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Following the pioneering research of Hovland and
his colleagues in the 1950s (e.g., Hovland & Janis,
1959; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Hovland,
Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949), social psychologists
have proposed a variety of specific “process” models
of persuasion to explain how the plethora of source,
message, recipient, and context factors produce
changes in attitude (for reviews, see Eagly & Chaiken,
1993; Petty & Wegener, 1998). Most investigators,
however, would seem to accept the more general prop-
osition that persuasion can occur through one of two
qualitatively different “routes.” Both Petty and
Cacioppo’s (1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model
(ELM) and Chaiken’s (1987; Chaiken, Liberman, &
Eagly, 1989) Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM) dis-
tinguish between persuasion based on careful scrutiny
of the merits of the message arguments and persuasion
that results from the processing of any of a variety of
nonmessage factors such as source cues. The distinc-
tion between cues and heuristics and message argu-
ments is fundamental in dual-process models of
persuasion, for these two categories of variables
covary (in prior research; e.g., Petty, Cacioppo, &
Goldman, 1981) with several factors that mediate per-
suasive outcomes (e.g., information length, complex-
ity, accessibility, order of presentation, and relevance).
Moreover, dual-process models imply that levels of
motivation and ability determine whether persuasion is
mediated by cues and heuristics or by message argu-
ments, which in turn determines the extent to which
postmessage attitudes are enduring and consequential
(e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty, Haugtvedt, &
Smith, 1995).

More specifically, in the dual-process literature
there is an implied relation between the amount of
thinking the recipient engages in and the object(s) on
which that thought is projected (e.g., message argu-
ments, source characteristics). “Deeper,” more
effortful thinking occurs when considering the co-
gency of the message arguments, whereas “shallow” or
less effortful thinking occurs in relation to nonmessage
features of the persuasion situation. Underlying this
implicit covariation between content and process is the
assumption that cues and heuristics and message argu-
ments importantly differ in terms of such persua-
sion-relevant factors as informational length,
complexity, and relevance. Because message argu-
ments are thought to be (or at least are typically
operationalized as) longer, more complex, and more

relevant to persuasive conclusions than cues and
heuristics, persuasion based on the former is believed
to (a) require higher levels of processing motivation
and ability, (b) confer more judgmental confidence,
and (c) produce more consequential (i.e., stronger) atti-
tudes than persuasion based on the latter. Although
some of these differences between cues and heuristics
and message arguments have not been directly tested
(e.g., whether message arguments are inherently lon-
ger and more complex than cues and heuristics), there
is ample support for many of these distinctions in the
ELM and HSM literatures (e.g., the differential impact
of motivation and ability on the processing of cues and
heuristics and message arguments).

Kruglanski and Thompson’s provocative article
represents a fundamental challenge to this
dual-process conceptualization of the persuasion pro-
cess. There are two important aspects to their claim:
First, they argue that in most ELM and HSM studies,
the cue–message distinction has been inadvertently
confounded with key persuasion parameters such as
length, complexity, order of entry, and relevance. They
argue that this chronic conflation in prior research is
responsible for both the differential impact of motiva-
tion and ability on the processing of cues and heuristics
versus message arguments (e.g., Petty et al., 1981), and
for the finding that persuasion based on message argu-
ments yields stronger attitudes than persuasion based
on cues and heuristics (for a review, see Petty et al.,
1995).

Kruglanski and Thompson argue that persuasion is
mediated by the quality of the processed informa-
tion—its length, complexity, relevance, accessibility,
and so forth—and not whether its contents happen to
be cues and heuristics or message arguments. Spe-
cifically, Kruglanski and Thompson argue that diffi-
cult-to-process information (of either the cue or
heuristic or message argument type) mediates persua-
sive outcomes when motivation and ability are high
and that easy-to-process information (of either type)
will prevail under low motivation or ability conditions.
Similarly, they propose that strength-related outcomes
(i.e., an attitude’s persistence over time, its resistance
to change, and its relation to behavior) depend not on
whether the information is cue- or argument-based, but
on the depth and extensiveness of the recipient’s pro-
cessing. In sum, Kruglanski and Thompson contend
that the ostensible cue–message effects observed in
dual-process studies are epiphenomenal.
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Their second claim nullifies the cue–message dis-
tinction at the level of process. According to the
unimodel, persuasion (and knowledge formation more
generally) occurs through a syllogistic reasoning pro-
cess in which both cues and arguments may serve as
“evidence” (the syllogism’s minor premise). Attitude
change occurs when the presence of evidence is com-
bined with a conditional belief linking it to a conclu-
sion (the major premise). The notion that persuasion
occurs when message recipients recognize the rela-
tions among logically related beliefs (and adjust their
attitudes accordingly) is fundamentally similar to
McGuire’s (1960, 1981) probabilogical model and
Wyer’s (1970; Wyer & Hartwick, 1980) conditional
inference model. Because Kruglanski and Thompson
view the syllogistic reasoning process underlying cue-
and argument-based persuasion to be similar in kind,
the unimodel would seem to be at odds with the ELM
and HSM proposition that persuasion can be mediated
by qualitatively different processing routes.

