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30 THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO PERSUASIVE EFFECTS

as & two-step process in which initially the receiver assesses the position
advocated by the message, and attitude change occurs after that judgment (with
the amount and direction of change dependent upon that judgment). As the
receiver’s assessment of the position being forwarded by the communication
varies, different persuasive effects will occur.

The plausibility of this general approach should be apparent. It surely seems
likely that our reaction to a particular persuasive communication will depend
(at least in part) on what we think of (how favorable we are toward) the point
of view it advocates. But this suggests that, in order to understand a receiver’s
reaction to a message On a given issue, it is important to understand how the
receiver assesses the various positions on that issue (that is, the various stands
that a message might advocate). Hence the next section discusses the nature of
persons’ judgments of the alternative positions on an issue. A subsequent
section discusses receivers’ reactions to persuasive messages. A concluding
section explores some criticisms of social judgment theory,

JUDGMENTS OF
ALTERNATIVE POSITIONS ON AN ISSUE

On any given persuasive issue, there are likely to be a number of different
positions or points of view available. Consider, for example, some different
possible stands on an issue such as abortion: One might think that all abortion
should be illegal, or that a legal abortion should be permitted only if childbirth
would bring about the woman’s death, or that a legal abortion should be
permitted only during the first three months of pregnancy, or that a woman
should be permitted to have a legal abortion whenever she requests it {and of
course these don’t exhaust the possibilities). A person is iikely to have varying
assessments of these different positions — 2 person will likely find some of the
positions acceptabie, some of the positions objectionable, and some neither
particularly acceptable nor unacceptable. Since, from a social judgment theory
point of view, the person’s reaction to a persuasive communication on this topic
will depend on the person’s judgment of the position the message advocates, it
is important to be able to assess persons’ judgments of the various possible
positions. The assessment procedure offered by social judgment theory is
known as the Ordered Alternatives questionnaire.

THE ORDERED ALTERNATIVES QUESTIONNAIRE

An Ordered Alternatives guestionnaire provides the respondent with a set of
statements, each representing a different point of view on the issue being
studied. These statements are chosen so as to represent the range of positions
on the issue (from the extreme view on one side to the extreme view on the
other), and are arranged in order (from one extreme to the other)— hence the
name “Ordered Alternatives.” (Commonly, 9 or 11 statements are used, but
what is important is that all the prevailing views on the issue are somehow
represented in rank order.) For example, the following Ordered Alternatives
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questionnaire was developed for research on a presidential election campaign

“(M. Sherif & Hovland, 1961, pp. 136-137, for other examples, see Hovland,

Harvey, & Sherif, 1957; C. W. Sherif, 1980).

(A} The election of the Republican presidential and vice presidential candi;
dates in November is absoiutely essential from ajl angles in the country’s
interests,

(B) On the whole the interests of the country will be served hest by the
election of the Republican candidates for president and vice president in
the coming election.

{C) 1t seems that the country’s interests would be betler served if the presi-
dential and vice presidential candidates of the Republican party are
elected this November,

D} Akthough it is hard Lo decide, it is probable that the country’s interesls
may be betier served if the Republican presidentiat and vice presidential
candidates are elecied in November,

{E} From the point of view of the country's interests, it is hard to decide
whether it is preferable to vote for the presidential and vice presidential
candidates of the Republican party or the Democratic party in November.

{(F) Although it is hard to decide, it is probable that the country’s interests
may be better served if the Democratic presidential and vice presidential
candidates are elected in November,

{G) It seems that the country’s interests would be better served if the presi-
dential and vice presidential candidates of the Democtatic party are
elected this November,

(H} On the whole the interests of the country will be served best by the
glection of the Democratic candidates for president and vice president in
the coming election.

{I) The election of the Democratic presidential and vice presidential candi-
dates in November is absolutely essential from all angles in the country’s
interests. ’

In completing this questionnaire, the respondent is asked initially to indicate
the one statement that he or she finds most acceptable (say, by putting ++ in the
corresponding blank). The respondent is then asked to indicate the other
statements that are acceptable to the respandent (+), the one statement that is
most objectionable to the respondent (XX), and the other statements that are
unacceptable (X). The respondent need not mark every statement as either
acceptable or unacceptable; that is, some of the positions can be neither
accepted nor rejected by the respondent. (For a discussion of procedural details,
see Granberg & Steele, 1974.) -

