceptual scores revealed the same pattern as that found in
the first classification study. There was a main effect of text version
OF (2,66) =
124.29, p < .001). Contrasts revealed that all three versions differed significantly
from each other. For the affective scores there was also a main effect of text
version OF (2,66) = 3.46, p < . 05). Contrasts revealed that only the evaluative and
the evocative versions differed.
As was expected, the mean affective score of the informative text was
higher
when the adjectives were rated in context (isolation: 4.52; context:
4.69). But the
dramatic fall of the mean affective score by more than one point for the evaluative
version was not expected (isolation: 5.53; context: 4.77). Apparently, the
positive
affective meaning of a word like "beautiful", for instance, decreased when
presented within the context of "the beautiful walk".
The results of this second classification study suggest that the hypothesis about
the effect of the affective meaning for subjects with a lower need for cognition
should be tested differently. If the results of the adjectives & context classification
study represent the true differences in affective meaning, hypothesis 1 would
predict that the evaluative version would be more persuasive than the evocative
version for subjects with a lower need for cognition since these versions are the
only ones that differ in the amount of affective meaning.
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5.4.2 Reconsidering hypothesis 1

Inspection of the means in Table 5.2 for subjects with a lower need for cognition
shows that except for the credibility scores, reading the evaluative text yielded
slightly more positive beliefs about adventure, scenery, and culture, and a more
positive attitude and intention than reading the evocative text. Nevertheless, there
was no main effect of text version for subjects with a lower need for cognition

(Wilks' A = .98; F < 1).
However, there was an indication that subjects with a lower need for cognition
were more susceptible to the evaluative version than to the evocative version. The
attitude after reading the evaluative or evocative text could be compared to the

attitude of the lower need for cognition subjects in the control group (who had not
received any information about the vacation before filling out the attitude items).
If there was no difference between the attitude of the control group and the
attitude after reading one of the text versions, reading the text did not have an
effect on the yielding process. To test whether the evaluative and evocative
versions had an effect, the attitude of the 'lower need' subjects reading these texts
were compared to that of the control group using the non-parametric MannWhitney U test. The comparisons showed that reading the evaluative version
yielded a more positive attitude (control: 4.32; evaluative: 4.81; z = 2.33, p < .05),
whereas reading the evocative version did not yield a more positive attitude
(control: 4.32; evocative: 4.65; z = 1.07, p = .29). Since these comparisons are post
hoc, concern only one of the dependent variables, and do not compare directly the
evaluative version with the evocative version, their results should be interpreted
prudently.

5.5 General discussion

In this study, the effects of two components of meaning were studied: conceptual
meaning and affective meaning. The first component is related to the amount of
information that is transferred. According to the ELM, the information that
enables the reader to evaluate the topic is the argumentation in the persuasive text
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a). Therefore, differences in the amount of information
correspond to differences in the amount of argumentation. Readers who are
following the central route to attitude formation are sensitive to differences in
argumentation. That is, readers on the central route will be more persuaded by a
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text containing more arguments (as long as these arguments are strong). The
findings of this study support this claim. A travel ad containing more conceptual
meaning was more persuasive for readers travelling the central route:
Readers following the peripheral route to attitude formation are sensitive to

peripheral cues capable of evoking positive (or negative) feelings. These feelings
become associated with the attitude object. One form of peripheral cues is
believed to be the affective meaning of words. Repeatedly reading words with a
positive affective meaning was expected to affect the attitude. This claim was not
supported by the results in this study. Travel stories differing in affective meaning
were equally persuasive for readers travelling the peripheral route. Why did the
surplus of affective meaning not affect the persuasiveness of the travel ad?
To distinguish between central and peripheral processing subjects, the need for
cognition scale was used. As reported by Cacioppo and Petty (1982, exp. 3), need
for cognition and intelligence are positively related. Since the majority of the
subjects in this study had at least completed grammar school, subjects whose need
for cognition was considered low, may have been underestimated when the
complete Dutch population is taken into account. Although the distinction between
lower and higher need for cognition is corroborated by the fact that higher need
subjects had higher recognition scores than lower need subjects, the difference in
recognition scores was small (see section 5.3.1). Furthermore, the distinction
between the central and the peripheral route is an idealized one. Petty and
Cacioppo (1986) postulate an 'elaboration continuum' ranging from scrutinizing
each argument (i.e., the central route), to the absence of any argument scrutiny
(i.e., the peripheral route). Many intermediate positions on this continuum can be
distinguished, such as scrutinizing only some arguments. Different attitudinal
processes can be placed along the continuum. Eagly and Chaiken (1993, p. 324)
suggest that the conditioning of attitudes should be positioned at the extreme low
end on the continuum where argument scrutinizy is completely absent. Even if the
need for cognition score for the lower need subjects is not an underestimation, it is
difficult to believe that all or even a majority of these subjects did not pay any
attention to the arguments in the travel ad.
It is significant that experiments showing conditioning effects typically do not
use coherent texts. For instance, Cacioppo, Marshall-Goodell, Tassinary and Petty
(1992) showed conditioning effects of electric shocks on the attitude toward words
and nonwords. Cacioppo et al. used students as subjects. They did not use the need
for cognition scale or any other device to distinguish between central and
peripheral processing subjects, simply because there were no arguments to
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scrutinize. Petty and Cacioppo (1986, p. 5) view the attitude as an evaluation based
on a variety of cognitive (facts), affective (feelings), or behavioral (actions)
experiences. In the study by Cacioppo et al., subjects could base their attitude only
on their feelings, since no other information was available. The same holds for the
experiments in which the attitude was conditioned by presenting words in isolation

(Berkowitz & Knurek, 1969; Kuykendall & Keating, 1990; Staats & Staats, 1957,
1958).

In contrast, the travel ads did present a coherent description of the vacation.
Therefore, next to differences in feelings evoked by the amount of affective
meaning, subjects also found out things about the vacation upon which they could
base their attitude. Although the recognition scores suggest that subjects with a

lower need for cognition constructed a more shallow representation of the text
than did subjects with a higher need for cognition, the difference between them is
small. Therefore it is unlikely that subjects with a lower need processed the travel
ad as words in isolation while higher need subjects would construct an elaborate
representation. When asked about their attitude, lower need subjects might have
relied more upon the text representation than on the feelings they had
experienced. Furthermore, the manipulation of the amount of affective meaning
may have been simply too subtle. When the affective scores of the adjectives in
context study were used, the difference between the lowest affective meaning
(evocative version) and highest affective meaning (evaluative version) was only .19.
The difference in conceptual meaning between the evaluative version on the one
hand and the informative version on the other was almost twelve times larger: 2.27.
It is difficult to imagine how this problem could have been circumvented.
Describing the vacation as a tedious affair would certainly have increased the
range of differences in the affective meaning (and probably even changed its
valence), but it would also have resulted in an a-typical travel ad.
Critics of the classical conditioning approach suggest another explanation for
the failure of differences in the amount of affective meaning to affect the attitude.
Several researchers (e.g., Brewer, 1974; Page, 1969) have argued that conditioning
effects were found only for those subjects who were aware of the repeated pairing
of the stimulus to be conditioned (CS), e.g., the non-words in the Staats and Staats
(1957) experiment, and the unconditioned stimulus (US), the words with the
positive affective meaning. Page (1969) replicated the Staats and Staats' (1957)
experiment, but found a conditioning effect only with those subjects who were
aware of the contingency between the CS and the US. More recently, Shimp,
Stuart and Engle (1991) concluded on the basis of 21 experiments that
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conditioning effects occurred only when subjects were aware of the contingency. If
contingency awareneness is a necessary prerequisite for conditioning, it is a
plausible explanation for the absence of an affective meaning effect. In the pretest
on earlier text versions, it appeared that students were unable to flawlessly point
out which version was which, in spite of the fact that they had read all three
versions, and in spite of the fact that they knew what to look for (see note 6).
Although this pretest concerned a weaker manipulation than the one used, it is
unlikely that the subjects in the main experiment were better at detecting the
contingency. These subjects read only one version of the travel ad, and were told
that the study was about the appreciation of the text.
Althought the focus of this study was the effect of style on the yielding process,
it was shown in Chapter 1 that it is, in fact, difficult to distinguish a difference in
style from a difference in content. Indeed, it was found that adjectives differ in the
conceptual as well as the affective meaning they carry. Therefore, it can be argued
that the content was manipulated in this study. However, when comparing this
study with the one on the effects of content on the attitude toward a university
programme (Chapter 3), the differences in content between the different versions
of the travel ad are much more subtle. Whereas different attributes of the
programme were described in the study on programme choice, in this study the
same trip was described visiting the same towns and the same sights. Instead of
regarding style and content as two distinct concepts, they should be regarded as
two poles of a continuum. At the style pole of the continuum, differences in
wording lead to subtle differences in (affective) meaning, for instance, by replacing
"father" with "dad". At the content pole of the continuum, differences in wording
lead to radical differences in meaning, for instance, by substituting "father" for
"mother". In the area between these poles, it very difficult to separate style from
content. The reason for discussing this study as one on the effect of style is that
when comparing the manipulation with the one used in the study on the effects of
content on the choice of a university programme, it has to be positioned much
nearer to the style pole than that manipulation.
This study addressed the question whether the repeated use of adjectives
carrying a positive affective meaning influences the yielding process if these
adjectives are presented in a coherent text. The answer to this question appears to
be negative. Critical readers are persuaded more easily by conceptual meaning,
while more shallow readers do not seem to care whether the landscape is woody or
beautiful. Nevertheless, it is still too early to dismiss Leech's (1981) claim that the
affective meaning of words produces a favorable halo around the object described.
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However careful we should be in interpreting these findings, the comparisons
showing that the text with the highest affective meaning was successful in affecting
the attitude of the lower need readers, while the text with the lowest affective
meaning was not, do suggest that there may still be some light in Leech's halo.
Future research should encourage readers to process the texts very superficially, try
to increase the range of differences in the amount of affective meaning, and find
out whether subjects were aware of the experimental manipulation. If under those
circumstances no effect of the amount of affective meaning is found, Leech's claim
should be rejected. But until then, it is still unclear whether conditioning effects
can be found using coherent texts.

Notes
In addition to the informational and directive functions of language, Leech (1981, p. 40-41)
distinguishes expressive, phatic, and aesthetic functions. The expressive function is related to
people's ability to express their evaluations and attitudes using language. The phatic function
refers to the use of language to keeping communication lines open, and keeping social relations

1.

in good repair" (Leech, 1981, p. 41). The aesthetic function is related to the use of language in
poetry.
2.

Although related, the distinction between conceptual meaning and affective meaning is not
completely identical to the distinction between denotative and connotative meaning. The
connotative meaning is a type of evaluative meaning which is associated to the denotative
meaning, whereas the denotative meaning is the "dictionary meaning" of a word. However, the
affective meaning of an adjective like "magnificent" is not part of its connotative meaning, but of
its denotative meaning.

3.

Venkatraman, Marlino, Kardes and Sklar (1990) replicated Holbrook's (1978) experiment making
a distinction between subjects with a lower and with a higher need for cognition. They found that
the ad using factual descriptions affected the ad's persuasiveness ratings only for the subjects with
a higher need for cognition.

4.

The adjective "woody" will function better as a persuasive argument only when it evokes positive
cognitive responses. Therefore, adjectives with a large amount of affective meaning may simply
be more effective because they do not contain any information readers can take offence at

(Shimp & Preston, 1981)

5. Only 23 subjects (4.2%) had been to Bulgaria before.
6.
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At an eartier stage, three versions were written differing in only

13 adjectives on a

total of 444

Notes

words. In a pretest among 40 students Who read all three versions, it was found that the students
were unable to indicate flawlessly which version was which, even though they could compare the
texts, and even though they knew they had to look for types of adjectives. Therefore, these
versions were not used in the experiment.
7.

This study was carried out by Marjon Hendricki

8. The distinction between subjects who travel the central route and those who travel the peripheral
route is not manipulated but measured using the need for cognition scale (NFC). Confounding
factors may have covaried with NFC. It might be argued that subjects with a higher NFC are
drawn to vacations that provide intellectual stimulation, an aspect of the vacation that is more
prominent in the informative version. However, if this were true, one would expect that subjects
with a higher NFC would give the adjective & context combinations expressing the historical
aspects of the vacation more positive affective meaning scores than subjects with a lower NFC.
However, no such effect of NFC was obtained in the second classification study (see section
5.4.1). Furthermore, the fact that subjects with a higher NFC were more susceptible to versions
containing a larger amount of conceptual meaning replicates the results that Venkatraman et al.
(1990) obtained using a description of a car. (See note 3).
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A summary of the results obtained is presented in section 6.1. The limitations of
this study with respect to the texts that were used, the subjects who participated,
and the contexts in which the experiments were conducted are discussed in section
6.2. In section 6.3, a tentative model of the processing of persuasive texts is
presented along with suggestions for future research.

6.1 Overview of the results

In the first chapter, three research questions were presented addressing the effects
of content, structure, and style on the effectiveness of persuasive texts. In the
following sections, the answers obtained are recapitulated.

