
Figure 7.1 presents some of the data from this investigation. Several aspects of
the data are noteworthy. First, looking only in the immediate measurement condition,
we see that a high-credibility source was more effective than a low-credibility source.
This is the usual communicator credibility effect. Four weeks later, however, this
effect had disappeared. Now, the two communicators were equally effective. This
occurred because the persuasive impact of the high-credibility source decreased over
time, while the persuasive impact of the low-credibility source increased over time.

The declining impact of the high-credibility source is easy to understand, because
many persuasive appeals weaken over time. But why should the impact of a low cred-
ibility source increase over time? Hovland and Weiss (1951) invoked principles of
dissociation to explain this sleeper effect. According to this explanation, the message
and the source are initially associated (or joined) in memory at the time the message
is received. Over time, the message becomes dissociated from the source and we can’t
remember whether the message came from a low-credibility source or a high-credibility
source. As a consequence, the persuasive impact of the message increases.

To test this idea, Kelman and Hovland (1953) added a condition to the study Hovland
and Weiss (1951) had conducted. During the delayed testing session, half of the students
were reminded who had been the source of the message they received earlier; the other
students did not receive this reminder. Kelman and Hovland found that the sleeper effect
occurred only when participants had not been reminded who was the source of the com-
munication. This result, they argued, provided support for the notion that the sleeper
effect occurs because the source and message become dissociated with the passage of
time (see also T. D. Cook, Gruder, Hennigan, & Flay, 1979; Gruder, et al., 1978).

Subsequent research has found that the timing of the credibility cue is another
important consideration. Testing a hypothesis first set forth by Gruder and colleagues
(1978), Pratkanis, Greenwald, Leippe, and Baumgardner (1988) had participants read
a persuasive message. Some participants learned before they read the passage that the
message they were reading was authored by a low-credibility source; other partici-
pants received this information only after they read the passage. Attitudes were then
measured immediately after the passage had been read and six weeks later. The sleeper

Persuasion 245

High-credibility source Low-credibility source

Immediate Delay

23.0

6.6

12.0

13.8

Time of measurement

Pe
rc

en
ta

g
e 

o
f 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
w

h
o

 c
h

an
g

ed
 t

h
ei

r 
at

ti
tu

d
es

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

The impact of a high-credibility
source decreased over time

The impact of a low-credibility
source increased over time

FIGURE 7.1
Source Credibility, Time
of Measurement, and
the Ability to Persuade

The impact of a high-
credibility source decreased
over time, but the impact
of a low-credibility source
increased over time. This
latter tendency has been
dubbed the sleeper effect.

Source: Hovland and Weiss
(1951).
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