These responses are taken to define the respondent’s judgmental iatitudes on
that issue. The range of positions that the respondent finds acceptable is said to
form the respondent’s latitude of acceptance, the positions that the respondent
finds unacceptable constitute the latitude of rejection, and the latitude of
noncommitmeni is formed by the positions that the respondent neither accepts
nor rejects.
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Obviously, the structure of these judgmental latitudes may vary from person
to person. in fact, two respondents might have the same “most acceptable”
position, but kave very different latitudes of acceptance, rejection, and non-
commitment. For example, suppose that on the presidential election issue Carol
and Mary both find statement B most acceptable — their own most preferred
position is that, on the whole, the interests of the country will be served best by
the election of the Republicans. Mary finds statements A, C, D, and E also
acceptable, is noncommittal toward F, G, and H, and rejects only the extreme
Democratic statement [; Carol, on the other hand, thinks that A is the only other
acceptabie staternent, is noncommittal regarding C and D, and rejects E, E G,
H, and I. Mary thus has a larger latitude of acceptance than Carol (Mary finds
five of the statements acceptable, whereas Carol finds only two so), a larger
latitude of noncommitment (three statements as opposed to two), and a smaller
latitude of rejection (only one statement is objectionable to Mary, whereas five
are to Carol). Notice (to jump ahead for a moment) that even though Carol and
Mary have the same most preferred position, they would tikely react guite
differently to  persuasive communication advocating position E: Mary finds

‘that to be an acceptable position on the issue, but Caro} finds it objectionable.

Thus, from the point of view of sociaf judgment theory, a person’s stand on
an issue must be seen as involving something more than simply the person’s
most preferred position. Only understanding the person’s judgment of the
various alternative positions—only understanding the person’s latitudes of
acceplance, rejection, and noncommitment — will permit one to understand the
individual’s reactions to persuasive messages on that issue.

Social judgment theory proposes that there is a systematic source of varia-
tion in the structure of these judgmental latitudes: ego-involvement. As the
respondent’s fevel of ego-invoivement with the issue varies, se will the structure
of the judgmental latitudes. Before discussing: the nature of this relationship,
however, some attention to the concept of ego-involvement is required.

THE CONCEPT OF EGO-INVOLVEMENT

The concept of ego-invelvement has been variously described in social
judgment theory, and hence there is room for some uncertainty aboutjust what
“ego-involvement” comes to. (for discussion, see Wilmot, 1971a). However,
very broadly speaking, what is meant by “ego-involvement” is in some ways
akin to whal one might colloquially mean in referring to someone’s being
“involved with an issue.” Thus a person might be said to be ego-invoived when
the issue has personat significance to the individual, when the person’s stand on
the issue is central to his or her sense of self (hence “ego-invoivement™), when
the issue is important to the person, when the person intensely holds 2 given
position, when the person is strongly committed to the position, and so on.

Two additional clarifications may be helpful. First, ego-involvement is
issue-specific (see C. W. Sherif, 1980, pp. 37-40). A person might be highly
involved in one issue (say, abortion) but not at all involved in another (such as
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environmental protection). That is to say, ego-involvement is not a personality
characteristic such that persons who are highly involved on one issue will also
be highly involved on most other issues; instead, involvement is topic-specific,
in the sense that it can vary from issue 1o issue.

Second, ego-involvement and extremity of most preferred position are
distinct concepts (see C. W. Sherif, 1980, p. 36). That is, to be ego-invoived in
an issue is not the same thing as holding an extreme position on the issue. For
example, one might take an extreme stand on an issue without being highly
ego-involved (e.g., I might hold an extreme position on the issue of controlling
the federal deficit, even though I'm not especially ego-involved in that stand).
And one can be highly ego-involved in a middle-of-the-road position (“I'm
strongly committed to this moderate position, my sense of self is connected to
my holding this moderate view,” and so on). Thus involvement and position
extremity are.conceptually different. '

Social judgment theory does suggest that ego-involvement and position
extremity will be empirically related, such that those with more extreme
pusitions on an issue will tend to be more ego-involved in that issue; indeed, M.
Sherif and Hovland (1961, pp. 138-140) report research evidence supporting
such an empirical relationship. But this empirical relationship should not’
obscure the conceptual difference between involvement and position extremity.
Even though those with extreme positions may tend to be more involved than
are those with moderate positions, it is quite possible for persons holding
moderate positions to be highly involved (and equaily possible for persons with
extreme positions to be reiatively uninvolved); hence it is important to recog-
nize the conceplual distinction between position extremity and involvement.

EGO-INVOLVEMENT AND THE LATITUDES

Social judgment theory suggests that one’s level of ego-involvement on an
issue will influence the structure of one’s judgmental latitudes on that issue.
Specifically, the claim is that as one’s level of ego-tnvoivement increases, the
size of the latitude of rejection will also increase (and the sizes of the latitudes
of rejection and noncommitment will decrease). Hence highly involved persons
are expected to have a relatively large latitude of rejection and relatively small
latitudes of acceptance and noncommitment. The more involved person thus
will find comparatively few stands on the issue to be acceptable, and won’t be
neutral (noncommittal) toward very many stands, and will find a comparatively
large number of positions tc be objectionable. :

Obviously, i order to gather evidence bearing on this claim, one needs to
have a procedure for assessing ego-involvement. A number of different
measurement procedures have been proposed; two of these are discussed in the
next section. (Of course, one also needs a procedure for assessing the sizes of
the various latitudes; the Ordered Alternatives questionnaire provides such a
procedure.) '
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MEASURES OF EGC-INVOLVEMENT

Several different techniques have been devised for assessing the degree of
ego-involvement a person has in a given issue. Two particular measures have
commonty been employed, and can serve as useful examples.