6.1.1 The effect

of content on persuasiveness

In Chapter 3, the research question with respect to the text's content was
addressed. This question was related to the fact that many persuasive texts are
incomplete. That is, it is often impossible to describe all aspects of an issue or all
attributes of an object. Several studies have shown that incomplete descriptions
affect a text's persuasiveness negatively. However, in these studies, the importance
of the missing information was not taken into account. It is plausible that as long
as the text contains information on the attributes the readers base their attitude
on, incompleteness does not influence the text's persuasiveness. This reasoning led
to the following research question: Does the negative effect of incompleteness on
the text's persuasiveness depend on the importance of the missing information?
To answer this question, a distinction was made between beliefs that determine
an attitude, the primary beliefs, and beliefs that do not determine an attitude, the
secondary beliefs. The primary and the secondary beliefs about choosing a
particular university programme were assessed. Two texts were written to influence
either the primary or the secondary beliefs. The texts were equally persuasive at
the beliefs' level. Reading the text on primary attributes yielded more positive
primary beliefs; reading the text on secondary attributes yielded more positive
secondary beliefs. However, only the text on primary attributes yielded a more
positive attitude. The attitude of the subjects reading the text on secondary
attributes did not differ from that of subjects receiving no information at all. These
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results were not affected by differences in the subjects' need for cognition.
The results show that the negative effect on persuasion of incomplete
descriptions is moderated by the importance of the missing attributes. As long as
the attributes described are the ones the readers base their attitude on, the text
can still be persuasive. However, when information on those attributes is not
included, the text will not be persuasive even though readers may yield to the
claims made about the unimportant attributes. That is, a text containing
information on unimportant attributes can have a positive effect at the level of
beliefs without having a similar effect on attitude because these beliefs do not
determine attitude. Therefore, the answer to the research question is affirmative:
The missing information's importance moderates the incomplete description's

effect on a text's persuasiveness.

6.1.2 The effect of structure on persuasiveness

In Chapter 4, the research question with respect to the text's structure was dealt
with. It was directed at an often used structure in persuasive texts: the problemsolution structure. The question was: Does the strategic use of the problemsolution structure influence the attention, comprehension, and yielding processes?
The popularity of the problem-solution structure may be the result of its potential
to attract and keep the readers' attention. Reading a text was regarded as a form
of exploratory behavior. Two types of exploratory behavior were distinguished: 1.
Diversive exploration: the readers read to be entertained; 2. Specific exploration:
the readers read in search of information to satisfy their curiosity. It was
investigated whether using a problem-solution structure can induce exploration of
corporate image advertisements. This could be achieved in two steps. First, the
topic of the problem description is more interesting to readers than information
about the company thereby stimulating diversive exploration of the text.
Consequently, starting with the problem will increase the chance of the text being
read. Second, reading the problem makes the readers curious about the solution
thereby stimulating specific exploration, after which they are willing to pay
attention to the company information in their search for the solution.
In the first experiment, support was found for both the diversive exploration
effect and the specific exploration effect of the problem-solution structure. Readers
paid more attention to ads starting with a problem description than to ads starting
with company information. Furthermore, after reading the problem description,
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readers were curious about the solution and willing to pay attention to the
company information when this information was positioned between the problem
and the solution. The results of the second experiment pointed out that the

diversive exploration effect of problem descriptions is restricted to a context in
which only uninteresting texts are presented. That is, when the ads are positioned
within the context of newspaper articles, they no longer get more attention when
starting with a problem description. Nevertheless, there still was an effect of
specific exploration. Reading the problem description made the readers curious
enough to read the company information when it was positioned between the
problem and the solution. In a third experiment, it was found that including the
problem-solution structure did decrease the ad's persuasiveness, regardless of the
subjects' need for cognition. This negative effect on the yielding process may have
been the result of the specific example used in the problem description.
Furthermore, when the information about the company followed the problem
description, recall was worse than when it preceded the problem and the solution
descriptions. Initial mentioning of a topic is interpreted by readers as a signal of its
importance. Therefore, if the company information was presented first, it was
stored better in memory.
On the basis of these results, one may conclude that the strategic use of
problem-solution structures influences the various stages in the persuasion process.
However, this does not imply that the effects of the problem-solution structures all
pointed in the same direction. Whereas starting with a problem description had a
positive effect on the amount of attention paid to the text, it had a negative effect
on the recall of the company information. Furthermore, inclusion of a problemsolution structure had a negative effect on the yielding process. This pattern of
results underscores the usefulness of the information-processing paradigm for text
design. If only the attention process is taken into account, company information
should be positioned between the problem and the solution descriptions. If only
the comprehension process is taken into account, one might position the company

information before the problem and the solution descriptions. If only the yielding
process is taken into account, the problem and the solution descriptions should be
left out. Using the information-processing paradigm, all three processes as well as
their relations are taken into account.
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6.1.3 The effect

of style on persuasiveness

The research question about the persuasive effect of style was addressed in
Chapter 5. This question was directed at the effects of adjectives carrying a positive
affective meaning. Experiments have shown that adjectives like "beautiful" and
"magnificent" can influence the attitude toward non-words and names through
conditioning. This effect cannot be attributed to the conceptual meaning of the
words (i.e., the dictionary meaning), but to their affective meaning (i.e., the
feelings they evoke). Experiments showing such conditioning effects presented the
adjectives in isolation. This led to the following research question: Does the
repeated use of adjectives which have a positive evaluative meaning influence the
yielding process if these adjectives are presented in a coherent text?
It was predicted that the conditioning effect would occur only for readers who
do not scrutinize arguments. Readers who do scrutinize arguments are expected to
be sensitive only to the conceptual meaning. These hypotheses were tested using a
travel ad for a hiking vacation in Bulgaria. Text versions varying in the amount of
conceptual and affective meaning were constructed by substituting adjectives like
"beautiful" for adjectives like "snowy". The amount of conceptual and affective
meaning of the adjectives was rated in a separate study. The 'Need for Cognition'
scale was used to distinguish between subjects inclined to scrutinize arguments and
those who were not. Tile hypothesis about the effect of conceptual meaning was
supported. Readers who are inclined to scrutinize arguments were convinced more
by texts containing more conceptual meaning. The hypothesis about the effect of
the affective meaning, however, was not supported: The amount of affective
meaning did not affect the text'S persuasiveness for readers who were not inclined
to scrutinize arguments. The fact that subjects read a coherent text instead of
words in isolation, may have caused them to base their attitude on information
other than the feelings evoked by the affective meaning. Furthermore, it appeared
that the manipulation of the amount of affective meaning was much weaker than
that of the amount of conceptual meaning.
The answer to the question whether adjectives are capable of conditioning
attitudes when presented in coherent texts appears to be negative. Apart from this
finding, the study also underscores the problems in studying stylistic factors in text
design. It is doubtful whether it is possible to manipulate a text's style without
affecting its content. If substituting words with other words does not lead to
differences in content in conceptual meaning, it probably leads to differences in
affective meaning. Using the techniques developed by Osgood et al. (1957) enables
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the researcher to assess the resulting differences. Therefore, it is possible to take
these differences into account when evaluating the effects of style manipulations.

6.2 Limitations of this study
In Chapter 1, several limitations of this study were discussed. The experiments in
this dissertation are about the effects of text design on attitude formation, not on
attitude change. Furthermore, whether differences in attitude would have resulted
in different behaviors fell outside the scope of these studies. However, these are
not the only limitations to the scope of the conclusions. The selection of texts,
subjects, and situations in which the experiments were conducted have
consequences for the generalizability of the results as well. These limitations will
be discussed in the following three sections.

6.2.1 Limitations as a result of text selection

In the experiments on the effects of text design on the yielding process, different
versions of one text were used. If a statistically reliable difference is found for the
different versions, this implies that a similar difference will, likely, be obtained if
the same text versions are administered to other subjects (however, see section
6.2.2). In other words, the effect of a certain text design variable is generalizable to
other subjects for a particular text. It does not imply that the text design variable
necessarily has the same effect when used in another text. Several other texts have
to be manipulated in a similar fashion, and subsequently be administered to
subjects to test whether the effects obtained are generalizable to other texts. The
results of the different texts can be analyzed and only if this analysis reveals
statistically significant effects, is the effect generalizable to other texts as well.l
Although theoretically an attractive strategy, the manipulation of different texts in
a similar fashion may pose severe problems, in practice. These problems are
related to the choice of an economical experimental design.
The problem can be illustrated by the experiments on the effects of the
problem-solution structure reported in Chapter 4. In the first experiment, the
strategy advocated above was employed. Three versions were written of fifteen
different corporate image advertisements. One version of each ad was presented to
each subject. This design made it possible to test whether the attention-attracting
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effect of the problem-solution structure would have been observed when using
different subjects, as well as when using different texts. In other words, it was to
test whether the attention-getting effect of the problem-solution structure was
generalizable to other subjects as well as to other texts. In the third experiment,
the effect of the problem-solution structure on the yielding process was studied.
Although three versions of fifteen texts were constructed, only three versions of
one text were employed in this experiment. Consequently, it was not possible to
test whether the effect of the problem-solution structure on the yielding process
would have been shown by using other texts as well. Why was a different
experimental design used in the first experiment than in the third experiment?
The design employed in the first experiment is called a within-subjects design.
In such a design, each subject is compared with him- or herself in the experimental
conditions. A comparison was made for each subject whether he or she paid more
attention to the text if it started with a description of the problem than if it started
with a description of the company. The design employed in the third experiment is
called a between-subjects design. Each subject received only one version of the
text. When the amount of yielding to the version starting with the description of
the problem was compared with the amount of yielding to the version starting with
the company information, different subjects were compared. The problem with this
design is that "any between-subjects design has the potential for being confounded
because of differences among the subjects in the two groups" (Elmes, Kantowitz &
Roediger, 1992, p. 125). This suggests that a within-subjects design is always
preferable. However, this design has its own problems, in particular, that it "brings
with it the serious risk of carryover effects from one treatment to the next, which
could result in an invalid experiment" (Elmes et al., 1992, p. 127). Carryover effects

refer to the possibility that yielding to a text may be determined not only by the
fact that the text started with a problem description, but also by the reading of a
text on a similar topic which started with company information. Carryover effects
cannot occur in between-subjects designs because all of the subjects read only one
of the text versions in this type of design.
Whether a within-subjects or a between-subjects design is chosen depends on
the probability that a carryover effect will occur. In the first experiment, subjects
did not have to, and in fact did not, read each text completely. In the third
experiment, subjects had to read the whole text. In the first experiment, the
dependent variable was the point in the text at which the subject stopped reading.
To this end, the subject had to make one decision: Do I want to read on or not?
This decision is made naturally when reading texts in newspapers, magazines, etc..
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In the third experiment, the dependent variables were attitude, beliefs, and
intention. To obtain these results, subjects were asked to indicate on a number of
seven-point scales the extent to which they agreed with a statement or word.
Normally, such a decision does not have to be made. The decision requires quite
some reflection on the text which had just been read. Had a within-subjects design
been chosen in the third experiment, the subjects would have been required to
read fifteen texts completely, and to reflect on each of the texts in order to give
their opinion. This procedure might have sensitized subjects to the manipulation of
the texts because all of the texts consisted of three paragraphs on three topics
(problem, solution, company). The probability that a carryover effect would occur
would have been much higher in the third experiment than in the first experiment.
Therefore, a within-subjects design was employed in the first experiment and a
between-subjects design in the third:

If one wants to test the generalizability of the effect to other texts, the use of a
between-subjects design has strong implications for the number of subjects needed.
In the case of the problem-solution structure experiment, for instance, 45 different
text versions were used (15 topics, 3 versions of each topic). In a between-subjects
design, each subject reads only one of the versions. This results in the need for 45
subject groups. The risk in using between-subjects designs is that the groups will
not be equivalent. This risk can be minimized by (1) allocating subjects randomly
to one of the groups, and (2) making the groups sufficiently large. The smaller the
group, the higher the probability that the groups will differ from each other. In the
experiment on the effects of the problem-solution structure on the yielding process,
each group consisted of 54 subjects. If all 45 versions were to be entered into the
experiment, a total of (45 versions x 54 subjects =) 2,430 subjects would be
needed. Such a number is usually out of reach to most researchers. This implies
that although testing for the generalizibility of a text design variable is desirable, it
may pose insurmountable practical problems. It also underscores the need for
replicating the effects text design variables using texts on other topics. If the results
are replicated using another issue, the generalizability of the effect is supported.
The replication of results obtained by other researchers can provide valuable
insights into the pervasiveness of the effects of text design variables.
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6.2.2 Limitations with respect to the subjects

In the previous section, it was asserted that statistically significant effects of text
design variables imply that a similar difference will be obtained if the texts are
read by different subjects. However, some restrictions are in order, with respect to
this assertion. A significant effect only implies that similar differences will be
obtained for different subjects as long as they are sufficiently similar to the ones
who took part in the experiment. In Chapter 3, for instance, the experiment on the
effect of incomplete descriptions was described. All of the subjects in that
experiment were grammar school students in their final or penultimate year.
Therefore, the subject group was very homogeneous with respect to reading ability
and age. The results obtained from this group are not generalizable to other
subjects differing in age or level of education. Such subjects may respond
differently to the incompleteness of the description. This lack of generalizability is
the most obvious for the experiment employing only grammar school students as
subjects. However, similar objections can be raised against the other two studies.
Although the characteristics of these subjects were more varied, the subjects were
relatively young and had received a relatively high education.
In many text design experiments, the subjects are students, i.e., relatively young
and relatively intelligent. This is caused by the difficulties and costs involved in
obtaining a more heterogeneous group of subjects (Mulac & Kunkel, 1989, p. 66).
Several experiments have been conducted in which the responses of the "student"
subjects were compared to the responses of older nonstudent subjects to assess
whether the use of students as subjects threathens the generalizability of the
results. These experiments were on the rating of language-use factors, such as,
obscene language, foreign and regional accent, and gender-linked language. In a
review of these studies, Mulac and Kunkel (1989, p. 67) concluded that "of the 18
potential statistical interactions between rater group and the independent variable

of primary concern in these six studies (...), only one showed an effect approaching
statistical significance." This suggests that, at least for ratings of language use, the
generalizability of such findings is not necessarily restricted by using students as
subjects.

