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Multiple Roles in Persuasion

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Communication Theory, Cognitive Psychology

Proponents: Richard E. Petty and John T. Cacioppo (as formalized within the Elaboration

Likelihood Model)

1. Core Principles

The theory of Multiple Roles in Persuasion posits that any single factor influencing attitude

change--such as the attractiveness of the source, the complexity of the message, or the mood of

the recipient--is not fixed in its persuasive impact. Instead, the effect of that variable is contingent

upon the recipient's level of cognitive engagement, known as elaboration likelihood. This concept

provides a critical resolution to early inconsistencies in persuasion research, where identical

variables sometimes enhanced persuasion and other times had minimal or even detrimental

effects, depending on the experimental context. The core insight is that a given variable can exert

its influence through several distinct psychological mechanisms, or "roles," determined by where

the individual falls on the continuum of message processing.

The theory dictates that a persuasive variable's function changes dramatically depending on

whether the recipient is motivated and able to engage in deep, systematic processing (the central

route) or if they are reliant on superficial cues (the peripheral route). If one specific factor fails to

induce attitude change because the individual is processing the message in a manner unfavorable

to that factor's primary role, the use of a different variable, or the manipulation of processing

conditions to activate a different role for the same variable, may succeed. For instance, source

credibility might function as a simple acceptance cue when elaboration is low, but it must be

processed as a strong argument concerning expert testimony when elaboration is high.

This framework moves beyond simplistic models that treat persuasive variables as having unitary

effects. It acknowledges the nuanced interaction between the message, the source, the context,

and the receiver's cognitive resources. A successful persuasive intervention, therefore, relies not

just on selecting potent variables, but on understanding the current processing conditions of the

target audience and deploying variables whose roles align with those conditions. Consequently, a

variable might serve four or five distinct roles, depending on the circumstances, making the design

of persuasive communication highly sensitive to context.

2. Historical Context and Relationship to Dual-Process Models

The development of the Multiple Roles in Persuasion concept is historically rooted in the necessity

to reconcile contradictory findings emerging from decades of persuasion research conducted in the

mid-20th century. Researchers frequently observed that variables like message length or source
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expertise sometimes had powerful effects on attitude change, yet in other seemingly similar

studies, they had no effect at all. This lack of predictability highlighted the inadequacy of single-

process models of attitude change.

To address this complexity, Petty and Cacioppo introduced the Elaboration Likelihood Model

(ELM) in 1981, followed shortly by the Heuristic-Systematic Model (HSM) proposed by Chaiken.

Both ELM and HSM are dual-process theories that define two primary routes to persuasion: the

central (or systematic) route, characterized by high cognitive effort, and the peripheral (or heuristic)

route, characterized by low cognitive effort. The Multiple Roles postulate is the crucial mechanism

within these models that explains how a single variable navigates these two routes and the

continuum between them.

The theory asserted that instead of discarding persuasion findings that appeared inconsistent,

researchers needed to classify the underlying processing condition. For example, if a study on

source attractiveness showed an effect, the ELM suggested this was likely due to the variable

serving as a peripheral cue under low elaboration. If a subsequent study failed to replicate this

effect, it was likely because the recipients were processing centrally, rendering the peripheral cue

irrelevant, or perhaps making the variable serve a different, potentially counter-persuasive role.

Thus, the Multiple Roles framework provided the theoretical glue necessary to unify disparate

empirical evidence under a single, coherent theoretical umbrella.

3. The Distinct Roles of Persuasion Variables

According to Petty and Cacioppo, any given variable can serve at least five distinct roles in the

persuasion process, depending on the recipient's motivation and ability to scrutinize the message

arguments. These roles fundamentally determine how the variable contributes to attitude formation

and change.

Peripheral Cue: When elaboration likelihood is low (e.g., the message is unimportant, or the

person is distracted), the variable serves as a simple acceptance or rejection cue. For example,

the presence of three arguments, regardless of quality, might signal "plenty of evidence."