SiZE OF THE ORDERED-ALTERNATIVES LATITUDE OF REJECTION As a
~ preliminary way of studying the relationship of ego-involvement to the struc-
tures of the judgmental latitudes, the individuals studied were often persons
whose invoivement levels could be presumed on the basis of their group
memberships.! One example 1S provided by Hovland, Harvey, and Sherif’s
(1957) study of the topic of prohibition in Oklahoma (at a time when that state
stili had prohibition laws). Some of the participants were recruited from
Women'’s Christian Temperance Union groups, Salvation Army workers, and
the like, the presumption being that these persons would be highly involved in
the topic. For comparison, other participants were obtained from unselected
samples {e.g., undergraduate students). Participants completed an Ordered
Allernatives questionnaire, from which the structure of the latitudes couid be
obtained.

In studies such as these, persons in the presumabiy_higher-involvement
groups had larger latitudes of rejection than did presumably less involved
participants (for 2 general review of such work, see C. W. Sherif et al., 1965).
On the basis of such resulis, the size of the latitude of rejection on the QOrdered
Allernatives guestionnaire has been recommended as a measure of ego-involve-
ment {e.g., Granberg, 1982, p. 313; C. W. Sherif et ai,, 1965, p. 234Y. The larger
cne’s latitude of rejection, the greater one’s degree of involvement.

Of course, as the latitude of rejection increases in size, the combined size of
the latitudes of acceptance and noncommitment must necessarily decrease. It
appears that it is primarily the iatitude of noncommitment that shrinks — that is,
with an increase in the size of the latitude of rejection, there is a decrease in the

size of the latitude of noncommitment, and little change in the size of the
latitude of acceptance (for a review, see C. W, Sherif et al, 1965). This g
regularity has sometimes led to the suggestion that the size of the latitude of
noncommitment can serve as an index of involvement (c.g., C. W. Sherif et al.,
1965, p. 234), but the size of the latitude of rejection is the far more frequently
studied index.

OWN-CATEGORIES PROCEDURE A second measure of ego-involvement
was derived from what is called the “own-categories” procedure. Participants
are provided with a large number of statements (60 or more) on the'topic of
interest, and are asked to sort these statements into however many caiegories
they think necessary to represent the range of positions on the issue, They are
{old to sort the items such that those in a given calegory Seerm 10 reflect the same
basic viewpoint on the topic, and so hang together as a category. (For procedural
details, see C. W. Sherif et al., 1465, pp. 92-126.) What is of central interest here
is the number of categories created by a respondent.” As in the studies of the
Ordered Alternatives questionnaire, resulis were compared from selected and
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unselected respondents whose iivolvement levels could be presumed on inde-
pendent grounds.

Systematic differences were observed in the number of categories employved.
Those participants who were presumably highly involved created fewer cate-
gories than did low-involvement participants. Such results suggested the use of
the own-categories procedure as an index of ege-involvement: The fewer
categories created, the greater the degree of ego-involvement (e.g., C. W, Sherif
et al., 1965, p. 126).

This result can seem io be counterintuitive, buf it makes good sense from the
perspective of social judgment theory - particularly against the backdrop of
assimilation and contrast effects (to be discussed shortly). With increasing
invelvement, increased perceptual distortion is thought to be likely. When
involvement is exceptionally high, the individual’s thinking takes on an abso-
lutist, black-or-white guality; in such a case, only two caiegories might be
thought to be necessary by the respondent (“Here are the few statements
representing the right point of view —the one I hold— and here are all the
wrongheaded ones™). Thus it is that social judgment theory expects that greater
involvement will mean fewer categories created in the own-categories pro-
cedure.?

As is probably apparent, the own-categories procedure is rather cumbersome
for large-scale administration, especially compared to an Ordered Alternatives
questionnaire. Not surprisingly, of these two means of assessing ego-involve-
ment, the more frequently used index has been the size of the latitude of
rejection on the Ordered Alternatives questionnaire.

REACTIONS TO COMMUNICATIONS

Social judgment theory holds that a receiver’s reaction to a given persuasive
communication will depend centrally on how he or she assesses the point of
view it is advocating. This implies that, in reacting to a persuasive message, the
receiver must initially come to decide just what position the message is forward-
ing. Social judgment theory suggesis that, in reaching this judgment (about
what position is being advocated), the receiver may be subject to perceptual
distortions termed “assimilation and contrast effects.”