Hoeken et al. (1993) studied the generalizability problem in an experiment on
the comprehension of and yielding to information on product labels. The
information on the product labels could be thematically organized or not, and this
thematic organization could be signaled by headings or not. The experiment was
conducted using two different subject groups: the typical student subjects, and
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older nonstudents. An interaction between thematic organization and subject group
was obtained for the comprehension scores. Comprehension was facilitated when
the information was organized thematically for the students group, whereas
comprehension was not influenced by thematic organization for the nonstudents
group. With respect to the persuasiveness scores, students and nonstudents
responded in a similar fashion. There were no significant interactions between
subject group and organization or signaling, for any of the dependent variables.
This finding suggests that one should be cautious in generalizing results obtained
by employing students as subjects when comprehension is involved. With respect to
yielding to the text, the results are in accordance with the rating studies reported in
Mulac and Kunkel (1989). However, comprehension is a necessary prerequisite to
yielding under certain conditions. Under such conditions, results obtained using
students as subjects must be interpreted prudently with respect to their
generalizability.

6.2.3 Limitations with respect to the situation

The situation in which the experiments are conducted can also have implications
for the generalizability of the results. First of all, subjects were required to read
the whole text in the experiments on the effects of text design on the yielding
process. In everyday life, however, readers can stop reading whenever they want.
As soon as they have determined that the text is not interesting to them, readers
switch to another text or to another activity. However, the experiments reported
were about the effects of text design variables on the yielding process. A necessary
prerequisite to this process is that attention is given to the text. The probability
that the text design variable influenced the yielding process is greatest when the
text is read completely. Therefore, if no effect on yielding is found under these
conditions, the chances are even slimmer that the variable will influence the
yielding process in situations in which it is up to the readers whether they pay
attention to the text or not.
This line of reasoning may be particularly applicable to the effects of
peripheral cues on the yielding process. Peripheral cues are believed to influence
the yielding process primarily when readers do not scrutinize the arguments.
Whether readers decide to scrutinize the arguments or not is determined by the
personal relatedness of the issue and their prior knowledge of the issue. These
factors are also related to the decision whether to read the text or not.
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Consequently, subjects who lack prior knowledge of the issue and do not regard
the issue as personally related will be inclined neither to read the text nor to

scrutinize the arguments. Therefore, they will be more susceptible to peripheral
cues. In the experimental situation they are required to pay attention to a text they
would, otherwise, have ignored. However, they will not be inclined to scrutinize the
argument but to base their attitude on a peripheral cue. If, under such conditions,

no effect of a peripheral cue is found, it is unlikely that such an effect will occur
outside the laboratory. Conversely, if an effect of peripheral cues were found, this
would not imply that it occurs under more natural circumstances. Under those
conditions, readers who pay attention to the text would be inclined to scrutinize
the arguments, and, consequently, they would be less susceptible to peripheral
cues.

Related to the requirement that subjects read the text completely is that the
texts were presented in isolation. Usually, texts are read within the context of other
texts. With respect to the attention process, the context has a strong effect, as was
shown by the results reported in Chapter 4 (Experiment 2). The amount of
attention given to a text depends on the interestingness of the preceding texts.

Presenting a text in isolation eradicates the effects of such a context. Although the
context was taken into account in the experiments on the effect of the problemsolution structure on the attention process, these experiments deviated from
normal reading conditions in yet another way. The texts were presented on a
computer screen sentence by sentence which made it impossible to reread previous
sentences. However, this presentation mode does not necessarily produce results
incomparable with a situation in which readers read from paper (see section 4.5).
The manners in which the experiments were conducted deviated from normal
reading conditions. However, it is difficult to conceive how these deviations could
have been eliminated. Interpreting the effects of text design on the yielding
process, for example, is difficult if it is left to the readers to decide whether to read
the text completely or not. In such a design, any difference observed can be the
result of effects on the attention process or of effects on the yielding process.
Similarly, when presenting texts on paper, it is difficult to reliably assess the
amount of attention paid to the text. To circumvent these problems, the reading
conditions and presentation mode were controlled. It is desirable to replicate the
effects obtained under more normal reading conditions. However, such an
undertaking is fruitful only when the effects are obtainable.
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6.3 Direction for future research
6.3.1 The need for a framework

A substantial amount of research has been conducted to investigate the effects of
text design variables on the persuasiveness of texts. The accumulation of results
can easily lead to a confusing jungle of contradictory results. In order to make
sense out of the results reported in the literature, a framework is needed. A model
of the effects of text design variables on the persuasion process can function as
such a framework. Furthermore, hypotheses can be derived from such a model
thereby stimulating research to test the model or to refine it.
Although seemingly straightforward, such an approach may lead to severe
problems. An example of these problems can be found in the literature on word
recognition. The experiments on word recognition address the question of how
readers recognize words and access the correct lexical entry in their mental lexicon.
Several hypotheses on the functioning of this process have been put forward.
Simply testing each hypothesis to see which prediction is confirmed seems the most
promising strategy. However, this conception may prove to be naive, as can be
deducted from the following statement by Forster (1979, p. 21): "I would go so far
as to claim that for any given hypothesis about the nature of the language
processor, there is at least one task that will apparently produce clear evidence in
favor of that hypothesis and at least one that will seem to equally clearly
disconfirm it." Compared with the processes occurring in persuasion, word
recognition is a relatively simple process. If such a process poses problems for a
clear test of competing models, these problems may be insurmountable when
studying the persuasion process.
The problems may, indeed, prove to be insurmountable in attempts to construct
a model in which there is a rigid relationship between text design variables and
persuasive effects. Following Forster's claim, it can be argued that an experiment
can be designed producing clear evidence in favor of any given hypothesis about
the persuasive effect of a text design variable as well as one that clearly

disconfirms it. In fact, the research literature contains many examples supporting
this claim. Ascribing information to a more credible source, for instance, has been
shown to be more persuasive, equally persuasive, or less persuasive than ascribing
the same information to a less credible source (O'Keefe, 1990): Such findings
show the flexibility of the persuasion process; the effect of a text design variable
depends on the characteristics of the reader. Causal relations between text design
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variables and persuasive effects can be stated only for readers with similar
characteristics.
Does this line of reasoning imply that researchers in the field of text design
should refrain from developing models of the processing of persuasive texts? On
the contrary, it underscores the need to conceptualize the persuasion process as a
process of which the outcome depends as much on the characteristics of the text as
on the characteristics of the reader. In the next section, a tentative model of the
processing of persuasive texts is presented. The model is based on the results of
the experiments presented in this dissertation and on the research literature

reviewed in Chapter 1.

6.3.2 A tentative model of the processing of persuasive texts
three decisions were discussed which are crucial in the processing of
persuasive texts: Deciding to read the text or not, deciding to scrutinize the
arguments or not, and deciding to yield to the text or not. First, the reader has to
decide whether or not to read the text. This decision is based on two factors: (1)
The readers' need to use their cognitive assimilation capacity, and (2) the

In Chapter

1,

interestingness of the text. These two factors will both be discussed.
A text is read because of the readers' need to use their cognitive assimilation
capacity. When readers are bored, this need will be great, and a text does not have
to be very interesting to be read; when readers are tired, under stress, or have
already processed lots of information, the need will be low, and a text will have to
be very interesting in order to be read. Apart from situational factors which
influence the need to use the cognitive assimilation capacity, there are individual
differences, as well. People differ in their need to use this capacity. The need for
cognition scale may be successful in operationalizing such differences. People

scoring high on need for cognition are more inclined to use their cognitive
assimilation capacity than people scoring low on need for cognition. The need to
use cognitive assimilation capacity sets a sort of 'interestingness' threshold. If a text
exceeds or equals this threshold, it will be read; if it does not exceed or equal the
threshold, it will be ignored.
A text's interestingness score is the result of the interaction between reader and
text characteristics. Three characteristics of this interaction deserve special
attention: (1) the reader's prior knowledge of the issue, (2) the personal
relatedness of the issue to the reader, and (3) the relation between the position
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advocated in the text and the reader's attitude. The relation between the reader's

prior knowledge and the text's interestingness is curvilinear: The interestingness is
low when the reader has little or no prior knowledge, increases as more is known,
and then decreases when the reader already knows everything contained in the
text. In other words, the text's content has to be new, because if readers already
know what is in the text, there is nothing to assimilate. In order to be pleasant, the
attempt to cognitive assimilation has to be successful. The likelihood of the

of information is greater when readers are knowledgeable of
a topic. If readers have prior knowledge, this enables them to assimilate
information swiftly and effectively. In addition to the text's content, the text's style
can influence this factor by underscoring the novelty of the information. The use of
questions may alert readers to the fact that they lack the knowledge to answer
them, and that the answers can likely be found in the text.
The second factor is the personal relatedness of the issue. The text may address
an issue in which the reader has taken a personal interest. The text's style may
alert the readers to its personal relatedness by, for instance, directly addressing the
reader.
A third factor may come into play if the text is on an issue about which the
reader has already an opinion. Readers may try to avoid information that
contradicts their opinions and attitude or seek information that corroborates their
opinions: If the text adresses an issue the reader has no opinion on, the text's
interestingness is unaffected.
It follows from this discussion that content and style can have a direct effect on
the text's interestingness, whereas structure cannot. The decision to pay attention
to the text is based on reading the title and, possibly, the first sentences of the text.
The content and style of the title and these sentences lead to the expectation that
the text will contain novel information on a topic the readers is interested in. If a
reader decides to pay attention to the text on the basis of this expectation,
structure can help to keep the reader's attention, as was shown in Chapter 4.
Figure 6.1 lists the factors relevant to the decision to read a text. The factors have
been dichotomized for simplicity's sake; in actuality, there is a continuum between,
for instance, more or less personal relatedness.
successful assimilation
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Factors which influence the threshold to use the cognitive assimilation capacity
Has the reader recently used his or her cognitive assimilation capacity?
Yes

=

The threshold to use the cognitive assimilation capacity

is

raised

The threshold to use the cognitive assimilation capacity is lowered
No
Does the reader have a high or low need for cognition?
The threshold to use the cognitive assimilation capacity Is
High need
lowered
The threshold to use the cognitive assimilation capacity is raised
Low need

Factors which influence the text's interestingness
Is the content novel to the reader but related to his or her prior knowledge?
Text's interestingness increases

Yes

Text's interestingness decreases
No
Is the content personally related to the reader')

Yes

=

Text's interestingness increases

Text's interestingness decreases
Does the reader have an attitude concerning the issue?
=
Is the content on the issue in accordance with the reader's position?
Yes
Text's interestingness increases
Yes
+
Text's interestingness decreases
No
Text's interestingness unaffected
No
Does the style underscore the novelty of the text's content?
Text's interestingness increases
Yes
Text's interestingness decreases
No
Does the style underscore the personal relatedness of the text's content?
+
Text's interestingness increases
Yes
Text's interestingness decreases
No
No

-·

Criterion for deciding whether or not to read the text
Does the text's interestingness score exceed or equal the threshold set by the reader's need
to use his or her cognitive assimilation capacity?
Yes
The reader decides to read the text
The reader decides not to read the text
No

Figure 6.1 The factors which determine the decision to read a text

The second decision readers have to take is whether or not to scrutinize the
arguments. In the Elaboration Likelihood Model of Petty and Cacioppo (1986a) as
well as in Chaiken's (1987) Heuristic Systematic Model, ability and motivation are
taken as the factors that determine this decision. In these models, ability and
independent prerequisites for argument scrutiny. In
extreme cases, they are indeed independent, that is, if readers are incapable of
argument scrutiny because they lack the knowledge to do so, no argument scrutiny
will occur, no matter how motivated they are. At the other extreme, if readers are
completely unmotivated to scrutinize the arguments, no argument scrutiny will
occur no matter how capable they are of doing so. Between these two extremes,

motivation are presented
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however, ability and motivation influence each other.
This point can be illustrated by discussing the two principles that determine the
readers' motivation to scrutinize arguments: the sufficiency principle and the least
effort principle (see section 1.4.2). The sufficiency principle states that people
aspire to a certain degree of confidence about the correctness of their attitude.