To evaluate the potential value of the unimodel, it is
imperative to: (a) assess the extent and nature of its
conceptual differences with the ELM and the HSM, (b)
determine whether its predictions are in fact funda-
mentally different from these earlier models, and (c)
identify the sorts of experiments that could provide
more powerful critical tests of the propositions of sin-
gle- versus dual-process models. The question of
whether the differences between the unimodel and its
dual-process counterparts are merely a matter of se-
mantics or are of real substance largely turns on the hy-
pothesized relation between processing mode
(central/systematic vs. peripheral/heuristic) and infor-
mation type (message arguments vs. cues and
heuristics). My understanding of the HSM (Chaiken et
al., 1989; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) is that the system-
atic mode is primarily based on the processing of mes-
sage arguments and that the heuristic mode is based on
the processing of nonmessage factors (e.g., heuristic
cues, schemata) present in the persuasion situation. For
example, Chaiken et al. (1989) stated that

When engaged in systematic processing, people judge
the validity of a message’s advocated position by scru-
tinizing all relevant information (especially persua-
sive argumentation) and by thinking about this infor-
mation in relation to other knowledge they may
possess about the object or issue discussed in the mes-
sage. (p. 215, italics added)

“When processing heuristically, people focus on that
subset of available information that enables them to
use simple inferential rules, schemata, or cognitive
heuristics to formulate their judgments and decisions”
(Chaiken et al., 1989, p. 214). Within the HSM, the
processing mode–information type (cues and
heuristics vs. arguments) connection is based on the

idea that high levels of motivation increase desired
judgmental confidence and that message arguments
can facilitate confidence more so than can heuristic
cues (see also Petty, 1994).1

Clearly, this aspect of the HSM is in conflict with
Kruglanski and Thompson’s contention that process-
ing effort and information type are theoretically or-
thogonal. According to the unimodel, high levels of
motivation and ability should induce relatively exten-
sive processing of whatever information is viewed as
most relevant to the judgment at hand. Although the
data presented by Kruglanski and Thompson (espe-
cially Studies 3 and 4) provide some evidence for this,
a stronger test of this central unimodel hypothesis
would involve varying information length (and, in ad-
ditional experiments, complexity, and relevance) and
motivation to process along with both a cue and a mes-
sage quality manipulation. If systematic/central pro-
cessing is mediated by recipients’ cognitive responses
in relation to the message arguments, and if periph-
eral/heuristic processing is mediated by the influence
of cues and heuristics, the data should yield the famil-
iar Motivation × Argument Quality and Motivation ×
Cue Type interactions (e.g., Petty et al., 1981). If, how-
ever, motivation level determines whether recipients
process short or long (or easy or complex) information,
and not whether the information consists of cues or ar-
guments, three-way Motivation × Argument Quality ×
Information Length and Motivation × Cue Type × In-
formation Length interactions should be obtained.
Specifically, highly motivated recipients should distin-
guish between both expert and novice source cues (for
example) and strong and weak arguments when the in-
formation is lengthy (or complex), whereas relatively
unmotivated recipients should distinguish between cue
types and argument quality when the information is
short (or simple).

Finally, because attitudes vary widely in their dura-
bility and impact (e.g., Lavine, Huff, Wagner, & Swee-
ney, 1998; Petty & Krosnick, 1995), it is important to
determine whether attitudes formed or changed on the
basis of cues and heuristics versus persuasive argu-
ments differ in their stability over time, resistance to
change, and influence on judgments and behavior.
This is perhaps the most critical area in which to test
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1
The hypothesized relation between processing mode (central vs.

peripheral) and information type (message arguments vs. cues and
heuristics) is less clear in the ELM. For example, Petty and Wegener
(1998) noted that when the elaboration likelihood is low, attitude
change can be based on a “less effortful (less careful) examination of
the same information” as when the elaboration likelihood is high (p.
327). However, Petty and Wegener also noted that “when personal
relevance is high, people are more influenced by their processing of
the substantive arguments in a message and are less impacted by pe-
ripheral processes” (p. 328). This ostensible confusion is largely
based on the fact that arguments contained more complex and lengthy
information than did cues and heuristics in prior research (e.g., Petty,
Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981).
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Kruglanski and Thompson’s functional equivalence
argument. According to the unimodel, a newly
changed attitude’s strength should depend entirely on
the quality of the information that is processed (i.e., its
complexity, length, relevance). If, as the authors argue,
cues and heuristics and message arguments do not sys-
tematically vary on such dimensions, there is little rea-
son to believe that cue- and argument-based
persuasion would produce differentially strong atti-
tudes. However, dual-process theorists ascribe the
strength-related consequences of elaboration to the
unique cognitive processes involved in the processing
of message arguments. Specifically, Petty et al. (1995;
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) hypothesized that the pro-
cessing of arguments causes message recipients to ac-
cess their prior attitude-relevant beliefs and knowledge
much more so than does the processing of cues and
heuristics. This repeated accessing of the prior attitude
structure should foster greater integration of new and
old attitude-relevant information, and in doing so in-
crease the accessibility and internal consistency of atti-
tude-related beliefs and feelings. To the extent that
argument-based processing does in fact produce such
structural alterations, attitudes that receive this type of
processing should last longer and therefore be more
predictive of behavior than attitude change mediated
by cue-based processes (see Doll & Ajzen, 1992;
Eagly & Chaiken, 1995).