ASSIMILATION AND CONTRAST EFFECTS

Assimilation and contrast effects are perceptual effects concerning the judg-
ent of what position is being advocated by a persuasive message. An assimi-
lation effect is said to occur when the receiver perceives the message as
advocating a position cioser to his or her own position than it actually does; that
is, an assimilation effect involves the receiver minimizing the difference
between the message’s position and the receiver’s position, A contrast effect is
said to occur when the receiver perceives the message as advocating a position
further away from (more discrepant from} his or her own position thar it
actually does; thus a contrast effect involves the receiver’s exaggerating the
difference between the message’s position: and the receiver’s position.*
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Social judgment theory offers a rule of thumb concerning the occurrence of
assimilation and contrast effects (see C. W. Sherif et al,, 1965, p. 129). Broadly
speaking, a communication advocating a position that falls in the receiver’s
latitude of acceptance is likely to be assimilated (perceived as even closer to the
receiver’s pwn view), and a comrmunication advocating a position in the latitude
of rejection will probably be contrasted {perceived as even more discrepant
from the receiver’s view), In the latitude of nencommitment, it appears that one
might find either assitnilation or contrast effects; social judgment theory does
not clearly identify the point at which assimilation effects stop and contrast
effects begin, but this point seems likely to occur somewhere in the latitude of
noncommitment but close to the latitude of rejection (see C. A. Kiesler et al,,
1969, p. 247).

Notice, thus, that the perceived position of a persuasive communication may
be different for persons with differing stands on the issue. An illustration of this
phenomenon was offered by M. Sherif and Hoviand (1961, p. 151), who
constructed a message concerning a presidentfal election, The communication
briefly listed the claims of the two major parties on various campaign issues,
but did not take sides or draw clear conclusions; that is, the message represenied
something Tike position E—the middle position —on the Ordered Alternatives
questionnaire presented above. When pro-Republican respondents were asked
what position the message advocated, they characterized it as being slightly
pro-Democratic; pro-Democratic respondents, on the other hand, saw the mes- -
sage as being slightly pro-Republican. Both groups of respondents thus exhib-
ited a contrast effect, exaggerating the difference between the message and their
own stand on the issue. (For other research illustrating assimilation and contrast
effects, see Atkins, Deaux, & Bieri, 1967; Hurwitz, 1986; Manis, 1960; C. W,
Sherif et al., 1965, pp. 149-163.) '

Assimilation and contrast effects appear to be magnified by ego-involve-
ment. That is, there is a greater degree of perceptual distortion (regarding what
position a message is advocating) as the receiver’s degree of involvement®
increases (C. W, Sherif, Kelly, Rodgers, Sarup, & Tittler, 1673; C. W. Sherif
et al., 1965, p. 139). However, it appears that assimilation and contrast effects
are minimized by messages that make clear what position is being advocated,
That is, only relatively ambiguous communications are subject to assimilation
and contrast effects (see Granberg & Campbell, 1977; C. W. Sherif et al., 1965,
p. 153; M. Sherif & Hovland, 1961, p. 153). When a persuader makes clear just
what view is being forwarded, assimilation and contrast effects are minimized.

ATTITUDE CHANGE EFFECTS

Whether receivers will change their attitudes foliowing reception of a per-
suasive communication is said by social judgment theory to depend ot what
position the message is perceived to be advocating — that is, the perceived
location of the comumunication with respect to the latitudes of acceptance,
rejection, and noncommitment. The basic principie offered by social judgment
theory is this: A communication that is perceived to advocate a position that falls
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in the latitude of acceptance or the latitude of noncommitment will produce
atiitude change in the advocated direction (that is, in the direction sought by the
message), but a communication that is perceived to advocate a position that falls
in the latitude of rejection will produce no attitude change, or perhaps “boomer-
ang” attitude change (that is, change in the direction opposite that advocated by
the message).

Several investigations have reported findings consistent with this general
principle. For exampte, more favorable attitade change is produced when the
message is perceived to fall within the latitude of acceptance than when it falls
outside it (Atkins et al, 1967; Eagly & Telaak, 1972). And less favorable
attitude change has been found as the size of the latitude of rejection (or
involvement) increases (Eagly & Telaak, 1972; C. W. Sherif et al,, 1973).°

This general principle has important implications for the question of the
effects of discrepancy (between the message’s position and the receiver’s
position) on atfitude change. A persuader might advocate a position very
discrepant from (very different from) the receiver’s own view, thus asking for
a great deal of attitude change; or a persuader might advocate a position only
slightly discrepant from the receiver’s, so seeking only a small amount of
change. But what degree of discrepancy between the message’s position and the
receiver’s position will produce the greatest amount of favorable attitude
change?