They will try to reach this aspired degree while exerting as little cognitive effort as
possible (the least effort principle). If this degree of confidence can be based on
heuristics or peripheral cues, readers will not scrutinize the arguments. However, if
such strategies do not produce the aspired degree of confidence, readers will
scrutinize the arguments in order to reach the threshold set by the sufficiency
principle. What remains implicit in this proposal is that the amount of cognitive
effort needed to scrutinize the arguments is determined by the readers' ability to
do so. Readers differ in the effort needed to scrutinize the arguments due to
differences in their ability. Argument scrutiny may proceed rather effortlessly for
readers who are knowledgeable of an issue, whereas the same text may pose great
difficulties for readers who are less knowledgeable of the issue. Furthermore, the
text design can facilitate the scrutinizing of the arguments by presenting them as
clearly as possible.
The decision to scrutinize the arguments is based on two factors: (1) the need
to feel confident about one's attitude, and (2) the effort needed to scrutinize the
arguments. The need to feel confident about one's attitude sets a threshold for the
amount of cognitive effort one is willing to spend. If the effort needed to scrutinize
the arguments exceeds this threshold, the reader will decide not to scrutinize the
arguments; if it does not exceed the threshold, the reader will decide to scI'utinize
the arguments. The text design can influence the decision to scrutinize by (1)
increasing the reader's need to feel confident about his or her attitude, and by (2)
decreasing the effort needed to scrutinize the arguments.
The need to feel confident about one's attitude is determined by issueindependent and issue-dependent factors (cf. section 1.4.1). People differ in their
need to feel confident about their attitude, a difference that can be operationalized
using the need for cognition scale. In addition to this issue-independent factor,
there is an important issue-dependent factor: If the text's content has important
personal consequences for a reader, the need to feel confident about one's attitude
increases. Likewise, if the text's content has no personal relation to a reader, the
reader's need to feel confident about his or her attitude decreases. If the reader
already has a specific attitude concerning the issue, the text's content could raise
doubts about the correctness of this attitude. Siero and Doosje (1993) argue that
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readers will be more inclined to scrutinize the arguments when they neither agree
nor disagree with the position advocated in the text. In that case, readers regard
the position as different from their own and possibly correct, which implies that
their current attitude may be incorrect. If, on the other hand, the position either
strongly deviates from the readers' attitude or it more or less corresponds to their
attitude, they will be less inclined to do so. In the former case, the position
advocated will be regarded as clearly incorrect, whereas in the latter case, the
position advocated will be regarded as in agreement with one's own.
The effort needed to scrutinize the arguments is determined by the text's
content and its structure. If the text'S content is related to the reader's prior
knowledge, less effort will be required for argument scrutiny. Furthermore, if
readers possess relevant prior knowledge to the arguments under consideration
writers can try to activate this knowledge by presenting an example (see the
discussion of the advance organizers in section 1.5.2). The structure can decrease
the effort needed to scrutinize the arguments by clearly relating the elements in
the text and signaling these relations. Figure 6.2 lists the factors relevant to the
decision whether or not to scrutinize arguments. Again, the factors have been
dichotomized for the sake of simplicity.
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Factors which influence the need to feel confident about the attitude
Does the reader have a high or low need for cognition?
Need to feel confident increases
High need
.
Low need
Need to feel confident decreases
Does the issue have important personal consequences for the reader?
Yes

-

Need to

feel confident increases

No
Need to feel confident decreases
Does the reader have an attitude concerning the issue?

Yes

-

Does the reader neither agree nor disagree with the
Yes
Need to feel confident increases
No
Need to feel confident decreases

No

-

Need to

text's position?

feel confident is unaffected

Factors which influence the effort needed for argument scrutiny
Is the text's content directly related to the reader's prior knowledge?
Yes

No

Effort

-

needed

for

argument scrutiny decreases

Does the text contain information that activates any other relevant prior
knowledge?
Yes

-

Effort

needed

for

argument scrutiny decreases

-·
No
Effort needed for argument scrutiny increases
Does the text's structure clearly relate the elements in the text?
Yes
Is the text structure appropriately signaled?
Yes
Effort needed for argument scrutiny decreases
v
No
Effort needed for argument scrutiny increases
-·
No
Effort needed for argument scrutiny increases

Criterion for deciding whether or not to scrutinize the arguments
Is the effort needed for argument scrutiny less or equal to the effort the reader is willing to
spend as a result of the need to feel confident about his or her attitude?
Yes
The reader decides to scrutinize the arguments
+
No
The reader decides not to scrutinize the arguments

Figure 6.2 The factors which determine the decision to scrutinize the
argunnents

The third decision readers have to make is whether or not to yield to the text. This
decision is based on their perception that the position advocated in the text is
correct. One important distinction in this respect is whether or not they already
have an attitude concerning the issue. If they already have an attitude, readers will
decide to yield to the text only if they are more confident about the correctness of
the position advocated than they are about their own attitude. If readers do not
have an existing attitude with regard to the issue, the criterion for yielding to the
text is that the degree to which they are confident about the correctness of the
position advocated equals or exceeds the degree to which they feel the need to be
confident about their attitude. In accordance with the sufficiency principle, readers
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aspire to a certain degree of confidence about the correctness of their attitude. If
reading the text makes the readers confident enough about the correctness of the
position advocated, they will yield to the text. If not, they will not yield to it.
Different dimensions of the text design influence confidence about the
correctness of the position advocated depending on whether or not readers have
decided to scrutinize the arguments. If readers scrutinize the arguments, their
perception of the correctness of the position advocated will depend on the
(argumentative) content of the text. If a thorough evaluation of this content leads
to the generation of positive cognitive responsess, confidence in the correctness of
the position advocated will increase; if it leads to the generation of negative
cognitive responses, this confidence will decrease. In order to generate positive
cognitive responses, the arguments presented have to be relevant and forceful. If
readers do not scrutinize the arguments, their perception of the correctness of the
position advocated will depend on peripheral cues or on the application of
heuristics. The text's content, structure, and style can influence this process. The
use of an appropriate style and clear structure, for example, may affect the
perception of the writer's competence which, in turn, may influence the yielding
process when readers apply the heuristic "competent writers are usually right".
Apart from a difference in susceptibility to different dimensions of the text, the
decision whether or not to scrutinize has another important implication, as well. If
readers scrutinize the arguments, they will feel more confident about their opinion
about the correctness of the position advocated than if they do not. This is true of
an existing attitude as well as an attitude that is the result of reading a text. Figure
6.3 lists the factors which determine the decision whether or not to yield to the
text. Again, the factors have been dichotomized for the sake of simplicity. Not all
possible text factors have been included in this figure. See section 1.4.3 for a
review.
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Factors which influence confidence that the existing attitude is correct
Does the reader already have an attitude on the issue which is opposite to the one
advocated?
Yes -

No

-•

Is

the existing attitude based on argument scrutiny?

Yes Confidence that the existing attitude is correct increases
No
Confidence that the existing attitude is correct is unaffected
No existing attitude criterion available

Factors which influence confidence that the position advocated is correct
Has the reader decided to scrutinize the arguments?
Yes -

1.

2.

No -

1.

2.

Confidence that reading the text leads to a correct attitude increases

Does argument scrutiny of the argumentative content lead to the
generation of cognitive responses?
-•
Yes
Are these responses positive or negative?
Confidence that the position
Positive
advocated Is correct Increases
.
Confidence that the position
Negative
advocated is correct decreases
No
Confidence that the position advocated is correct is
unaffected
Confidence that reading the text leads to a correct attitude decreases
Is there any content, structure, or style factor functioning as a peripheral
cue or stimulating the application of a heuristic?
Yes
Does it result in a positive or a negative decision?
Poskive

Negative

No

-

-

Confidence that the position

-

advocated is correct increases
Confidence that the position
advocated is correct decreases

Confidence that the advocated position

is

correct is

unaffected

Criterion for deciding whether or not to yield to the text
Does the reader already have an attitude concerning the issue which is incompatible with the
one advocated?
Yes Does the confidence that the position advocated is correct exceed the
confidence that the existing attitude is correct?
Yes
The reader decides to yield to the text
No
The reader decides not to yield to the text
No -·
Does the confidence that the position advocated is correct exceed or equal the
threshold set by the need to feel confident about one's attitude?
4
Yes
The reader decides to yield to the text
-·
No
The reader decides not to yield to the text

Figure 6.3 The factors which determine the decision to yield

The tentative model presented in this section is a preliminary answer to the
questions of which cognitive processes are involved in attaining the goal set for the
text, and how content, structure, and style influence these processes. It is,
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preliminary, because many of the aspects need further clarification. It is unlikely,
for instance, that each factor will determine the decisions in the processing of
persuasive text to the same extent. The text's interestingness will be determined
more by the relation to the reader's prior knowledge than by his or her existing
attitude. Furthermore, factors such as personal relatedness and prior knowledge
are probably related to each other. Readers possess more prior knowledge of
topics which are personally related than of topics which are not.
Another issue is the nature of the relations between text design and the effects
texts have. In the model, they are described as linear, e.g., the clearer the
structure, the less effort is needed to scrutinize the arguments, or, the use of direct
address leads to an increase in perceived personal relatedness, which in turn may
lead to a higher 'interest' score. These relations are assumed to hold, everything
else being equal. However, it is possible that under some conditions there is a
curvilinear relation between the text characteristics and their results. For instance,
for readers with adequate background knowledge, an impoverished structure may
enhance the learning of the information (Kintsch, 1994). Likewise, addressing the
readers directly may have negative effects on their interest in the information if it
relates negative information to the reader, e.g., If you have done some time in jail
(Jansen, 1989). In future research, it would be fruitful to investigate the extent to
which the effects of text design variables depend on other characteristics of the
situation.
The model's major contribution is that it specifies at which decisions in the
processing of persuasive texts which dimensions of the text design can have an
effect. As such, it can guide the direction of future research on the design of
persuasive texts. With respect to content, structure, and style, several interesting
questions present themselves. For instance, the content of the text plays an
important role in the decision to pay attention to the text. Many texts will not
reach the interestingness threshold because their topics are not interesting enough.
Writers can try to circumvent this problem by starting the text with a topic readers
are interested in. However, as was shown in the experiments on the problemsolution structure, this strategy has consequences for the perceived importance of
the information the writer wants to transfer. Future research should be directed at
the question of under which conditions the inclusion of interesting topics does
attract the readers' attention without hindering the processing of the more
important information. It will be fruitful to take into account the research on
"seductive details" in educational psychology. In that line of research, the question
is under which conditions the inclusion of interesting details hinders the learning of
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the main points.
Content can also influence the decision to scrutinize the arguments. The
cognitive effort needed to do so can be reduced by increasing the text's
comprehensibility. This can be achieved by presenting an example which activate
relevant prior knowledge (see the discussion of the advance organizers in section
1.5.2). The presentation of such an example can have two effects: Apart from
increasing the text's comprehensibility, it can influence the decision whether or not
to read the text by presenting information on a more interesting topic. It will be
intere,ting to study whether using examples influences the decision to scrutinize
the arguments as well as to read the text.
The decision to yield to the text is strongly determined by the text's content as
well. In Chapter 3, it was shown that including attitude-relevant arguments is
necessary to obtain yielding effects. Apart from being relevant, arguments should
be strong in order to influence the yielding process. This raises the question of
what makes an argument strong, and whether this depends on its presentation.
Areni and Lutz (1988) argued that argument strength depends both on the
perceived probability that an issue will have a consequence, and on the perceived
evaluation of this consequence. Text design should address the question of which
text characteristics determine the perceived probability and the evaluation of a
consequence.

Structure can facilitate the scrutinizing of the arguments. Furthermore, an
appropriate structure that is clearly signaled may improve the perception of the
writer's competence, which in turn may influence the decision to yield to the text
or not. This implies that a clear structure can have positive or negative effects on
the outcome of the persuasion process. When the readers do not scrutinize the
arguments and use the perception of the writer's competence as a heuristic, a clear
structure will have a positive effect. When a clear structure leads to argument
scrutiny, and the arguments presented are weak, a clear structure will have a
negative effect on the outcome of the persuasion process.
Style can influence the extent to which a text is considered interesting. As the
number of texts produced is still increasing, the question of how to secure the
readers' attention becomes an increasingly important one. Style can also influence
the perception of the writer's image. The relation between the choice of words and
the perception of the writer's competence, trustworthiness, and attractiveness is
important, especially if the reader has to rely on the text to form an opinion about
the writer. Furthermore, the extent to which the affective meaning components of
words influence the overall evaluation of the topic may merit further research.
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The results of the studies proposed in this agenda will doubtless lead to
modifications of the model. The model's primary function is to identify the factors
that are crucial in the processing of persuasive texts. As such, it helps to integrate
the results obtained by past research, and it can guide future research on the
effects of text design. With respect to the writer's practice, it can help writers to
take effective decisions when designing persuasive texts. As such, it links
fundamental questions about the processing of persuasive texts with practical
advice about the design of such texts. Establishing the link between text
characteristics and the processing of the text on the one hand, and between
fundamental questions and practical advice on the other, are goals researchers in
the field of discourse studies try to attain. Therefore, the study of text design
deserves a place at the core of the study of discourse. However, this position has
already been claimed for several other issues in the field of discourse studies (J.
Sanders, 1994, p. 205; T. Sanders, 1992, p. 180; Spooren, 1989, p. 157). Hence, I
propose to position the study of the design of persuasive texts at the intersection of
discourse studies, social psychology and cognitive psychology. I hope to have shown
in this dissertation that such a position is a fruitful one.

Notes
1.

See Clark (1973) and Forster and Dickinson (1976) for more detailed discussions of the
consequences for the statistical analysis of the data.

2.

The danger of carryover effects in within-subjects designs is not restricted to the problem-solution
structure experiment. In Chapter 3, it was argued that the fact that no negative persuasion effects
of incomplete descriptions had been found while other researchers had reported such an effect
could be attributed to differences in design. When employing a within-subjects design subjects
may become more aware of the incompleteness of the information compared with subjects in a
between-subjects design.

3. A more credible source will influence the persuasion process when the readers do not scrutinize
the arguments. When readers do scrutinize the arguments, source credibility will not influence
the persuasion process. A less credible source can be more persuasive when advocating a position
the readers have already taken. In that case, readers may actively generate arguments in favor of
this position and thereby strengthen their attitude, because they doubt that the (low credibility)
source can build a strong case him- or herself (0'Keefe, 1990, pp. 142-143).

4. The reason for avoiding a text that takes an opposite position may lie in the difficulty of
assimilating the information in that text. The readers' attitude is based on a number of beliefs. A
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text that argues against that attitude probably contains information irreconcilable with the

information the readers have based their attitude on. Therefore, there is only a slim chance that
this information can be assimilated with their own beliefs. Because cognitive assimilation is the
goal of reading the text and the chance that they will be successful at that is slight, readers will
tend to avoid texts that take positions opposite to their own. Along the same line of reasoning
reading a text that contains information that corroborates the readers' attitude will be enjoyable.
5.

