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Effects of Forwarning of Persuasive Intent and Involvement
on Cognitive Responses and Persuasion

Richard E. Petty' and John T. Cacioppo
University of Missouri-Columbia University of Notre Dame

Abstract. College undergraduates were either warned or not
warned of the persuasive intent of a communication which was
either of direct or only indirect personal relevance to them.
Consistent with the hypothesis based on reactance theory

. (Brehm, {966), the inhibiting effect of the forewarning (i.e.,
reduced persuasion, increased counterargumentation, and re-
duced favorable thoughis) was greater under high than low in-
volvement conditions.

Persuasion researchers have distinguished between two different types of fore-
knowledge that a person may have before a persuasive communication is received
(Papageorgis, 1968). Persons may be forewarned of a) the topic and position of an
impenditig communication, or b) the communicator’s persuasive intent. Recent
research has focused on forewamings of topic and position and has demonstrated
that on highly involving topics, resistance is produced, but on topics of low in-
volvement, susceptibility typically results (cf. Cialdini & Petty, in press). Regard-
ing persuasive intent, Papageorgis (1968) noted in an early review that again, the
attitudinal effects of the forewarning appeared to depend on the amount of issue
involvement. Experiments employing involving issues demonstrated an inhibiting
effect of persuasive intent, while those employing issues of low involvement did
not. One goal of the present experiment was to provide the first direct test of this
formulation.? In the current study, subjects were either warned or not warned of the
persuasive intent of a communication which they were led to believe was either of
direct or only indirect personal relevance to them. .

We hypothesized that the reactance aroused by a forewarning of persuasive
intent (Hass & Grady, 1975), would affect the manner in which the communication
was processed. Without a forewarning, a communication would be accepted on the
basis of its merits; but with a forewarning, subjects would be motivated to coun-
terargue the message in order to reassert their freedom. Since greater reactance
should be aroused the greater the personal relevance of the attitude under attack
(Brehm, 1966), we expected that a forewarning of persuasive intent would produce
greaterinhibition of persuasion when the communication was on a topic of high than
low personal relevance. This reasoning, of course, provides a theoretical rationale
for Papageorgis’ previous empirical observation.’ -

Although past investigators have not explicitly noted this, the available data on
forewarning of persuasive intent is quite consistent with the notion that ‘‘persua-
sion contexts" inhibit attitude change by eliciting counterarguments during mes-
sage receipt. For example, Kiesler & Kiesler (1964) found that a statement of the
communicator’s persuasive intent inhibited persuasion only when it preceded the
message. Consistent with our interpretation, when the persuasion context came
after the message, reactance could still be aroused, but it could not affect the
manner in which the communication was processed. Holt & Watts (1974) found that
a forewarning of persuasive intent did not inhibit persuasion if subjects were -
distracted while reading the communication, but it had the usual inhibiting effect
when no distraction was present. The distraction may have prevented the coun-
terarguing which otherwise would have been elicited by the persuasion context
(Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976). Finally, in an experiment in which low involving
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.51; warned low involvement = .49; unwamed low involvement = .38. This
suggests that both involvement and warning increase the importance of message
relevant cognitions in producing persuasion.
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Footnotes

!Requests for reprints should be addressed to Richard E. Petty, Department of Psychol-
ogy, University of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri 65211, or John T. Cacioppo, Department
of Psychology, University of Notre Dame, Notre Dame, Indiana 46556. This research was
supported by N.I.M.H. grant 31798-01 to the first author. We are grateful to Margo Saddler
for her help in collecting and coding the data reported, and to Don Fry and Stan Wilensky
for providing access to the University of Missouri learning lab facilities.

*Holt & Watts (1973) and Dean, Austin, & Watts ( 1971) crossed a warning of persuasive
intent with issue involvement and found less persuasion with a forewarning, but no
interaction with involvement. However, in both cases the involvement manipulation was
confounded with issue; thus differences in issue familiarity, quality of arguments employed
in the communications, etc., may have countered the involvement effect.

3Note that this reasoning does not apply to situations in which an already liked com-
municator is attempting to persuade in order to benefit the subject rather than himself (cf.
Mills, 1966), because these conditions would be unlikely to instill reactance.

“Brock (1967) measured subject-generated counterarguments in a study in which persua-
sive intent was manipulated. Although the data were consistent with the current
hypothesis, direct support was not provided since subjects were also forewarned of the
impending mesage content, and the manipulation of persuasive intent was confounded with
source expertise. -