Social judgment theory suggests that with increasing discrepancy, more
favorable attitude change will occur—up fo a point, namely, the latitude of
rejection; but beyond that point, increasing discrepancy will produce less
favorable reactions (indeed, may produce boomerang attitude change). Thus the
general relationship between discrepancy and attitude change is suggested to be
something like an inverted-U-shaped curve, and indeed {as discussed in more
detail in Chapter 9) the available research evidence is consistent with that
suggestion {e.g., Aronson, Turner, & Carlsmith, 1963; Whittaker, 1965).¢

But social judgment theory also poinis to the importance of the receiver’s
fevel of ego-involvement as an influence on the effects of discrepancy on
attitude change. As receivers become increasingly involved in an issue, their
latitudes of rejection presumably grow larger. Thus for low-involvement receiv-
ets, a persuader might be able to advocate a very discrepant viewpoint without
entering the (small) latitude of rejection; but for high-involvement receivers, a
very discrepant message will aimost certainly fall into the (large) latitude of
rejection. Thus, with any one influence attempt, a persuader facing a highly
involved receiver may be able to advocate safely only 2 small change; obtaining
substantial change from the highly involved receiver may require a series of
small steps over time, By contrast, considerable attitude change might be
obtained from the low-involvement receiver rather rapidly, through advocating
a highly discrepant (but not too discrepant) position (as suggested by Harvey &
Rutherford, 1958). :

1t should be kept in mind, however, that (from the point of view of social
judgment theory) it is not discrepancy per se that is the relevant factor, but the
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perceived location of the communication relative to the receiver’s judgmental
latitudes, Consider, for example, a receiver whose most acceptable position on
the A-to-1 Ordered Alternatives guestionnaire was position D; positions A, B,
and C formed the rest of the latitude of acceptance; position E was the latitude
of noncommitment; and positions F, G, H, and [ formed the latitude of rejection,
A message perceived to advocate position A would be more discrepant (from
the receiver’s most preferred position) than a message perceived to advocate
position F—yet the first message, despite being more discrepant, would be
expected to elicit 2 more favorable reaction than the second. Thus, for social
judgment theory, any effects of discrepancy on attitude change are simply
indirect reflections of the role played by the judgmental latitudes —and corre-
spondingly the inverted-U curve (relating discrepancy to attitude change) is
only a crude and general guide to what persuasive effects may be expected in a
given circumstance.,

ASSIMILATION AND CONTRAST EFFECTS RECONSIDERED

The reader may have noticed that the attitude-change principles discussed in
the preceding section refer to what position the message is perceived 1o be
advocating, It thus becomes important to reconsider the role of assimilation and
contrast effects in persuasion, since these influence the perceived position of 2
message. The crucial point to be noticed is this: Assimilation and conirast
effects reduce the effectiveness of persuasive communications.

THE IMPACT OF ASSIMILATION AND CONTRAST EFFECTS ON PERSUASION
Consider first the case of a contrast effect. If a message that advocates 2 position
in the receiver’s latifude of rejection —and so is already unlikely to yield much
favorable attitude change—is perceived as advocating a position even more
discrepant from the receiver’s view, then the chances for favorable change
diminish even more (and indeed the chances for boomerang attitude change
increase). Obviously, then, contrast effects will impair the effectiveness of
persuasive messages.

But assimilation effects also reducs persuasive effectiveness. When an
assimilation effect occurs, the perceived discrepancy between the message’s
stand and the receiver’s position is reduced —and hence the communicator is
seen as asking for less change than he or she actually seeks. So consider the case
of a message that advocates a position in the latitude of acceptance or the
latitude of noncommitment; with increasing perceived discrepancy, the chances
of favorable attitude change presumably increase. But an assimilation effect
will reduce the perceived discrepancy between the message’s view and the
receiver’s position, and so will reduce the amount of attitude change obtained.
Indeed, in the extreme case of complete assimilation, receivers may think that
the message is simply saying what they aiready believe —and hence receivers
don’t change their attitudes at all. Thus it is that assimilation effects, like
conirast effects, reduce the effectiveness of persuasive communications.

How might persuaders minimize assimilation and contrast effects? By being
clear about their position on the persuasive issue at hand. As discussed pre-
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viously, only relatively ambiguous communications (that is, messages that
aren’t clear about their stand on the persuasive issue) are subject {o assimilation
and contrast effects. Thus social judgment theory emphasizes for persuaders the
importance of making clear one’s position on an issue.

AMBIGUITY IN POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS One might think that the preva-
ience (and apparent success) of ambiguity in political campaigns suggests that
something is amiss (with social judgment theory, if not with the political
campaign process). After all, if ambiguity reduces persuasive effectiveness,
why is it that successful politicai campaigners so frequently seem to be ambig-
uous about their stands on the issues?