Argument scrutiny is defined as the relating of new information to existing knowledge, which is a
process that can lead to generating responses (see section 1.4.1 for a more elaborate discussion).
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Samenvatting
Veel teksten zijn bedoeld om de meningen, houdingen of zelfs het gedrag van hun
lezers te beinvloeden. Postbus 51 folders, ingezonden brieven, reclame, verkiezingsprogramma's, al deze teksten zijn geschreven om mensen ergens van te weerhouden (bijv. dronken achter het stuur kruipen) of juist toe aan te zetten (bijv.
koop die nieuwe auto, stem op deze partij). Om dit gedrag te beinvloeden,
proberen schrijvers de evaluatie van het gedrag te beYnvloeden, bijv. dronken
achter het stuur kruipen is slecht, deze nieuwe auto is geweldig, deze partij heeft
goede ideeen over hoe Nederland bestuurd zou moeten worden. Deze evaluatie
wordt de attitude genoemd. Teksten die geschreven zijn om een attitude te
beinvloeden, worden persuasieve teksten genoemd. Het idee achter het proberen
te beinvloeden van de attitude is dat als mensen dronken achter het stuur kruipen
slecht vinden, ze niet zo snel dronken achter het stuur zullen kruipen, of, als ze
een bepaalde auto geweldig vinden, ze meer geneigd zullen zijn die auto te kopen.
Ik heb mij in dit proefschrift beziggehouden met de vraag hoe persuasieve teksten
de vorming van een attitude kunnen beYnvloeden en welke rol kenmerken van de
tekst daarbij kunnen spelen.

In het eerste hoofdstuk geef ik een overzicht van de factoren die een rol spelen
wanneer het lezen van een tekst leidt tot het beYnvloeden van de attitude. De
eerste groep factoren die dat proces bepalen zijn de kenmerken van de tekst. Ik
maak onderscheid tussen de informatie die in de tekst staat (de inhoud), de manier
waarop die informatie is geordend (de structuur), en de wijze waarop die
informatie is verwoord (de stijl). Stel, ik wil u overtuigen van de noodzaak dat u de
auto wat vaker moet laten staan. Ik kan dan zeggen dat dat beter is voor het
milieu, beter voor uw portemonnaie of beter voor uw figuur (inhoud). Ik kan
beginnen met de consequenties voor het milieu of met de consequenties voor uw
figuur (structuur). Ten slotte kan ik bij de verwoording van de argumenten gebruik
maken van frases als "een gezet figuur" danwel "een vette pens" (stijl).
De tweede groep factoren die van belang zijn bij het beYnvioedingsproces wordt

gevormd door de keuzes die de lezer maakt. Daarbij staan drie keuzes centraal:
(1) Besteed ik aandacht aan de tekst? (2) Ga ik de argumenten kritisch
beoordelen? (3) Laat ik mij overtuigen door de tekst? In het eerste hoofdstuk
wordt een overzicht gegeven van de factoren die deze keuzes beYnvloeden. Of
lezers aandacht besteden aan de tekst hangt af van de vraag of ze geYnteresseerd
zijn in het onderwerp en of het onderwerp persoonlijk gerelateerd is. Postzegelverzamelaars zijn meer geYnteresseerd in een tekst over een postzegelruilbeurs dan
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niet-verzamelaars (interesse), en deze interesse kan nog worden vergroot als die
beurs in de eigen woonplaats wordt gehouden (persoonlijke gerelateerdheid).
Nadat lezers besloten hebben dat ze aandacht gaan besteden aan de tekst,
moeten ze beslissen of ze de argumenten in de tekst kritisch gaan beoordelen of
niet. Hierbij spelen twee factoren een rol: motivatie en capaciteit. Bij motivatie
draait het om de vraag of de lezer de argumenten kritisch wH beoordelen. In veel
gevallen hebben mensen geen zin om dat te doen. Er zullen bijv. niet veel mensen
wakker liggen van de vraag of het nieuwe ontwerp inderdaad tot een beter maand-

verband leidt. Daarnaast speelt capaciteit een belangrijke rol. Hierbij draait het
om de vraag of de lezer de argumenten kritisch kan beoordelen. Veel mensen
vinden het belangrijk dat ze op de, voor hen, juiste politieke partij stemmen. Ze
zijn dus gemotiveerd om de argumenten kritisch te beoordelen. Helaas is het

terrein waarop de politiek zich beweegt zo breed, en de vraagstukken zo complex,
dat het voor de lezer vaak onmogelijk is om alle argumenten kritisch te
beoordelen. De meeste lezers missen de capaciteit voor het kritisch beoordelen
van de argumenten waarom het zo belangrijk is het financieringstekort versneld
terug te dringen. Pas als de lezer de argumenten kritisch wil beoordelen
(motivatie), en dat ook kan (capaciteit), dan zal de lezer besluiten om de

argumenten kritisch te beoordelen. Als de lezer het of niet kan of niet wil, of
allebei, dan zal hij of zij besluiten de argumenten niet kritisch te beoordelen.
De laatste beslissing die de lezers moeten nemen, is of ze zich laten overtuigen

door de tekst. Als de lezers hebben besloten om de argumenten kritisch te
beoordelen, dan laten ze zich alleen overtuigen door de kracht van de argumenten.
Als ze de argumenten sterk en relevant vinden, zullen ze besluiten om zich te laten
overtuigen door de tekst; als ze de argumenten zwak en irrelevant vinden, zullen
ze besluiten om zich niet te laten overtuigen door de tekst. Maar ook als mensen
hebben besloten om de argumenten niet kritisch te beoordelen, kunnen ze zich
toch laten overtuigen. Daarbij maken ze dan gebruik van vuistregels. Bij het
stemmen op een politieke partij speelt bijvoorbeeld de politiek leider een
belangrijke rol. Omdat de verkiezingsprogramma's voor de meeste mensen te
moeilijk zijn om kritisch te beoordelen, hanteren ze als vuistregel: Deze politiek
leider vind ik wel betrouwbaar en sympathiek, dus stem ik op zijn of haar partij.
De keuze wordt dan bepaald door de persoon van de politiek leider en niet door
de kwaliteit van de argumenten die de partij geeft.
Samenvattend: bij het ontwerpen van persuasieve teksten maken schrijvers
keuzes over de inhoud, de structuur en de stijl van de tekst. Inhoud, structuur en
stijl spelen op hun beurt een rol bij de keuzes die de lezer maakt tijdens het lezen:
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Besteed ik aandacht aan de tekst, ga ik de argumenten kritisch beoordelen, en laat
ik mij door de tekst overtuigen. In dit proefschrift rapporteer ik drie experimenten

naar de invloed van inhoud, structuur en stijl van een tekst op de attitude van de
lezer. Voordat ik de resultaten van die experimenten bespreek, stel ik twee
problemen aan de orde die optreden bij het doen van onderzoek naar persuasieve
teksten.

Bij onderzoek naar het effect van een tekst op de attitude van de lezer spelen twee
factoren een belangrijke rol: de opzet van het experiment en het meten van de
mate waarin lezers overtuigd zijn door de tekst. Bij de opzet van het experiment
zijn er twee mogelijkheden. De eerste mogelijkheid is dat je de lezers van te voren
vraagt "Wat vind jij van het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels?", vervolgens een tekst
laat lezen over de zegeningen van het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels, om daarna
opnieuw de vraag te stellen "Wat vind jij van het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels?"
De tweede mogelijkheid is dat je lezers alleen na het lezen van de tekst de vraag
stelt "Wat vind jij van het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels?" Als je de eerste
mogelijkheid kiest, dus zowel vooraf als achteraf vragen naar de attitude, is het
voor de proefpersonen duidelijk waar het om gaat: de onderzoeker wil weten of
het lezen van de tekst hun attitude ten opzichte van het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels beinvloedt. Mensen kunnen hierop reageren door te denken: ik laat me
niet beYnvloeden door zo'n tekst. Daarom geven ze bij de vraag na het lezen
precies hetzelfde antwoord als ze vooraf hebben gegeven, ook al is hun mening
over het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels veranderd. Uit onderzoek onder 806 proefpersonen bleek dat inderdaad het geval te zijn. Als je zowel vaar als na het lezen
van de tekst naar de attitude vroeg, zeiden de proefpersonen dat ze hun mening
niet gewijzigd hadden. Maar als je alleen na het lezen naar hun attitude vroeg,
bleek een vergelijkbare groep proefpersonen wel degelijk een positievere attitude
hadden. Daarom wordt in de experimenten in dit proefschrift alleen nd het lezen
van de tekst naar de attitude van de proefpersonen gevraagd.
De tweede belangrijke factor bij onderzoek naar het effect van een tekst op de
attitude is de manier waarop de overtuigingskracht van de tekst wordt gemeten. Je
kunt op drie niveau's meten of de lezers overtuigd zijn door de tekst. Op het
eerste niveau kijk je of de lezers overtuigd zijn van de stellingen in de tekst. Op dit
niveau meet je overtuigingen of opinies. Bijvoorbeeld, er wordt beweerd dat het
gebruik van veiligheidsgordels het aantal dodelijke verkeersongelukken drastisch
heeft teruggebracht. De mate waarin de lezers overtuigd zijn, leid je af uit de mate
waarin lezers vinden dat het aantal dodelijke verkeersongelukken sterk is
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afgenomen door het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels. Op het tweede niveau kijk je
hoe lezers het gebruik van veiligheidsgordels in het algemeen evalueren. Dus:
vinden ze het goed of slecht, verstandig of onverstandig om veiligheidsgordels te
gebruiken. Op dit niveau meet je de attitude. Op het derde niveau kijk je in welke
mate lezers van plan zijn om het aanbevolen gedrag te vertonen. Dus: doet u de
veiligheidsgordel om als u morgen in de auto stapt? Op dit niveau meet je de
intentie. De drie niveau's zeggen allemaal iets over de mate waarin de lezer
overtuigd is door de tekst. Ze geven wel andere informatie: op het niveau van de
overtuigingen wordt duidelijk of lezers de argumenten hebben geaccepteerd, op het
niveau van de attitude wordt duidelijk of ze de algemene evaluatie hebben
overgenomen, en op het niveau van de intentie wordt duidelijk of ze geneigd zijn
om het gewenste gedrag te gaan vertonen. In de experimenten in dit proefschrift
wordt de mate van overtuiging op elk van de drie niveau's gemeten.

Hoofdstuk 3 bevat een experiment waarin het effect van inhoud op de
overtuigingskracht van persuasieve teksten centraal staat. Eigenlijk gaat het
experiment over het effect van het ontbreken van informatie. Veel persuasieve
teksten zijn namelijk niet compleet. Zo bevat het schriftelijk voorlichtingsmateriaal
van studierichtingen zoals medicijnen of letteren geen volledige beschrijving van
alle aspecten van die studie. Een studie kent immers vele facetten: inhoud, opzet,
keuzemogelijkheden, beroepsmogelijkheden, kans op werk, locatie, etc. Het liefst
zouden schrijvers van het voorlichtingsmateriaal al die facetten beschrijven maar
dat zou een boek opleveren in plaats van een folder. Ze moeten dus kiezen welke
facetten ze wel beschrijven en welke niet. De attitude is gebaseerd op een beperkt
aantal facetten. In een vooronderzoek werd vastgesteld dat de keuze voor een
studie vooral wordt bepaald door de inhoud van de studie, kans op werk, beroepen
waarvoor wordt opgeleid, en de aantrekkelijkheid en bereikbaarheid van de stad
waarin de studie wordt gegeven. Schijnbaar relevante facetten zoals de kwaliteit
van het onderwijs en de opbouw van het programma zijn blijkbaar niet doorslaggevend. In een brochure kunnen niet alle aspecten worden behandeld. De tekst zal
dus incompleet zijn. Verschillende onderzoeken hebben aangetoond dat lezers
negatief reageren op incomplete beschrijvingen. De vraag is nu of incomplete
beschrijvingen altijd minder overtuigend zijn of alleen als informatie over
belangrijke facetten ontbreekt. Mogelijkerwijs worden mensen wel overtuigd door
een incomplete tekst zolang die maar wel informatie over de belangrijkste facetten
bevat; als een incomplete tekst echter geen informatie bevat over deze facetten
reageren ze negatief, dat wil zeggen, ze denken nog negatiever over de studie dan
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mensen die geen informatie hebben gekregen.
Om deze vragen te beantwoorden werden twee teksten geschreven: 66n over de
belangrijke facetten en 66n over de minder belangrijke facetten van een studierichting. Beide teksten zijn dus incompleet: in de eerste tekst ontbrak informatie
over de lesmethode en dergelijke, in de tweede tekst ontbrak informatie over
onder andere de studieinhoud. Uit het experiment bleek dat beide teksten even
overtuigend waren op het niveau van de overtuigingen. Dus na lezing van de tekst
met de belangrijke facetten waren de proefpersonen overtuigd van de goede kans

op werk en de aantrekkelijkheid van de stad; na lezing van de tekst met de
onbelangrijke facetten waren de proefpersonen overtuigd van de plezierige sfeer
op de studie en de goede structurering ervan. Maar, als gevraagd werd naar de
algemene evaluatie van de studie, bijv. hoe verstandig lijkt het je om deze studie te
kiezen, dan reageerden alleen de proefpersonen die de tekst met belangrijke
facetten hadden gelezen positiever; de proefpersonen die de tekst met
onbelangrijke facetten hadden gelezen werden niet overtuigd door deze tekst en
hun algemene evaluatie van de studie was vergelijkbaar met proefpersonen die
geen enkele informatie over de stude hadden gekregen. De conclusie is dan ook
dat incompleetheid op zich geen negatief effect hoeft te hebben. Zolang de
schrijvers maar de juiste keuze maken wat betreft de facetten die ze beschrijven,
namelijk door informatie over die facetten op te nemen die de uiteindelijke keuze
bepalen, is er niets aan de hand.

