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ATTRIBUTIONAL ANALYSIS OF PERSUASION

Attributional Analysis of Persuasion

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology; Communication Studies

1. Core Definition

The Attributional Analysis of Persuasion constitutes a vital research paradigm within social
psychology focused on understanding the cognitive processes engaged by message recipients
when they attempt to determine the true underlying attitudes of a communicator. This approach
fundamentally shifts the focus from simply measuring message impact to analyzing the
mechanisms by which observers infer intent and disposition. As defined by the initial researchers in
this area, the analysis aims specifically to discover why lay-persons think a communicator holds a
particular attitude, often probing whether the expressed viewpoint is genuinely believed (an internal
attribution) or if it is merely a strategic response to external pressures or incentives (a situational
attribution).

At its heart, this analysis is concerned with how individuals interpret the source's behavior. When a
communicator presents a persuasive message, the recipient does not passively absorb the
content; rather, they act as an amateur psychologist, trying to deduce the motive behind the
communication. If the recipient concludes that the communicator truly believes the message, the
message is likely to be processed differently--perhaps with greater scrutiny or credibility--than if the
recipient believes the communicator is simply performing a role or arguing for a reward. This
assessment of sincerity is crucial because it mediates the overall effectiveness of the persuasive
appeal, forming a necessary filter through which message content must pass.

This framework is deeply rooted in general Attribution Theory, particularly the work of Fritz Heider

and Harold Kelley, which posits that people seek to explain events and behaviors by assigning
causes. Applied to persuasion, the "event" is the act of communication itself. The recipient uses
available information--such as the communicator's potential biases, situational constraints, or
known incentives--to weigh the probability of an internal (dispositional) cause versus an external
(situational) cause for the expressed attitude. The outcome of this causal search dictates the
subsequent cognitive processing of the message content and ultimately influences the degree of
attitude change experienced by the recipient.

2. Theoretical Foundation: The Attributional Roots

The utility of the Attributional Analysis of Persuasion stems directly from established principles of
Attribution Theory. According to Harold Kelley's Covariation Model, observers typically utilize three
types of information to assign causality: consensus (do other people behave this way?),
distinctiveness (does the actor behave this way only in this specific situation?), and consistency
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(does the actor always behave this way in this situation?). When applied to a persuasive context, a
recipient might analyze a communicator's message by asking whether many people hold this view
(consensus), whether the communicator argues this point only when paid to do so
(distinctiveness), and whether the communicator always presents this argument (consistency).
High consensus, high distinctiveness, and high consistency typically lead to a situational
attribution, suggesting the message is externally driven, whereas low consensus, low
distinctiveness, and high consistency often point toward a dispositional attribution, suggesting the
communicator genuinely holds the attitude.

Furthermore, the analysis heavily incorporates the concepts of the Discounting Principle and the
Augmentation Principle. The discounting principle states that if there are multiple plausible
causes for an event (e.g., a communicator arguing a point because they believe it, AND because
they are paid to argue it), observers tend to discount the strength of any single cause. In
persuasion, if a communicator is known to have strong incentives for arguing a position (e.g.,
financial reward or social acceptance), the observer discounts the likelihood that the message
reflects the communicator's true attitude, thereby reducing the persuasive impact. Conversely, the
augmentation principle suggests that if an inhibitory factor exists alongside an facilitative factor, the
facilitative factor is given more weight. If a communicator argues a position despite facing known
consequences or sanctions (e.g., arguing an unpopular view), the observer augments the
perceived strength of the internal attitude, making the source appear more credible and the
message more persuasive.

A central psychological challenge addressed by this analysis is the tendency toward the
Fundamental Attribution Error (or Correspondence Bias). People generally tend to overestimate
the role of internal dispositional factors and underestimate the role of external situational factors
when explaining the behavior of others. In the persuasion context, this bias means that recipients
often default to assuming the communicator genuinely believes the message, even when strong
situational constraints (like being assigned a position) are present. The Attributional Analysis of
Persuasion specifically investigates the conditions under which recipients overcome this bias and
successfully attribute the message to external, non-attitudinal factors.

3. Key Research Paradigms and Findings

Research leveraging the attributional framework often employs scenarios involving role-playing or
counter-attitudinal advocacy, where participants observe a communicator argue a position that
is either congruent or incongruent with their known beliefs, often under conditions of high or low
choice. Seminal studies, such as those involving the forced compliance paradigm, demonstrated
the power of perceived choice in shaping attributions. When observers believed the communicator
had high choice in arguing a position, they attributed the message content to the communicator's
true attitude; when observers believed the communicator had low choice (i.e., was forced), they
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attributed the message to situational pressure, leading to less perceived sincerity and reduced
persuasion.

One critical finding of this research is the role of expectancy violation. Recipients analyze
whether the communicator's message conforms to societal roles or known expectations. If a
source argues a position that is highly expected (e.g., a politician advocating for their party's
platform), the message is usually attributed situationally ("they had to say that"). However, if a
source argues a position that strongly violates expectations (e.g., a defense attorney arguing
against their client's interests), the attribution shifts strongly to an internal disposition ("they must
genuinely believe this, given the cost"), significantly enhancing the source's perceived credibility
and often the persuasive impact of the message itself. This suggests that perceived bias (or lack
thereof) is not just a peripheral cue but a central element of message processing.