It is crucial to keep in mind the persuasive aims of the political campaign.
Ordinarily, the candidate is not trying to persaade audiences to favor this or that
approach to the matter of gun control or abortion or arms control {or any other
“campaign issue”); rather, the persuasive aim of the campaign is to get people
to vote for the candidate. That is, candidates are frying to convince voters on the
question of who to vote for—and candidates are never ambiguous about their
stand on that issue (the true persuasive issue of the campaign). Thus on the topic
on which candidates seek persuasion (namely, who te vote for), candidates do

- nof taxe unciear positions.

Candidates do adopt ambiguous positions on the “campaign issues” of
environmental protection, gun control, and so forth. If & candidate were trving
to persuade voters that “the right approach fo the issue of gun control is
thus-and-so,” then being ambiguous about his or her position on gun control
would reduce the chances of successful persuasion on that topic. Such ambigu-
ity would encourage assimilation and contrast effects, thereby impairing the
candidate’s chances of changing anyone’s mind about gun contro].

But, ordinarily, candidates don’t seek to persuade voters about the wisdom
of some particular policy on a given campaign issue, Usually, the candidate
hopes 10 encourage voters to believe that the candidate’s view on a given issue
is the same as the voter’s view. That is to say, candidates hope that, with respect
to campaign issues (such as abortion or arms control), voters will assimilate the
candidate’s views (overestimate the degree of similarity between the
candidate’s views and their own).

Social judgment theory, of course, straightforwardly suggests how such an
effect might be obtained. Suppose —as seems plausible — that for most voters,
the positions around the middle of the scale on 2 given campaign issue (arms
control, environmental protection, or whatever) commonly fall in the latitude
of noncommitment or the latitude of acceptance; for a small number of voters
(e.g., those with extreme views and high ego-involvement on that topic), such
positions might fall in the latitude of rejection, but most of the electorate feels
noncommittal toward (if not accepting of ) such views. In such a circumstance,
if the message suggests some sort of vaguely moderate position on the issue,
without being very clear about exactly what position is being defended, then the

conditions are ripe for an assimilation effect regarding the candidate’s stand on
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that topic. (For research concerning assimiation and contrast effects in political
campaigns, see J. A. Anderson & Avery, 1978; Brent & Granberg, 1982;
Granberg, 1982; Granberg & Jenks, 1977; Granberg, Kasmer, & Nanneman,
1988; Judd, Kenny, & Krosnick, 1983; M. King, 1978.)

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT

Social judgment theory obviously offers a number of concepts and principles
useful for illuminating persuasive effects. But several problems in social judg-
ment theory and research have become apparent.

THE CONFOUNDING OF INVOLVEMENT
WITH OTHER VARIABLES

One weakness in much social judgment research stems from the use of
participants from preexisting groups thought to differ in involvement (e.g., in
ihe research on the prohibition fopic, using members of the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union te represent high-involvement subjects). This research pro-
cedure has created ambigaities in interpreting results, because the procedure has
confounded involvement with & number of other variables.

Two variables are sajd fo be “confounded” in a research design when they
are associated in such a way as to make it impossibie to disentangle their
separate effects. In the case of much social judgment theory research, the
persons selected to serve as high-involvement participants differed from the
low-involvement participants not just in involvement, but in other ways as well.
For example, the high-involvement participants had more extreme atfitudes
than the low-involvement participants {e.g., M. Sherif & Hovland, 1961,
pp. 134-135), In such a circumstance, when the high-involvement group dis-
plays a larger atitude of rejection than the low-involvement group, one cannot
unambiguously atiribute the difference to involvement (as social judgment

theory might propose). The difference in latitude size might instead be due to,

position extremity.

From a social judgment theory point of view, the apparent empirical associ-
ation between involvement and position extremity (higher involvement being
associated with more extreme positions) complicates the research process. One
might well expect that, on the whole, higher involvement, more extreme
attitudes, and larger latitudes of rejection would go hand in hand. But involve-
ment and position extremity are treated as distinct concepts by social judgment
theory, and so it is important for theoretical purposes to be able to distinguish
the effects of involvement from the effects of position extremity. Social judg-
ment theory claims that larger latitudes of rejection are the result of heightened
ego-involvement, not the result of extreme positions per se {e.g., C. W. Sherif
etal., 1965, p. 233); hence it is particularly unfortunate that the research designs
confounded involvement and position extremity.

In fact, the groups used in much social judgment research differed not only
in involvement and position extremity, but in age, educational level, and so on.

i
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As a result, one cannot confidently explain observed differences (e.g., in the
size of the latitude of rejection, or in the number of categories used in the
own-categories procedure) as being the result simply of involvement; one of the
other factors, or some combination of other factors, might have been responsi-
ble for the observed effects. Hence much of the research evidence bearing on
social judgment theory is not as strong as one might want these various
confoundings complicate the task of drawing clear conclusions from the
research evidence. (For a more general discussion of this problem with social
judgment research, see C. A. Kiesler et al., 1969, pp. 254-257.)