In hoofdstuk 4 staat een speciale vorm van tekststructuur centraal: de probleemoplossingsstructuur. Deze structuur is heel populair in persuasieve teksten. Eerst
wordt een probleem geschetst (bv. Vindt u nog steeds lasagne-resten als u uw
ovenschaal uit de vaatwasser haalt?), vervolgens wordt de oplossing voor het
probleem gegeven. Misschien is deze structuur zo populair omdat hij de
mogelijkheid biedt om de aandacht van de lezer vast te houden. Onder andere bij
bedrijfsadvertenties wordt de probleem-oplossingsstructuur veel gebruikt. In dat
soort advertenties presenteren bedrijven zich aan potentiale klanten en werknemers. Ze vertellen dan bijvoorbeeld iets over hun omzet, aantal werknemers en
organisatiestructuur. In dit soort informatie zijn de meeste mensen niet
geYnteresseerd. Ze zullen er dan ook geen aandacht aan besteden. Door nu een
probleem te schetsen over een onderwerp waarin de lezers meer geinteresseerd
zijn, probeert de schrijver de lezers te verleiden de advertentie toch te lezen.
Hebben de lezers het probleem eenmaal gelezen, dan zullen ze benieuwd zijn naar
de oplossing. Als nu de informatie over de omzet, het aantal werknemers en
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organisatiestructuur tussen het probleem en de oplossing in staat, zullen ze daar
toch aandacht aan besteden omdat ze nieuwsgierig zijn naar de oplossing.
In hoofdstuk 4 worden drie experimenten gerapporteerd naar het effect van de
probleem-oplossingsstructuur op de overtuigingskracht. In het eerste experiment is
onderzocht of lezers inderdaad meer aandacht besteden aan een bedrijfsadvertentie als deze begint met een probleembeschrijving van een interessant
onderwerp dan als de advertentie begint met de bedrijfsinformatie. Dit bleek
inderdaad het geval. Bovendien maakte het lezen van het probleem de lezers zo
nieuwsgierig naar de oplossing dat ze ook aandacht besteedden aan de bedrijfsinformatie als deze tussen het probleem en de oplossing in stond. De bedrijfs-

informatie kreeg de minste aandacht als ze pas na de oplossing kwam, dus eerst
het probleem, dan de oplossing en dan pas de bedrijfsinformatie. In dat geval was
de nieuwsgierigheid van de lezers naar de oplossing namelijk al bevredigd en
stopten ze met lezen. De probleem-oplossingsstrctuur heeft dus twee effecten: 1.
aandachttrekken: beginnen met een probleembeschrijving trekt beter de aandacht
dan beginnen met de bedrijfsinformatie. 2. aandachtvasthouden: als mensen het
probleem hebben gelezen zijn ze zo geinteresseerd in de oplossing dat ze de
bedrijfsinformatie voor lief nemen als die informatie tussen het probleem en de
oplossing in staat.
In het tweede experiment is onderzocht of het trekken van de aandacht an het
vasthouden van de aandacht ook zou lukken als de advertentie tussen gewone
kranteartikelen stond. Theorieen op het gebied van aandachtbesteding stellen dat
de context waarin iets wordt aangeboden een sterke invloed heeft op de aandacht
ervoor. Naarmate de omringende teksten interessanter zijn, zal de aandacht voor
de advertentie minder worden. Met ander woorden: Als de advertenties worden
aangeboden tussen (interessantere) kranteartikelen, trekt het beginnen met de
probleembeschrijving dan nog steeds meer de aandacht? Uit dit experiment bleek
dat de probleembeschrijving niet meer aandacht trok dan de bedrijfsinformatie als
de advertentie tussen gewone kranteartikelen stond. Het aandachttrekkende effect
van de probleembeschrijving vind je dus alleen als ze tussen advertenties staan.
Wel was het zo dat de bedrijfsinformatie net zo veel aandacht kreeg wanneer hij
tussen het probleem en de oplossing stond als wanneer hij vooraan stond. Dit lijkt
erop te wijzen dat als mensen eenmaal de probleembeschrijving hebben gelezen ze

nieuwsgierig zijn naar de oplossing en de bedrijfsinformatie voor lief nemen, ook
als de advertentie tussen kranteartikelen staat. De probleembeschrijving lijkt dus
wel nog in staat om de aandacht van de lezer vast te houden.
In het derde experiment werd onderzocht wat de invloed van de probleem194
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oplossingsstructuur was op het onthouden van de bedrijfsinformatie en de
overtuigingskracht van de advertentie. Uit dit experiment bleek dat de bedrijfsinformatie het beste werd onthouden als deze aan het begin van de advertentie
Stond. Lezers zien het vooraan staan van informatie als een teken voor de
belangrijkheid ervan. Daarom werd de bedrijfsinformatie beter onthouden als hij
vooraan stond dan als hij volgde op de probleembeschrijving of helemaal achteraan stond. Verder bleek uit dit experiment dat de advertentie mat probleemoplossingsstructuur minder overtuigend was dan een advertentie waarin alleen de
bedrijfsinformatie stond. Het bedrijf uit de advertentie ontwikkelde medicijnen. De
probleembeschrijving ging over de gezondheidsproblemen van oudere honden.
Hierdoor kunnen de lezers de indruk hebben gekregen dat het bedrijf alleen
medicijnen voor dieren ontwikkelde. De lezers die alleen de bedrijfsinformatie
lazen, dachten dat het bedrijf medicijnen voor mensen ontwikkelde. Hierdoor kan
de laatste groep een ander beeld van het bedrijf hebben gekregen dan de eerste
groep. Het geeft aan hoe zorgvuldig schrijvers hun voorbeelden moeten kiezen bij
het ontwerpen van persuasieve teksten.
Het onderzoek naar de probleem-oplossingsstructuur laat zien hoe moeilijk het
is om een goede persuasieve tekst te ontwerpen. Het gebruik van de probleemoplossingsstructuur lijkt positief omdat deze structuur de aandacht van de lezer kan
trekken en vasthouden. Maar juist door het vooropplaatsen van de probleembeschrijving krijgt de belangrijkste informatie, namelijk die over het bedrijf, te
weinig nadruk waardoor die slechter wordt onthouden. Verder kan het opnemen
van een probleembeschrijving de tekst minder overtuigend maken. Als het gekozen
voorbeeld de lezer een verkeerd beeld geeft van de werkzaamheden van het
bedrijf kan dat negatieve gevolgen hebben voor de evaluatie van het bedrijf.

In hoofdstuk 5 gaat het over het effect van stijl op de overtuigingskracht. Centraal
daarbij staan bijvoeglijke naamwoorden. Veel persuasieve teksten bevatten
bijvoeglijke naamwoorden zoals "schitterende", "prachtige" en "geweldige". Andere
onderzoekers hebben laten zien dat het aanbieden van dit soort woorden in
combinatie met niet-bestaande woorden (bv. XEH) ertoe leidde dat de nietbestaande woorden positiever werden geevalueerd. Dat wil zeggen, wanneer XEH
vaak in combinatie voorkomt met "prachtige" en "mooie" dan zeggen proefpersonen
dat ze XEH een mooier woord vinden dan wanneer XEH vaak in combinatie voorkomt met woorden zoals "stoel" en "het". De verklaring hiervoor is dat "prachige"
en "mooie" positieve gevoelens oproepen. Doordat XEH steeds voorkomt met een
woord dat een positief gevoel oproept, gaan de proefpersonen dit positieve gevoel
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koppelen aan het woord XEH. Schrijvers van advertenties lijken dit mechanisme te
gebruiken om hun produkten aan de man te brengen. Ze gebruiken woorden zoals
"mooie" en "unieke" om een positief gevoel bij de lezer op te roepen. De lezer kan
dan deze positieve gevoelens koppelen aan het produkt dat wordt beschreven. De
attitude ten opzichte van het produkt wordt dan beinvloed door de bijvoegl 'ke
lJ

naamwoorden die een positief gevoel oproepen.
Er is echter een belangrijk verschil tussen de experimenten met niet-bestaande
woorden en advertenties. In de experimenten werden de bijvoeglijke naamwoorden
in isolatie aangeboden; de proefpersonen kregen alleen combinaties zoals XEH mooi, XEH - prachtig. Advertenties zijn echter samenhangende teksten die een
produkt beschrijven. De vraag is of in dat geval bijvoeglijke naamwoorden de
attitude nog wel kunnen beinvloeden. De lezer heeft zich immers ook een beeld
gevormd van het produkt op basis van de beschrijving in de advertentie. De
attitude hoeft dan niet gebaseerd te zijn op de positieve gevoelens die de
bijvoeglijke naamwoorden hebben opgeroepen, maar kan ook gebaseerd zijn op
het beeld dat de lezer zich gevormd heeft van het produkt. In dat geval zou er
zelfs een keerzijde zitten aan het gebruik van bijvoeglijke naamwoorden die een
positief gevoel oproepen. Een bijvoeglijk naamwoord zoals "mooie" bevat niet erg
veel objectieve informatie. Mensen verschillen sterk in wat ze mooi vinden. Wat de
schrijver van een advertentie mooi vindt, hoef de lezer helemaal niet mooi te
vinden. Als in de advertentie staat "deze massief eiken bank" in plaats van "deze

prachtige bank" kan de lezer zich een beter beeld vormen van die bank. Of lezers
meer overtuigd raken van de kwaliteit van de bank door een "prachtige bank" of
door een "massief eiken bank" hangt af van hun keuze om de argumenten kritisch
te beoordelen of niet. Als lezers besluiten om de argumenten kritisch te
beoordelen, hebben ze meer aan "massief eiken" dan aan "prachtige", want "massief
eiken" bevat meer informatie om een oordeel op te baseren. Als lezers besluiten
om de argumenten niet kritisch te beoordelen, zullen ze meer gevoelig zijn voor
"prachtige" dan voor "massief eiken", want "prachtige" roept een positiever gevoel
op dan "massief eiken".
Het experiment dat in hoofdstuk 5 wordt gerapporteerd ging over het effect
van bijvoeglijke naamwoorden op de overtuigingskracht van een reisbeschrijving uit
een brochure van een reisorganisatie. Dit soort reisbeschrijvingen hebben tot doel
de lezer over te halen de beschreven reis te boeken. Om dat doel te bereiken
worden de steden en de gebieden beschreven die tijdens de reis worden bezocht.
Bij die beschrijving komen veel bijvoeglijke naamwoorden voor. Voor het
experiment werden drie versies geschreven van een wandelvakantie door het
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Bulgaarse Rila- en Piringebergte. Deze versies verschilden wat de bijvoeglijke
naamwoorden betreft. In de ene versie stonden voornamelijk informatieve
bijvoeglijke naamwoorden (17e-eeuws, groen, besneeuwd, glooiend etc.), in de
andere versie voornamelijk bijvoeglijke naamwoorden die een positief gevoel
oproepen (prachtig, schitterend, mooi, leuk etc.) Een derde versie lag qua
hoeveelheid informatie en positieve gevoelens tussen de twee andere in (grillig,
woest, ruig etc.). Om te bepalen welke proefpersonen meer geneigd waren om de
argumenten kritisch te beoordelen en welke minder, werd gebruik gemaakt van
een persoonlijkheidskenmerk: de behoefte om na te denken. Mensen die hoog
scoren op dit persoonlijkheidskenmerk, zullen eerder besluiten om de argumenten
kritisch te beoordelen dan mensen die er laag op scoren.
Het verschil tussen proefpersonen die meer of minder geneigd waren om de
argumenten kritisch te beoordelen, bleek erg belangrijk. De meer kritische lezers
werden eerder overtuigd als de reisbeschrijving meer informatie bevatte. Dus,
"groen" en 'besneeuwd" waren voor hen overtuigender dan schitterend en mooi.
Voor de meer oppervlakkige lezers maakte het niet uit welke versie ze lazen. Of
er nu meer informatie in stond, of meer positieve gevoelens werden opgeroepen,
hun attitude bleef hetzelfde. Deze resultaten lijken erop te wijzen dat lezers bij het
vormen van hun attitude zich baseren op het beeld van de reis dat ze hebben
gekregen en niet op de gevoelens die worden opgeroepen door bijvoeglijke
naamwoorden zoals "prachtig" en "schitterend". De meer kritische lezers konden
zich een beter beeld vormen, en reageerden ook positiever, na het lezen van een
reisbeschrijving met meer informatie. Het beeld dat de meer oppervlakkige lezers
zich vormden van de reis was wat oppervlakkiger dan dat van de kritische lezers.
Zij hadden ook minder onthouden van de tekst. Desondanks lijken ook zij zich te
baseren op het beeld van de reis en niet op de gevoelens opgeroepen door
bijvoeglijke naamwoorden. Het effect van de positieve gevoelens die worden
opgeroepen door bijvoeglijke naamwoorden, lijkt in gewone teksten dan ook
eerder een negatief dan een positief effect te hebben, zeker bij kritische lezers.

In het laatste hoofdstuk worden de resultaten van de verschillende experimenten
samengevat. Verder wordt aangegeven wat de beperkingen zijn van de
experimenten en welke consequenties dat heeft voor de reikwijdte van de
conclusies. In de laatste paragraaf komt de vraag aan de orde in welke richting
onderzoek op dit terrein zou moeten gaan. Daarbij wordt een voorlopig model
gepresenteerd voor de factoren die de drie keuzes bepalen bij het verwerken van
een persuasieve tekst: (1) Besteed ik aandacht aan de tekst? (2) Ga ik de
197

Samenvatting

argumenten kritisch beoordelen? (3) Laat ik mij overtuigen door de tekst? Voor
elk van deze keuzes wordt aangegeven welke factoren die keuzes lijken te
beinvloeden en waar vervolgonderzoek zich op zou moeten richten.
Samenvattend, persuasieve teksten worden geschreven om de attitude van de lezers
te beinvloeden. Om dat doel te bereiken, moeten ze heel wat barriares overwinnen. Mensen willen de tekst niet lezen, doen geen moeite om de argumenten te

begrijpen, of laten zich niet overtuigen. De inhoud, structuur, en stijl van een tekst
kunnen die barridres zowel verhogen als verlagen. Het probleem daarbij is dat
eenzelfde kenmerk dat de ene barridre verlaagt, tegelijkertijd een andere kan
verhogen. Dit geeft aan hoe complex het proces is dat persuasieve teksten
proberen tot stand te brengen. Het geeft ook aan dat er geen gemakkelijke
antwoorden zijn op de vraag hoe een persuasieve tekst moet worden ontworpen
om effectief te zijn. Om die vraag te kunnen beantwoorden, is nog veel onderzoek
nodig.
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Appendix

1.

