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favorable (pro-message) cognitive responses than unfavorable ones. Note, then, that
according to the theory, it is the O in an S→O→R model that entirely accounts for
attitude change. The external message sets the stage for attitude change, but ultimately
what goes on inside the person’s head determines whether or not attitude change
occurs. All attitude change, the theory contends, occurs as a result of the thoughts the
person has while listening to a persuasive appeal.

To illustrate, imagine that a politician is trying to convince you that the United
States should eliminate funding for the space station because the money is needed at
home. You might be thinking, “I agree that we have many pressing problems here on
earth, and that the money spent on the space station could be better used to help solve
them.” You also might be thinking, “Space exploration is important. Not only do peo-
ple feel a need to explore the unknown, but space exploration has led to many impor-
tant discoveries and may eventually help us solve problems here on earth. After all,
we wouldn’t have Tang if it weren’t for the space program.” Cognitive response theory
assumes that you will change your attitude in the direction advocated by the message
only if your pro-argument thoughts outnumber your negative ones.

2. Thought-Listing Technique

Researchers have used a variety of techniques to test cognitive response theory. The
most common procedure is to have participants write down or verbalize their thoughts
while they are receiving (or immediately after they have received) a persuasive com-
munication (Brock, 1967; Greenwald, 1968). These cognitive responses are then coded
as being either favorable (pro-argument), unfavorable (counterargument), or neutral
with respect to the attitude issue. Researchers then relate the number of positive and
negative thoughts to the amount of attitude change that was produced.

Using these procedures, many investigations have found that people are most apt
to change their attitudes when positive thoughts outnumber negative ones (for reviews,
see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986; Petty, Ostrom, & Brock,
1981). Not all investigations find such an effect, however. Sometimes, attitude change
is completely unrelated to the thoughts the person is having about the arguments
presented in the message. This state of affairs led to the development of more sophis-
ticated models of attitude change.
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Attitude change occurs 
when the number of 
favorable thoughts 

exceeds the number of
unfavorable thoughts.

Cognitive responses 

Thoughts a person has while
receiving a persuasive message. 
Some of these thoughts support 
the arguments being presented;

other thoughts, called  
counterarguments, oppose it.  
Some of these thoughts are  
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others are original.
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FIGURE 7.7
Cognitive Response Theory of Persuasion
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