Argument or Evidence: When elaboration likelihood is high (e.g., the message is highly relevant

and the person has the capacity to focus), the variable is treated as verifiable, substantive

information relevant to the merits of the proposal. For example, source expertise becomes a valid

piece of evidence supporting the claims made.

Influence on Motivation (Relevance Check): When elaboration likelihood is moderate, the

variable can influence the recipient's willingness to process the message deeply. For instance, if

the source is highly relevant to the recipient's group identity, this factor might increase their

motivation to scrutinize the arguments.
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Influence on Ability (Capacity Check): At moderate elaboration, the variable can affect the

recipient's perceived or actual ability to process the message. For example, a distracting

background noise (an environmental variable) diminishes processing ability.

Bias Processing (Tainted Scrutiny): When elaboration likelihood is high, but the individual has

an existing directional bias (e.g., a strong prior attitude or a strong mood), the variable can bias the

cognitive scrutiny applied to the arguments. For example, a positive mood might lead to

preferential processing of supporting arguments and cynical rejection of counterarguments.

Understanding these five potential roles is crucial for designing effective communication strategies,

as the same manipulation (e.g., increasing source attractiveness) might inadvertently lead to bias

processing when high elaboration is present, or function merely as a weak peripheral cue when

motivation is absent. The key determinant is the interaction between the variable itself and the

psychological state of the receiver.

4. Application Across the Processing Continuum: Low Elaboration

When cognitive processing is low, the receiver lacks either the motivation (personal relevance,

accountability) or the ability (time, knowledge, lack of distraction) to deeply evaluate the merits of

the persuasive message. In this state, the variable acts almost exclusively as a Peripheral Cue.

These cues are simple, easily accessible characteristics that trigger rudimentary decision rules or

heuristics.

In the low-elaboration context, the message recipient avoids extensive cognitive work. They apply

simple rules such as "experts are usually right," "longer messages are better messages," or

"attractive people tell the truth." The specific variable--whether it is the music playing in the

background, the number of statistics cited (regardless of their accuracy), or the uniform worn by

the source--takes on undue importance because it bypasses the need for critical evaluation. For

example, if a pharmaceutical company advertises a new drug with a highly attractive

spokesperson, the recipient using the peripheral route accepts the message largely based on the

positive feelings evoked by the source, rather than the scientific data presented.

However, attitudes formed via the peripheral route tend to be less stable, less resistant to counter-

persuasion, and less predictive of subsequent behavior compared to attitudes formed through the

central route. Therefore, while variables serving a peripheral role can achieve short-term

persuasive success, marketers or communicators aiming for long-lasting, robust attitude change

must transition the recipient toward higher elaboration. This is often challenging, as increasing

elaboration requires the variable to shift its role entirely, necessitating a different communicative

approach.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=60976
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


MULTIPLE ROLES IN PERSUASION 5

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

5. Application Across the Processing Continuum: High Elaboration

When the recipient is highly motivated and able to process the message, they engage the central

route. Under these conditions, the variable's role transforms from a superficial cue into an integral

part of the rational assessment process, functioning as an Argument or Evidence. The effect of

the variable is now dependent on its perceived relevance to the true merits of the message object.

A classic example is source credibility. When a message is highly relevant (e.g., discussing a

necessary, expensive surgery), the recipient processing centrally will not merely accept the

message because the source is a doctor (peripheral cue). Instead, they scrutinize the doctor's

specific credentials, their experience with this particular procedure, and their perceived objectivity--

treating the source information as substantive evidence to be weighed alongside the strength of

the clinical data presented. If the message arguments are weak, even a highly credible source will

fail to persuade, because the credibility variable cannot compensate for the lack of strong evidence

when the receiver is focused on argument quality.

Furthermore, under high elaboration, variables can also function to Bias Processing. If a person

feels strong affiliation with the source (e.g., a political candidate from their own party) or is in a

directional mood (e.g., anger), they may selectively attend to arguments that confirm their existing

predisposition and generate counterarguments against dissonant information. Thus, even when

processing centrally, the outcome is not purely objective; the variable biases the direction of the

rigorous cognitive effort being expended. This highlights the complexity inherent in the multiple

roles framework: even high-level processing is susceptible to contextual variables, albeit in a more

integrated, systematic manner than peripheral processing.

