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1. The Three-Stage Model of Message Learning

Hovland’s background in verbal learning led him to develop a message learning
approach to attitude change. According to this approach, a message must be learned
before an attitude can be changed. The process of learning a persuasive message was
divided into three stages: attention, comprehension, and retention. The idea here is
quite simple: A persuasive message can be learned only if a person attends to it, com-
prehends it, and retains it. These stages apply to learning situations of all types. For
example, to learn the material presented in this paragraph, you must read it (attention),
understand it (comprehension), and remember it (retention). The same is true when
you receive a persuasive appeal. If I were trying to convince you that exercising every
day does you more harm than good, you would need to attend to my message, under-
stand what I was saying, and remember it.

2. The Three-Step Model of Attitude Acquisition

Attention, comprehension, and retention determine whether a persuasive message is
learned, but reinforcement determines whether attitude change occurs. This is where
Hull’s influence is most apparent. In Chapter 2, we noted that Hull believed that
behaviors are acquired through reinforcement, and that reinforcers must reduce a
drive if learning is to occur. Table 7.1 shows that Hovland adopted (and adapted)
these assumptions in his attempt to understand attitude change.

First, Hovland conceived of attitudes as verbal habits, no different in principle from
motor habits. You think them, but the thought is an implicit, covert, verbal statement.
To illustrate, suppose you have a positive attitude toward flossing your teeth after
every meal. According to Hovland, this attitude is an implicit verbal statement. When
you think about your attitude, you (silently) say, “I favor flossing after every meal.”
Treating attitudes and thoughts this way is consistent with positions held by other
behaviorists, such as B. F. Skinner (1990).

TABLE 7.1 Comparing Hull and Hovland

Hull Hovland

Nature of the phenomenon Behaviors are motor habits. Attitudes are implicit 
verbal habits.

Laws of behavior Behaviors are acquired Attitudes are acquired 
through processes of through processes
reinforcement. of reinforcement.

Behavior change To change a habit To change someone’s 
you must provide the attitude you must provide
organism with an incentive the person with an 
or reinforcement. incentive or reinforcement.

Nature of reinforcement Reinforcement must involve Reinforcement must involve
the reduction of a drive the reduction of a drive
or need. or need.
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