Furthermore, studies have differentiated between attributions regarding the message content and
attributions regarding the communicator's overall character. Recipients might attribute a specific
strong argument to external data (situational), but still attribute the overall zeal or passion of the
presentation to the communicator's personality (dispositional). This nuanced understanding reveals
that attribution is not a monolithic judgment but a complex, multi-layered cognitive process that
affects different aspects of the communication interaction, including judgments of expertise,
trustworthiness, and goodwill.

4. Application to Source Credibility

The attributional framework provides a deep explanatory mechanism for the function of source
credibility in persuasion. Traditional models define credibility based on expertise and
trustworthiness. Attributional analysis, however, explains why trustworthiness is contingent on the
perceived motives of the communicator. A source who is highly expert but is perceived as having a
strong, self-serving motive for arguing a position (e.g., a corporate scientist promoting a dangerous
product) will have their trustworthiness discounted, even if their expertise remains high. The
recipient attributes the message to the self-serving bias rather than an objective reality.

The analysis is especially relevant in contexts involving corporate or political communication,
where skepticism about motives is high. When consumers encounter an advertisement, they often
assume the communicator (the company) has an immediate financial incentive. This external
attribution acts as an automatic discount factor, leading consumers to process the message
critically, searching for reasons other than genuine belief or product quality to explain the message.
Persuasion tactics must then be designed to overcome this default attribution--for example, by
using "plain folk" endorsements or non-profit messaging that minimizes the perception of self-
serving bias, thereby fostering a dispositional attribution of sincerity.

Conversely, the framework explains the power of the "sleeper effect,” where the impact of a
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message increases over time as the recipient forgets the source. In attributional terms, the
negative situational attribution initially tied to the message (e.g., "The source was unreliable")
decays faster than the memory of the message content itself. Once the discounting cue (the
unreliable source) is forgotten, the internal attribution of the message's veracity--initially
suppressed--can resurface, allowing the message to exert greater persuasive influence later on.

5. Intersection with Dual-Process Models

The Attributional Analysis of Persuasion holds a significant relationship with contemporary dual-
process models of persuasion, such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) and the Heuristic-

Systematic Model (HSM). Attribution processes often serve as a preliminary step that determines
which processing route (central or peripheral) a recipient will take, or the nature of the heuristic
utilized.

Route Selection: If a recipient makes a quick, peripheral attribution that the communicator is
untrustworthy or highly biased (a situational attribution), they may be motivated to skip careful
scrutiny of the message arguments (central route processing) and reject the message outright
based on the source cue. Conversely, a strong internal attribution of sincerity or genuine belief
might motivate the recipient to engage in deeper, more effortful central processing, as the
message is deemed worthy of consideration.

Heuristic Use: Attributional analysis itself can function as a systematic process, but the outcome
of the analysis can also serve as a simple heuristic. For instance, the judgment "This person is
paid to argue this" is a powerful, low-effort cognitive shortcut (heuristic) leading to message
rejection, bypassing detailed analysis of the arguments presented.

Argument Quality Assessment: Even when a recipient engages in central processing, the
attribution made about the communicator influences the evaluation of argument quality. A strong
argument from a source deemed sincere will be seen as stronger than the identical argument from
a source deemed manipulative, demonstrating the intertwined nature of source and message
evaluation.

Therefore, the Attributional Analysis is not simply a rival theory but rather an underlying cognitive
mechanism that dictates how source variables--a crucial component of any persuasion model--are
processed. It explains how recipients assign weights to external cues and internal dispositions
before deciding on the ultimate utility and truth value of the persuasive message.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its explanatory power, the Attributional Analysis of Persuasion faces several theoretical
and methodological criticisms. One primary critique centers on the complexity and cognitive
demands required by the model. Attribution Theory, particularly Kelley's Covariation Model,
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assumes that people engage in rational, systematic analysis involving the calculation of
consensus, distinctiveness, and consistency data. Critics argue that in real-world, fast-paced
persuasion environments (e.g., mass media advertising), recipients rarely possess the necessary
data or motivation to execute such a detailed analysis. Instead, they rely on simple heuristics or
immediate affective responses.

Another debate revolves around the inherent difficulty in separating true internal attitude from
situational performance, especially in highly scripted or professional communication contexts.
When a public relations specialist delivers a perfectly polished message, the observer might
struggle to definitively attribute the message to genuine belief or learned role performance. The
model, while identifying the cognitive struggle, does not always reliably predict the outcome when
cues are ambiguous or contradictory. Furthermore, cross-cultural studies suggest that the
dispositional bias inherent in the Fundamental Attribution Error is far stronger in individualistic
Western cultures than in collectivistic Eastern cultures, limiting the universal applicability of
research findings derived predominantly from Western participant pools.

Finally, some critiques focus on the limitation that attributional analysis often treats the recipient as
a purely rational, motive-seeking entity, potentially overlooking the role of emotion, personal
relevance, and pre-existing beliefs in distorting the attribution process. If a message strongly
contradicts a deeply held value, the recipient may immediately attribute manipulative intent to the
communicator, regardless of objective situational evidence, thereby prioritizing defensive motivated
reasoning over objective attributional calculation.

7. Further Reading

Attribution (psychology)

Persuasion
Elaboration Likelihood Model
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