6. Application Across the Processing Continuum: Moderate Elaboration

The most complex and dynamic applications of the Multiple Roles framework occur when the

recipient is in a state of moderate elaboration likelihood--where they are unsure whether or not to

invest significant cognitive effort. In this ambiguous middle ground, the variable serves a critical

meta-cognitive function: influencing the recipient's decision regarding how much, or how well, to

process the message (i.e., influencing Motivation or Ability).

For example, if a message source is highly attractive or uses humor, this variable might increase

the recipient's attention and interest, thereby boosting their motivation to continue processing the

arguments. This is known as a "motive role." Conversely, if the message is presented in a highly

cluttered or technical format, the variable (message format) might reduce the recipient's perceived

ability to understand it, leading them to disengage from the central route and search for peripheral

cues, or simply reject the message entirely due to cognitive overload.

Crucially, when a variable influences motivation or ability, it is determining the *route* of
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processing, not the *outcome* of the processing itself. An unexpected or novel source might

capture attention and thus increase elaboration motivation. If that increased motivation leads the

recipient to discover that the message arguments are weak, the overall persuasive attempt will fail,

even though the source successfully fulfilled its motivational role. This demonstrates the

interdependency of the multiple roles--one variable can set the stage for how another variable (the

arguments themselves) will ultimately be interpreted.

7. Empirical Evidence and Examples

Extensive empirical research supports the Multiple Roles concept, particularly studies examining

source characteristics and mood. A classic example involves the variable of Source Expertise.

Studies have shown that when a message is of low personal relevance (low elaboration), high-

expertise sources are significantly more persuasive than low-expertise sources because expertise

acts as a powerful peripheral cue ("This person is an expert, so I will agree"). However, when the

message is highly relevant (high elaboration), the differential effect of source expertise on

persuasion significantly decreases, or even disappears, because recipients are now scrutinizing

the strength of the arguments themselves, treating expertise as merely one piece of evidence

rather than a decisional shortcut.

Another compelling example is the role of Mood. Researchers have found that a positive mood

can serve as a peripheral cue under low elaboration, leading to increased persuasion simply

because the person associates the message with positive feelings. However, under high

elaboration, a positive mood can act as a bias: recipients in a positive mood are more likely to

generate favorable thoughts about the message, thereby biasing their central processing in a

positive direction. Conversely, under moderate elaboration, a negative mood might increase

message scrutiny (motivational role), as the individual seeks to understand the source of their

negative feeling or ensure that they are making the most informed decision to avoid future negative

outcomes.

The complexity of the evidence confirms that any given variable possesses contextual plasticity.

The finding that a variable's impact reverses or disappears when relevance (motivation) is

manipulated is the clearest empirical signature of the Multiple Roles postulate, demonstrating that

the variable is switching from a peripheral cue to an argument assessment tool.

8. Criticisms and Limitations

While highly influential, the Multiple Roles in Persuasion framework, and by extension the ELM,

faces certain conceptual and methodological criticisms. One primary limitation revolves around the

difficulty in precisely measuring where a recipient falls on the elaboration continuum in real-time.

Critics argue that the ELM, and thus the definition of the specific role a variable is playing, often
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relies on post-hoc interpretation of data rather than clear, a priori prediction. It can be challenging

to definitively distinguish empirically between a variable acting as a bias on central processing

versus simply increasing the motivation to process.

Furthermore, some researchers have questioned whether the distinction between the central and

peripheral routes is truly dichotomous or a strict continuum, suggesting that cognitive processes

are often blended. For instance, the HSM proposed that systematic and heuristic processing often

occur concurrently (the "additivity hypothesis"), whereas the ELM tends to suggest a compensatory

relationship--as elaboration increases, the impact of peripheral cues decreases. The complexity

introduced by the multiple roles concept, while necessary for explanatory power, sometimes

renders empirical isolation of a single role difficult, especially when multiple variables are

simultaneously operating in a complex persuasive environment.
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