THE CONCEPT OF INVOLVEMENT

Ego-involvement is not a carefully defined idea. The notion of ego-involve-
ment seems to involve a variety of conflated concepts ~the person’s stand on
the issue being central to the person’s sense of self, the issue’s importance to the
person, the issue’s relevance to the person, the degree of commitment the person
has 1o the position, the degree of intensity with which the position is held, and
so an {for a useful discussion, see Wilmot, 1971a).

But these are distinguishable concepts. For instance, I can think an issue is
important without my stand on that issue being central to my self-concepi (e.g.,
I think the issue of controliing the federal deficit is important, but my sense of
identity isn’t connected to my stand on this matter). I can hold a given belief
intensely, even though the issue isn’t very important to me (e.g., my belief that
the carth is round). An issue may not be personally relevant to me (e.g.,
abortion), but T could nonetheless be strongly committed to a position on that
issue, and my stand on that issue could be important to my sense of self. T can
nold a belief strongly (say, about the superiority of z given basketball team)
even though that belief isn’t central to my self-concept.

The general point is that the notion of involvement contains a number of
distinct concepts that have been run together in an unsatisfactory manner. It is
possible to distinguish (conceptually, if not empirically) commitment to a

position, importance of the issue, personal relevance of the issue, and so forth, -

and hence a ciear understanding of the roles these play in persuasion will
require separate treatment of each. (For examples of efforts at clarifying one or
another aspect of involvement, see Greenwald & Leavitt, 1985; Park & Mittal,
1985; Zaichkowsky, 1985.) '

THE MEASURES OF INVOLYEMENT

Several worrisome findings have been reported concerning the common
measures of ego-involvement: the size of the latitude of rejection in the Ordered
Alternatives guestionnaire and the number of categories created jn the own-cat-
egories procedure. No one of these findings is especially damaging by itself,
but taken together they indicate some cause for concern.

For example, Wilmot {1971b) examined the association between the size of
the Ordered Alternatives latitude of rejection and the number of categories used
in the own-categories procedure. One would expect a substaniial negative

P
S
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correlation betfween these measures (persons with larger latitudes of rejection
should use fewer categories), but the cbserved correlation ((03) was not signif-
icantly different from zero. Wilmot aiso found that these measures were not
substantially correlated with respondents’ ratings of how important the fopic
was to society, how important the topic was to them personally, or how
comnitted they were to their mest acceptable position: The correlations ranged
from ~.03 to .08 (for related results, see R. A. Clark & Stewart, 1971).

R. A. Ciark and Stewart (1971} examined the average size of the Ordered
Alternatives latitude of rejection on a number of different issues. Social judg-
ment theory would expect that issues with relatively large latitudes of rejection
would be ones that are relatively ego-involving for the respondents, whereas
issues with refatively small latitudes of rejection would presumably be compar-
atively uninvelving. But Clark and Stewart found that, for college undergradu-
ate respondents, the average latitude of rejection was larger for the issue of the
quatlity of Walter Cronkite as a newscaster than for the issue of the harms and
benefits of drug use; the average iatitude of rejection was nearly identical for
the question of the desirability of ice cream as a dessert and the issue of the
extent to which grades accurately reflect class achievement. Results such as
these obviously cast some doubt on the viability of the Ordered Alternatives
jatitude of rejection as an index of ego-involvement. (For additional refevant
work concerning indices of ego-involvement, see Hartley, 1967, pp. 99-100;
Makdah & Diab, 1976; Markley, 1971.)

Some related difficulties. (concerning measures of ego-involvement) have
arisen in the context of the claim that ego-involvement is issue-specific. In
studying this claim, researchers have obtained ego-invelvement indices from
respondents concerning a number of different topics, examining the extent to
which persons are consistent (across issues) in their apparent levels of involve-
ment, Significant cross-topic consistencies have been observed by several
investigators using a variety of involvement measures, including the Ordered

5
£

Alternatives latitude of rejection and the number of categories created in the

own-categories procedure {(e.g., R. A, Clark & Stewart, 1971; Glixman, 1965;
McCroskey & Burgoon, 1974; see also F. A, Powell, 1966; compare Eagly &
Tetaak, 1972).