Our understanding of persuasion processes would
greatly profit from directly evaluating the extent to
which attitude persistence, resistance, and consistency
with behavior are driven by elaboration per se (as the
unimodel suggests) or the elaboration of message ar-
guments (as the dual-process models would seem to
suggest). This can be accomplished with the Motiva-
tion (or Ability) × Information Length × Cue Type ×
Argument Quality design described earlier. The poten-
tial mediating roles of strength-related attitude proper-
ties such as evaluative-cognitive consistency
(Chaiken, Pomerantz, & Giner-Sorolla, 1995), accessi-
bility (Fazio, 1995), and attitude importance
(Boninger, Krosnick, Berent, & Fabrigar, 1995;
Thomsen, Borgida, & Lavine, 1995) should also be di-
rectly assessed (e.g., Petty et al., 1995). The impor-
tance of the message–cue distinction in persuasion
may well depend on whether the processing of mes-
sage arguments produces attitudes that are more acces-
sible, important, and internally consistent than those
based on the processing of equally relevant, complex,
and lengthy cues and heuristics.

In sum, Kruglanski and Thompson raise interesting
and important questions about the nature of the persua-
sion process. Their reinterpretation of the manifest in-
teractions produced under the auspices of dual-process
models makes clear that persuasion researchers should
attempt to experimentally separate qualities of the per-
suasive information (e.g., length, complexity, rele-

vance) from the type of information (i.e., arguments
vs. cue/heuristics) processed. By disentangling and or-
thogonally manipulating these factors and by directly
measuring mediating processes (Petty et al., 1995), so-
cial psychologists stand to build on the important in-
sights generated by the dual-process theorists (e.g.,
Chaiken et al., 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
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One Process or Two? Quantitative and Qualitative Distinctions in
Models of Persuasion
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Kruglanski and Thompson’s unimodel of persua-
sion is a bold enterprise, flying as it does in the face of
much conventional wisdom regarding persuasion.
Most current persuasion researchers work with some
variant of a dual-process model, so to argue as
Kruglanski and Thompson do that the distinction made
by these models between two qualitatively dissimilar
routes to persuasion is artificial is to question the foun-
dations of modern persuasion research. In this article,
we comment on the theoretical arguments and empiri-
cal evidence that lead Kruglanksi and Thompson to re-
ject dual-process models in favor of their unimodel.
We focus on the degree to which their arguments un-
dermine the claims made by the Elaboration Likeli-
hood Model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), and
although we are mindful of some important differences
between the ELM and the other major dual-process
model of persuasion, the Heuristic Systematic Model
(HSM; Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly,
1989; see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, for a discussion of
these differences), we believe that many of the argu-
ments we develop are applicable to both models.

Like the HSM, the ELM makes a qualitative dis-
tinction between a more thoroughgoing and a more su-
perficial mode of processing persuasive
communications. This qualitative distinction is the tar-

get of Kruglanski and Thompson’s article. It is worth
pointing out that the ELM makes both a qualitative and
a quantitative distinction (see Petty, 1997). The quanti-
tative distinction pertains to elaboration likelihood and
refers to the assumption that at high levels of elabora-
tion, receivers’ attitudes will be determined by an
effortful examination of all relevant information,
whereas at lower levels of elaboration their attitudes
are more likely to be determined by “less effortful (less
careful) examination of the same information, or
effortful examination of less information (e.g., the per-
son critically examines just the first argument in a mes-
sage, but not the remaining arguments)” (Petty &
Wegener, 1998, p. 327). Thus low elaboration can re-
fer to a person basing his or her attitude on the first of
10 arguments as opposed to carefully deliberating all
10, or to a person considering all 10 arguments some-
what superficially; either way, there is some degree of
responsiveness to the arguments that are presented.
The qualitative distinction made within the ELM re-
lates to whether or not there is any effortful informa-
tion processing at all. A receiver who falls on the
peripheral side of the central–peripheral distinction
fails completely to consider the merits of the 10 argu-
ments; instead he or she may, for example, simply
count them (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1984).
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