The experimental texts as used in the experiment on the effects of content on the
yielding process (Chapter 3)

The manipulated address type is italicized. The first type appeared in the direct address version, the
second in the indirect address version.
1.

Text containing the information on the primary attributes

Taal- en Literatuurwetenschap in Tilburg
Wanncer je/leedingen de middelbare school hebt/hebben afgerond, moet je/moeten ze cen keuze maken
over wat je/ze dan verder gaat/gaan doen. Wie wil studereg kan uit veel richtingen kiezen. Gezien het
belang van die keuze ntt je je/zat men zich goed willen informeren cn orienteren.
In deze folder staat informatie over de studie Taal- en Literatuurwetenschap aan de Katholieke
Universiteit Brabant in Tilburg. Hij geeft een beeld van de inhoud van de studie, de beroepsmogelijkheden en de stad Tilburg. Aan het einde vind je/staan de namen en telefoonnummers van de

personen bij wic je/men terecht kunt voor meer informatie.

De inhoud van de studie
Wat leer je/leren smdenten tijdens een studie aan de Tilburgse Letterenfaculteit? Een kort antwoord is
niet mogelijk. De onderwerpen waarmee je je bezighoudt/4 zich bezighouden, zijn mer divers. Het
onderwijs wordt namelijk gegeven door zes werkverbanden die elk hun eigen perspectief op de
verschijnsclen 'taal' en 'literatuur' hcbben. Dit heeft tot gevolg dat je/men kennis en vaardigheden

verwerft op cen breed gebied.

Zo /eer le/leren smdenten bij het werkverband Taal en Informatica welke problemen optreden als
je/men een computerprogramma 'gewoon Nederlands' witt/willaten begrijpen en produceren. Je teen/Ze
teren ook hoe je/ze die problemen kunt»unnen proberen op te lossen.
Daarvoor moet je/moeten ze deskundigheid verwerven over de struktuur van taal. Bij het werkverband

Grammaticamodellen /eerje/leren ze bijvoorbeeld hoeje/met een beperkt aantal regels de zinsbouw van
een groot aantal talen kunt beschnjven/kan worden beschreven.
Die deskundigheid komt je/hun ook van pas bij de cursussen van het werkverband Taal en Minderheden. Dit werkverband houdt zich bezig met de problemen die nict-Nederlandstaligen ondervinden door
hun gebrekkige kennis van het Nederlands. Hoe kun je/kan men dem mensen begeleiden; hoc moet
je/men taallessen opzetten om ze zo snel en zo goed mogelijk Nederlands te loren.
Bij het werkverband Tekstwetenschap gaat het eveneens over de problemen bij het overbrengen van
informatie maar dan in het Nederlands aan Nederlandstaligen. Hoe ontwelp je/ontwerpt iemand een

keukenmachine-gebruiksaanwijzing zodat de komkommers er in flinterdunne plakjes uitkomen en niet
de vingers? Wat maakt reclame overtuigend?
Reclame beoogt het koopgedrag van consumenten te beinvioeden. Hoe de consument tot een keuze
komt bij het kopen van een boek of tijdschrift, leer je/leren studenten bij het werkverband Marketing en

Sociologie van het Boek Wie of wat bepaalt welke bocken mensen kopen? Hoc speel je/speelt men in
op de markt? Kan een criticus bepalen wat literatuur is en wat niet?
De vraag wat literatuur is, vormt een van de hoofdthema's van het werkverband Theorie en
geschiedenis van de literatuur. Je houdt je/De smdenten houden zich bijvoorbeeld bezig met de vraag
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waarom bepaalde romans 'klassiek' zijn geworden. Je/Men behandelt dem vraag aan de hand van de
grote romans uit de wereldliteratuur zoals 'Madame Bovary' van Flaubert.
Zoals je/men ziet bestrijkt de studie een breed terrein. Toch zijn de verschillende onderwerpen geen
eilandjes, ze houden verband met elkaar. Je/Men bouwt dan ook een flinke bagage op tijdensje/de basisopleiding. Het helpt je/ tevens bij het maken van cen keuze van het onderwerp waarin je je witt/ men
zich wil specialiseren. Wat zijn nu de mogetijkheden na je/de studie?

Beroepsperspecti even

Je/De beroepsperspectieven zijn gunstig. Meer dan 90 procent van de afgestudeerden heeft binnen negen
maanden na het afstuderen een baan gevonden. Dit heeft twee oorzaken. Ten cerste is bij de oprichting
van de opleiding nagegaan waar men afgestudeerde taal- of letterkundigen kan gebruiken. Met de
opleiding is dus ingespeeld op de mogelijkheden en wensen van de arbcidsmarkt.
Ten tweede loop je/lopen de studenten voor het afstuderen drie maanden stage bij een bedrijf of
overheidsinstelling. Op die manier doe je/doen ze praktijkervaring op en /ain je/kunnen ze contacten
leggen. Bovendien bijg je/bijgen ze een idee of het werk je/hun eu bevallen.
Om wat voor banen gaat het dan? Dat is mede afhankelijk van je/de keuze voor een specialisatic. k

kunt/Men kan computerdocumentatie of software ontwikkelen bij software-bedrijven, voorlichting geven
bij de overheid of de pr verzorgen bij bcdrijven, nascholing geven aan docenten die Nederlands aan
anderstaligen geven, marketeer worden bij uitgeverijen of boekhandels, het grammatica-onderwijs
vernieuwen, de publiciteit van musea of culturele stichtingen verzorgen, journalist worden of onderzoek
doen naar de kwaliteit van de interne communicatie in organisaties. Deze lijst is niet uitputtend, maar
hopelijk geeft hij een idee van de mogelijkheden.
Studentenstad Tilburg

Je/Studenten bent niet zestien uur per dag aan het studeren, dus 's avonds wil je/men wel eens wat
anders. Je zult/Men zal dan niet de enige zijn, want in Tilburg wonen meer dan achtduizend studenten
van het wetenschappelijk onderwijs en twaalfduizend studenten van het hoger beroepsonderwijs. Die

willen er ook wei eens uit.
Daartoe biedt Tilburg goede mogelijkheden met bioscopen, cen schouwburg, muziekcaf6s en het
grootste poppodium van Zuid-Nederland: het Noorderligt. Verder kun je/kan men in Tilburg terecht in
de vele sporthallen, de zwembaden en de overdekte kunstijsbaan.
k hoeft/Men ho€ft niet op kamers te gaan wonen. Op vijf minuten van de universiteit ligt het NSstation Tilburg-west. Van daaruit heb fe/heefimen prima verbindingen naar de Randstad, Zeeland, OostBrabant en de rest van Nederland.

Voor meer informatie
Een dagjc universiteit vertelt veel meer dan welke folder ook. k kunt/Men kan in de herfst- of paasvakantic een open dag bezoeken. Ie kunt/Men kan ook langskomen of bellen als je/men vragen
hebt/h«ft, of meer schriftelijke informatie witt/wit krijgen. De volgende personen kun je/kan men daarvoor benaderen:

Ans Vingerhoets:
Denise Lindenau:
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voorlichting

013 - 66 30 17

studie-advies propedeuse

013 - 6626 14

2.

Text containing the information on the secondary attributes

Taal- en Literatuunvetenschap in Tilburg

Wannecrje/tedingen de middelbarc school hebt/liebben afgerond, mott je/moeten ze cen keuze maken
over wat je/ze dan verder gaat/gaan doen. Wie wit studeren, kan uit veel richtingen kiezen. Gezien het
belang van die ketize zul je je/zal men zich goed willen informeren en orienteren.

In deze folder staat informatie over de studie Taal- cn Literatuurwetenschap aan de Katholieke
Universiteit Brabant in Tilburg. Hij geeft een beeld van de inhoud van de studie, de berocpsmogelijkheden en de stad Tilburg. Aan het cinde vind je/staan de namen en telefoonnummers van de
personen bij wie je/men tcrecht kunt voor meer informatie.
De opzet van de studie
Hoe zit de studie in elkaar? In het eerste jaar k,#g je/knjgen de studenten grondige inleidingen op het
gebied van de taalwetenschap, de taalgedragswetenschap en de literatuurwetenschap. Die kennis doe

je/doen ze op in drie onderwijsvormen: hoorcolleges, werkcolleges en practica. Deze vormen vullen elkaar
zodanig aan dat het geheel meer is dan de som der delen.
In de eerste plaats volg je/volgen ze hoorcolleges. Daarin knjg je/Deze bieden een overzicht van de
basisbegrippen, de vraagstellingen, theorieen en onderzoeksmethoden van een vakgebied. Je/Men krijgt

daardoor cen duidelijke beeld van de relevantic van het vak.
In de tweede plaats volg je/volgen studenten werkcolleges. Hierin borduur je,/horduren ze voort op de

kennis die je hebt/ze hebben opgedaan bij de hoorcolleges. Ie gaat/Ze gaan werken met het
begrippenapparaat en de theorieen. k kunt je/Men kan de eigen mening over de juistheid of relevantie
van een theorie toetsen aan de meningen van medestudenten en docenten.
In de derde plaats votg je/volgl men practica. Je moet/Studenten moeten immers niet alleen kennis
opdoen maar ook vaardigheden loren. Die vaardigheden varieren van holder communiceren tot efficient
programmeren. Onder intensieve begelei(ling ker je je/leret studenten hun vaardigheden stap voor stap
te vergroten.

Na je/de propedeuse /am je/kan men kiezen voor het doctoraalprogramma Taal en Informatica of na
een kort algemecn doctoraalprogramma 66n van de andere thema's: Grammaticamodellen, Taal en

Minderheden, Tekstwetenschap, Marketing en Sociologie van het Boek of Theorie en Geschiedenis van
de Literatuur.
Bij elk thema kun je/kan men een adviespakket doorlopen. Dit zogenaamde traject bestaat uit vier
werkgroepen en twee onderzocksgroepen waarin je je/de studenten hun basisvaardigheden
uitbreidt/uitbreiden en je/zich verder specialiseert/specialiseren. Naasthet traject kun je/lainnen ze kiezen

uit aanvullende vakken, zowel binnen de faculteit als bij andere faculteiten of universiteiten.
Je/men hoeft je»ich echter nict te beperken tot 68n thema. Je kunt/Iedereen kan ook een persoonlijke
pakket samenstellen. Dit is mogelijk omdat het onderwijs modulair is opgezet. Elke werkgroep vormt een
module: een afgeronde onderwijseenheid. Werkgroepen kun je/kan men altijd volgen. Je bent/Men is dus

heel flexibel in de samenstelling van je/een vakkenpakket.
Je/Men sluit je/de studie af met een stage en een scriptie. Waar je/iemand stage gaat lopen, kun je/kan
men zelf bepalen. Ook in de keuze van je/het scriptie-onderwerp ben je/is men vrij. Door de cursussen
wed je»eten de studenten waar je/hun interesses liggen, en well(e docenten je/hen daarbij het beste

kunnen begeleiden. Het is in je/de scriptie dat je/ze al je/hun kennis en vaardigheden probeen/proberen
201

te integreren. Deze studie-opzet en de kwaliteit van het onderwijs werd door een onafhanketijke
bcoordelingscommissie heel positief bcoordeeld.
Een kleinschalige oplelding
Een opleiding volgen doe je/doet men niet in een vacuum. Ie/Men studeert niet in een isolement maar
met medestudenten en docenten. Belangrijk voor een succesvolle studie is dat de sfeer bij je/de opleiding
goed is. Niets is demotiverender dan tussen honderden onbekende medestudenten in overvolle zalen

zitten en pas bij je/de scriptie voor het cerst met een docent te spreken.
Taal- en Literatuurwetenschap is een overzichtelijke faculteit. Daardoor heb je/heeji men snel in de
gaten welke docent je/men waarvoor moet aanspreken. Dit aanspreken gaat ook gemakkelijk omdat door
de kleine groepen de relatie tussen jou/student en je/ docent direct is. Op de jaarlijkse faculteitsmiddag
ontinoet je je/ontinoeten studenten de docenten buiten de collegezaal
Ookmetje/medestudenten ki#g je/kn7gtmen snel contact. Dit komt door de activiteiten die er worden
ontwikkeld. De studentenvereniging Kon-tekst speelt hierbij cen belangrijke rol. Deze vereniging van en
voor ktteren-studenten organiseert feesten en excursies. Die excursies gaan naar organisaties die actief
zijn op het terrein waar je/men in je/de studie mee bezig bent/is. Je kunt/Men kan hierbij denken aan
reclamebureau's, uitgeverijen cn krantenredacties. Daarnaast is cr de'video-society' waarje/de studenten
klassieke en nieuwe films kunt/kunnen zien.