At least some of these findings of cross-issue consistency can be accommo-
dated by social judgment theory. As C. W, Sherif (1980, p. 38) has pointed out,
social judgment theory acknowledges that when topics are closely related in
some fashion (e.g., where the issuss all concern some fundamential ideological
dimension relevant for the respondent), then the level of involvement on one of
the issues will likely be similar to the level of involvement on the other issues.
Thus in studies where the topics are related, a finding of cross-topic consistency
is not damaging to social judgment theory. This analysis can be used to explain
some of the reported cases of cross-topic consistency, namely, ones where the
topics are related {e.g., McCroskey & Burgoon, 1974), but it cannot easily
explain other cases in which the topics are apparently not related (e.g., R. A,
Clark & Stewart, 1971).
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Taken at face value, then, the finding of significant cross-topic consistency
(among unrelated topics) suggests two possible conclusions. One is that these
“measures of ego-involvement” are not really assessing ego-involvement; after
all, ego-involvement is topic-specific, and whatever these measures are assess-
ing isn’t topic-specific. The other possible conclusion is that social judgment
theory is wrong to claim that ego-involvement is issue-specific; this conclusion
presumes that these measures are assessing ego-involvement, and hence the
finding that the measures exhibit significant cross-topic consistency means that
involvement levels are similarly associated across topics. Of course, one can’t
draw both conclusions — but either one reflects unfavorably on social judgment
theory and research,

In short, there are good empirical grounds for concern about the adequacy
and meaning of the common measures of ego-involvement.” This is perhaps o
be expected, given the lack of clarity surrounding the concept of ego-involve-
ment; one cannot hope to have a very satisfactory assessment procedure for a
vague and indistinct concept. In any case, the empirical evidence suggests that
the various indices of ego-involvement ought not be employed unreflectively.

CONCLUSION

In some ways social judgment theory is obviously too simpiified to serve as
a complete account of persuasive effects. Notice, for exampie, that from a social
judgment theory point of view, the only features of the message that are relevant
to its impact are (2) the position it advocates and (b) the clarity with which it
identifies its position. It doesn’t matéer whether the message contains sound
arguments and good evidence, or specious reasoning and poor evidence; it
doesn’t matter just what contents the message contains, or how the message
material is organized. Everything turns simply on what position the message is
seen to defend. And surely this is an incomplete account of what underlies
persuasive message effects,

But a theory can be useful even when incomplete. Social judgment theory
does draw one’s attention to important facets of the process of persuasion: the
relevance of assimilation and contrast effects, the possibility that two persons
with the same most acceptable position on an issue might nonetheless have very
different assessments of the alternative stands on the issue, the importance of
considering variations in receiver involvement in the topic, and so forth.
Despite some obvious weaknesses, then, one may surely credit social judgment
theory with some positive contributions,

NOTES

1. In fact, as C. A. Kiesler et al, (1969, p. 244) point o, the anchoring of attitudes in reference
groups is emphasized in some social judgment theory conceptualizations of involvement, and
consequently this was an attractive research procedure for social judgment studies,

2. Of subsidiary interest is the distribution of statements across categories: High- and low-
involvement participants often differ in their use of their created categories, with high-involvement
participants tending to use some categories dispropertionately (C. W, Sherif et al,, 1965, p. 239).
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3. The own-categories procedure can alsc be used to obtain measures of the judgmental
latitudes (by asking the respondent to indicate the most acceptable category, other acceptable
categories, and so forth, and then examining the proportion of statements falling into the various
latitudes), but there is more research evidence concerning number of categoties created than
concerning the comparative sizes of the judgmental latitudes thus assessed, and hence atiention here
is focused on the use of the number of categories created as an index of ego involvement.

4. Assimilation and contrast effects {more broadly defined than here) are famitiar psychophys-
jcal phenomena. If you've been lifting 25-pound boxes all day, a 40-pound box will feel even
heavier than 40 pounds (contrast effect), but 2 27-pound box wili probably feel much like all the
others {assimilation effect). The psychophysical principle involved is that when a stimulus (the
40-pound box) is distans from one’s judgmental anchor (the 25-pound boxes}, a conirast effect is
likely; but when the stimulus is clese to the anchor, an assimilation effect is likely. Indeed, social
judgment theory was explicitly represented as an attempt to generalize psychophysical judgmental
principles and findings to the realm of social judgment, with the person’s own stand on the issue
serving as the judgmental anchor (see M. Sherif & Hovland, 1961).

5. However (as discussed in Chapter 6), fhere have been several reported cases in which
increased involvement has beer associated with increased persuasiveness of counterattitudinal
messages (=.g.. Petty & Cacioppo, 1979b), findings that would seem not easity reconcited with
social judgment theory (but see Chapter 6, note 9, for further discussion).

6. For any individual receiver, the relation of discrepancy and attitude change is presumably
not expected to be an inverted-U curve, but something rather more like half of such a curve:
increasing attitude change up to the latitude of rejection, but with a sharp diop-off (not a gentie
decling) at that point, But when datz are averaged across many respondents, one expects {because
of small individual variations, inevitable measurement error, and so on) to obiain someihing more
like the inverted-U-shaped curve discussed in the text.

7. Though not discussed here, less frequently employed measures of ego-involvement — partic-
ularly ones based on Diab's (1965, p. 312) suggesied procedure — appear to have similar probiems;
see L. Powell (1976) and Wilmot (1971b). :