Studentfaciliteiten

De KU Brabant biedt uitgebreide faciliteiten aan haar studenten. De bouw van het nieuwe High-Tech
Documentatie en Informatie Centrum nadert zijn voltooiing. Dem bibliotheek is uniek en wordt het
modernste instituut op het gebied van documentatieverzorging in Europa.
Verder heeft de universiteit een eigen afdeling Studentenzaken waar je/men terecht kunt/ kan met
vragen over studiefinanciering. Je kunt/De studenten kunnen er ook cursussen volgen zoals 'mondelinge

presentatie' of 'solliciteren' waarin je wordt/ze worden voorbereid op de arbeidsmarkt. De bij deze
afdeling werkzame studentendecaan kan adviezen geven op studie- en beroepsgebied.
Voorje/de sportieve ontspanningkun je/kunnen studmten terecht bij het sportcentrum waarje/ze voor
weinig geld veel sporten kunt/latnnen beoefenen. Een bclangrijk voordecl van studeren in Tilburg is
daarnaast dat je/men relatief gemakkelijk een kamer kunt/kan vinden.

Voor meer informatie
Een dagje universiteit vertelt veel meer dan welke folder ook. Je kunt/Men kan in de herfst- of paasvakantie een open dag bezoeken. Je kunt/Men kan ook langskomen of bellen als je/men vragen

hebt hee , of meer schriftelijke informatie witt/wit krijgen. De volgende personen kun je/kan men
daarvoor benaderen:

Ans Vingerhoets:
Denise Lindenau:
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voorlichting

013 - 66 30 17

studic-advies propedeuse

013 - 66 26 14

Appendix 2.

The experimental text as used in the experiment on the effect of the problemsolution structure on the yielding process (Chapter 4)

Version: Problem, Solution, Company information

Iedereen wil toch oud worden en lang van het leven genieten

Uw hond loopt, net als uzelf, het risico van allerlei ziekten. Daarom heeft-ie in eerste instantie goede
verzorging lichaamsbeweging en liefde nodig. Maar op oudere leeftijd gaat de kwaliteit van de
bloedsomloop toch achteruit. Dat merkt u aan uw hond. Want hij wordt sloom, klijgt cen doffe en droge
vacht en eet minder.
Mcdicinaal N.V. heeft een nieuw middel ontwikkeld voor oudere dieren: Karsivan. In de praktijk is
het bijzonder effectief gebleken. Het stimuleert dc hartfunctie omdat het de hartkracht vergroot en de
weerstand in de kleine bloedvaten vermindert. Dit middel gaat ouderdomsverschijnselen tegen. Zodat uw
hond blijft zoals hij is: uw beste vriend.
Medicinaal N.V. is al meer dan 125 jaar een begrip in de geneeskunde. Zij investeert jaarlijks
meer dan een miljard gulden in medisch onderzoek. In verschillende laboratoria worden
geneesmiddelen ontwikkeld. Daarbij wordt steeds contact gehouden met universiteiten, artsen en
andere research instellingen. Alleen al in het laboratorium in Hoorn werken meer dan 250 hoog
opgeleide researchers aan nieuwe geneesmiddelen.

Version: Problem, Company information, Solution

Iedercen wil toch oud worden en lang van het leven genieten

Uw hond loopt, net als uzelf, het risico van allerlei ziekten. Daarom heeft-ie in eerste instantie goede
verzorging, lichaamsbeweging en liefde nodig. Maar op oudere leeftijd gaat de kwaliteit van de
blocdsomloop toch achteruit. Dat merkt u aan uw hond. Want hij wordt sloom, krijgt een doffc cn droge
vacht en eet minder.
Medicinaal N.V. is al meer dan 125 jaar cen begrip in de geneeskunde. Zij investeert jaartijks meer
dan een miljard gulden in medisch onderzoek. In verschillende laboratoria worden geneesmiddelen
ontwikkeld. Daarbij wordt steeds contact gehouden met universiteiten, artsen en andere research
instellingen. Alleen at in het laboratorium in Hoorn werken meer dan 250 hoog opgeleide researchers
aan nieuwe geneesmiddelen.
Medicinaal N.V. heeft een nieuw middel ontwikkeld voor oudere dieren: Karsivan. In de praktijk is
het bijzonder effectief gebleken. Het stimuleert de hartfunctie omdat het dc hartkracht vergroot en de
weerstand in de kleine bloedvaten vermindert. Dit middel gaat ouderdomsverschijnselen tegen. Zodat uw
hond blijft zoals hij is: uw beste vriend.
Version: Company information, problem, solution

Iedereen wil toch oud worden en lang van het leven genieten
Medicinaal N.V. is al meer dan 125 jaar een begrip in de geneeskunde. Zij investeert jaarlijks meer dan
een miljard gulden in medisch onderzock. In verschillende laboratoria worden geneesmiddelen
ontwikkeld. Daarbij wordt steeds contact gehouden met universiteiten, artsen en andere research
instellingen. Alleen al in het laboratorium in Hoorn werken meer dan 250 hoog opgelcide researchers
aan nieuwe geneesmiddelen.
Zo loopt uw hond, net als uzelf, het risico van allerlei ziekten. Daarom heeft-ie in eerste instantie
goede verzorging, lichaamsbeweging en licfde nodig. Maar op oudere leeftijd gaat de kwalitcit van de
bloedsomloop toch achteruit. Dat merkt u aan uw hond. Want hij wordt sloom, krijgt ecn doffe en droge
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vacht en eet minder.
Medicinaal N.V. heeft een nieuw middel ontwikkeld voor oudere dieren: Karsivan. In de praktijk is
het bijzonder effectief gebleken. Het stimuleert de hartfunctie omdat het de hartkracht vergroot en de
weerstand in de kleine bloedvaten vermindert. Dit middel gaat ouderdomsverschijnselen tegen. Zodat uw
hond blijft zoals hij is: uw beste vriend.
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Appendix 3.

Adjectives used in the experimental texts of Chapter 5

Adjective

Affective

Conceptual

A 14e-eeuwse (14th-century)

3.98

4.99

B 17e-ceuwse (17th-century)
C aantrekketijke (attractive)

4.32

4.91

6.11

2.57

D adembenemend (breathtaking)
E afwisselende (varied)
F beboste (woody)

5.66

2.73

5.25

4.38

5.63

5.68

G bekende (well-known)
H besnecuwde (snowy)

4.69

4.42

5.05

617

I blauwe (blue)
J boeiende (gripping)
K bosrijke (woodsy)
L Bulgaarse (bulgarian)
M Byzantijnse (byzantine)
N centrale (central)
O charmante (charming)
P eeuwenoude (centuries-old)
Q fantastisch (fantastic)
R fascinerende (fascinating)
S fraaie (beautiful)
T glooiend (sloping)
U grillige (capricious)
V groene (green)
W heldere (clear)
X interessant (interesting)
Y lange (long)
Z leuke (nice)

5.24

4.73

5.83

2.50

5.82

5.65

3.77

4.87

4A6

4.57

4.38

5.34

5.10

2.69

4.55

5.66

5.84

2.54

5.92

2.62

5.30

2.77

5.06

5.30

4.34

3.22

4.94

5.71

5.79

4.15

5.50

2A6

4.20

4.49

5.93

2.31

a lichtblauwe (light blue)

5.21

4.15

b magnificke (magnificent)
c majestueuze (majestic)
d mooie (beautiful)
e nauwe (narrow)
f okerkleurig (ochreous)
g Orthodox-Christelijke (Orthodox-Christian)
h oude (old)
i prachtig (gorgeous)
j prehistorische (prehistoric)
k ruig (rugged)
1 rustige (quiet)
m scherpe (sharp)
n schitterende (brilliant)

5.68

2.58

5.03

3.63

6.20

2.39

3.37

4.24

3.91

4.20

3.37

3.59

3.86

4.16

6.23

2.38

4.33

5.67

5.04

3.40

533

3.89

3.60

4A6

5.78

2.83

o surrealistische (surrealistic)

4.37

3.22
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p traditionele (traditional)
q unieke (unique)

4.05

4.25

5.11

3.46

r vele (many)
s verstilde (silent)
t vierdaagse (four-day)

4.10

332

4.15

3.79

4.44

5.18

4.92

u vijfuurdurende (five-hour)

2.90

v vijftiendaagse (fifteen-day)

430

5.27

w wilde (wild)

4.68

339

x witgepleisterde (white plastered)

4.61

5.99

y woeste (savage)
z zesuurdurende (six-hour)

4.87

3.72

3.23

4.76

zware (heavy)
B zwarte (black)

3.67

2.79

337

4.27

a

Figure 1 displays the selected adjectives plotted against the amount of conceptual meaning (horizontal
axis) and the amount of affective meaning (vertical axis).
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Figure 1

Plot of the selected adjectives against the amount of conceptual meaning

(horizontal axis) and the amount of affective meaning (vertical axis). (Note: A
backslash implies that the adjectives take (approximately) the same position.)
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Appendix 4.

The experimental texts as used in the experiment on the effects of style on the

yielding process (Chapter 5)

(The manipulated adjectives are italicized. The first adjective appeared in the evaluative version, the
second in the evocative one, and the third in the informative version.)

Het Rila- en het Piringebergte zijn de prachdge/woeste/centrate berggebieden van Bulgarije. In het
Rila bevindt zich de top van de Balkan, de Mousalla, en ook de zeven mal:nifieke/heldere/*chtblauwe
Rila-meren. Het Pirin is een aantrekketilk/ mig/bos,4k berggebied dat tot natuurreservaat is
verklaard. Hier bevinden zich fascinerende/unieke/prehisto,ische ocrbossen. Op de groene berghellingen vinden we een rijkdom aan planten, die zijn weerga in Europa niet kent. De beren en
wolven die in dit gebied leven, zien we waarschijnlijk nict; andere diersoorten als herten, berggciten
en pony's wel. Naast deze schitterende/wilde/bosn)ke natuurgebieden zullen we ook veel van de
boeiende»aditionete/eeuwenoude Bulgaarse cultuur zien. In de mooie/nauwe/beboste bergdalen
liggen bijvoorbeeld twee »aie/ bekende/14e-eeuwse kloosters die we bekijken. Tevens overnachten

we in een aantal leuke/oude/oude stadjes met 17e-ceuwse architectuur. Gevocgd bij een kijkje in de
channante/majestueuze/ eeuwenoude stad Sofia, beeit dem fantastische/afwisselende/vijftiendaagse reis
zowel cultuur als natuurschoon te bieden.

Zeven tx:rgmeren

We vliegen naar Sofia en gaan meteen door naar een prachtig/rustig/centraal gelegen hotel in het
Rila-gel)ergte. We blijven hier een dag en maken een mooie/ lange/«Bur durende wandeling in de
aantrekketijke/mige/bos,Oke omgeving. Dan trekken we het gel)ergte in. De eerste dag lopen we in ca.
vier uur naar de berghut bij de Rila-meren. Dit zevental meren is schitterend gelegen op een plateau
We vervolgen onze weg door de mag,zilieke/gdllige/besneeuwde bergen en wandelen naar het boeiende
/oude/witgepteisterde Rila-klooster, verscholen in een bergvallei. Het klooster dateert uit de 14e eeuw
en is een prototype van Orthodox-Christelijke bouwkunst, mcde door de fraaie/vele/vele fresco's,

fascinerende/unieke/ eeuwenoude ikonen en het prachtige»aditionele/traditionete houtsnijwerk. Na
cen overnachting bij het klooster lopen we naar het verstilde Grantchar-meer. We overnachten in een
berghut aan het meer. Van hieruit ondememen we de magni»ke/zware/zware beklimming van de
Mousalla, met z'n 2925 meter de top van de Balkan. De beklimming duurt circa vier uur en is een
van de hoogtepunten van de reis. We dalen af naar het channante/nistige/17e-eeuwse stadje Bansko,
waar we in een hotel overnachten. De mooie/traditionele/witgepleisterde vestinghuizen in Bansko

dateren uit de Bulgaarse Renaissance.

Mergelpiramides

Vanuit Bansko gaan we met een leuke/oude/19e-eeuwse smalspoortrein naar het startpunt van onze
boeiende/ajivisse/ende/vierdaagse tocht door het prachtige/ woeste/woeste Pirin-gebergte. We lopen
langs mooie/heldere/blauwe bergmeren, besneeuwde velden en magnifieke/grillige/zwarte rotsmassieven. De schitterende/ unieke/zes-uur durende tocht naar de top van de Vichren biedt een
208

adembenemend/majestzteus/majesmeus uitzicht over het fraaie/wilde/groene landschap. We daten af
aan de zuidzijde van het gebergte door een ander glooiend landschap naar het dorp Melnik waar we
overnachten. Melnik is een interessant/ mstig/mstig dorpje, waar de huizen gebouwd zijn in

Byzantijnse stijl. In de buurt van Melnik wandelen we door een fantastisch/su,realistisch/oke,kieun'g
landschap van mooie/schege/eeuwenoude mergelpiramides naar het Rozen-klooster. We zien hier
fresco's en glas-in-lood ramen. Tot slot kijken we nog een dagje rond in het

fascinerende/oude/eeuwenoude Sofia, waarna we weer terugvliegen naar Nederland.
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Curriculum Vitae
Hans Hoeken werd geboren op 19 juni 1965 te Weert. Na het overwinnen van zijn
schoolziekte, behaalde hij in 1983 het VWO-diploma aan de Philips van Horne
scholengemeenschap te Weert. Van 1983 tot 1989 volgde hij de studie Nederlandse
Taal- en Letterkunde aan de Katholieke Universiteit Nijmegen. In 1989 behaalde
hij het doctoraal examen (cum laude), met als specialisaties PsycholinguYstiek en
Taalbeheersing. Sinds 1989 is hij als docent werkzaam bij het werkverband
Tekstwetenschap van de Letterenfaculteit van de Katholieke Universiteit Brabant.
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