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SOCIAL JUDGMENT THEORY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Communication Studies, Persuasion

Proponents: Muzafer Sherif, Carolyn Sherif, Carl Hovland (contextual influence)

1. Core Principles of Attitude Change

Social Judgment Theory (SJT) is a landmark framework within the study of attitude change that

posits that the effectiveness of a persuasive message is fundamentally mediated by the receiver's

existing attitude toward the topic. Unlike purely linear models of persuasion which might focus

solely on message variables (source credibility, argument quality), SJT emphasizes the crucial role

of internal judgmental processes. The central thesis is that when an individual encounters a

communication advocating a specific position, they do not evaluate the message objectively;

rather, they immediately compare it to their current, established attitude, known as the anchor

position.

The theory suggests that an individual's reaction to a persuasive appeal is determined by which of

three defined psychological zones or "latitudes" the message falls into. These latitudes--

Acceptance, Rejection, and Non-Commitment--are unique to each individual and determine not

only the direction of attitude change but also the magnitude of the potential change. A key corollary

derived from this comparison process is that attitude change is most probable, and the magnitude

of persuasion is greatest, when the message is perceived as neither completely objectionable nor

perfectly aligned with the individual's anchor. Specifically, the greatest change occurs when the

position is moderately discrepant, falling just within the limits of the Latitude of Acceptance or

within the Latitude of Non-Commitment.

Therefore, SJT provides a dynamic, perceptual model for understanding persuasion. It shifts the

focus away from simply delivering a high-quality message and toward understanding the

psychological space of the audience. The effectiveness of communication is thus contingent upon

the perceived distance between the advocated position and the receiver's current belief structure.

If the message falls too far away, it will be immediately rejected and potentially even strengthen the

existing attitude; if it falls too close, it is assimilated but provides little motivational force for

significant change.

2. Historical Development and Context

Social Judgment Theory was primarily developed in the 1960s by social psychologist Muzafer

Sherif, alongside his wife and colleague Carolyn Sherif. Their work built upon Muzafer Sherif's

earlier, foundational studies on social norms and judgment, particularly the use of the autokinetic

effect experiments in the 1930s, which demonstrated how individuals establish internal frames of
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reference (or anchors) when making social judgments. SJT adapted these general principles of

human judgment--that people categorize stimuli relative to an internal reference point--and applied

them specifically to the field of attitude research and persuasion.

The development of SJT occurred within a period of intense theoretical investigation into

persuasion, often serving as a counterpoint or refinement to earlier behavioral and cognitive

models. While the influential Yale Attitude Change Approach (led by Carl Hovland) systematically

explored "Who says what to whom with what effect," SJT offered a more individualized, internal

perspective. Instead of focusing heavily on the external message components, Sherif and Sherif

concentrated on the psychological filtering system residing within the recipient, introducing the

concept of ego-involvement as a critical mediating variable that determines the size and

composition of the judgmental latitudes.

The theory has maintained its relevance by offering clear, testable hypotheses regarding the

relationship between message discrepancy and attitude change, particularly in high-stakes, real-

world contexts such as political beliefs and social issues. Its emphasis on the role of existing

attitudes and the individual's cognitive architecture provided a strong foundation for later dual-

process models of persuasion, such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) and the Heuristic-

Systematic Model (HSM), which further explored the cognitive mechanisms involved in processing

persuasive information.

3. Key Concepts and Components

The structure of SJT relies on several interconnected concepts that define how an individual

processes and responds to persuasive communication. These concepts establish the framework

for predicting the probability and magnitude of attitude shift.

The Anchor Position: This is the individual's current, most preferred position regarding the

attitude object. It serves as the primary reference point against which all incoming persuasive

messages are judged. The location and stability of the anchor directly influence the size and

placement of the three judgmental latitudes.

The Latitude of Acceptance (LOA): This is the range of positions on an issue that an individual

finds acceptable or agreeable. Messages falling within the LOA are generally assimilated, meaning

they are perceived as closer to the anchor position than they might actually be. Persuasion can

occur here, but the amount of change is often small because the message reinforces existing

beliefs.

The Latitude of Rejection (LOR): This encompasses the range of positions on an issue that an

individual finds objectionable, unreasonable, or entirely unacceptable. Messages landing in the

LOR are subject to the contrast effect, where the message is perceived as farther away from the
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anchor than it truly is, leading to rejection of the message and potentially even a boomerang effect

(strengthening the original anchor). The magnitude of the LOR is a strong indicator of resistance to

change.

The Latitude of Non-Commitment (LON): This is the zone comprising positions that the

individual neither accepts nor rejects. Messages falling here are often viewed objectively and may

represent the optimal target zone for maximizing attitude change. The individual is open to

considering these positions because they have not yet formed a strong judgment about them.

4. The Critical Role of Ego-Involvement

A crucial moderator in Social Judgment Theory is the concept of ego-involvement (or involvement

intensity). Ego-involvement refers to the degree to which an individual perceives an issue as

central to their self-concept, values, and identity. When an individual is highly ego-involved in a

topic, their attitude structure is fundamentally altered, influencing the size and permeability of the

judgmental latitudes.

For highly involved individuals, the Latitude of Rejection tends to be significantly larger, while the

Latitudes of Acceptance and Non-Commitment are correspondingly smaller. This psychological

adjustment reflects a defensive posture: they are willing to accept only positions that are extremely

close to their anchor and reject almost everything else as threatening or wrong. Consequently,

persuading a highly ego-involved audience is exceptionally difficult and requires messages that are

minimally discrepant.

Conversely, for individuals with low ego-involvement, the LOR is typically smaller, and the LON is

larger. Because the issue is not central to their identity, they are more open to considering a wider

range of positions and are less likely to perceive moderate discrepancies as immediate threats. In

these cases, greater message discrepancy can be attempted with a higher probability of success,

as the large Latitude of Non-Commitment provides ample space for effective argumentation and

internalization of the new position.

5. Assimilation and Contrast Effects in Judgment

The mechanisms by which persuasive messages are filtered and distorted--the assimilation and

contrast effects--are central explanatory tools in SJT, accounting for why objective message

content is often subjectively reinterpreted by the audience.

The Assimilation Effect occurs when a message falls within the Latitude of Acceptance. The

receiver minimizes the difference between the message position and their anchor, perceiving the

message as more similar to their own view than it actually is. This effect facilitates persuasion, as

the receiver believes the communicator is essentially "on their side." However, because the
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perceived discrepancy is minimized, the motivational force to change significantly is also reduced,

leading to minor attitude adjustments.

The Contrast Effect operates when the message falls within the Latitude of Rejection. Here, the

receiver magnifies the difference, perceiving the message as further away from their anchor than it

truly is. This distortion serves a defensive function, increasing the psychological distance between

the receiver and the message source, thereby justifying outright rejection. The contrast effect often

leads to the failure of persuasion and may result in the previously mentioned "boomerang effect,"

where the receiver's original attitude is strengthened in opposition to the perceived extremity of the

message.

These perceptual effects underscore the non-linear relationship between message discrepancy

and attitude change. Persuasion success is not monotonically increasing with argument strength

but rather peaks at a point of optimal discrepancy--the threshold between assimilation and

contrast--where the message is just discrepant enough to motivate change without triggering the

defensive rejection mechanisms.

6. Applications Across Disciplines

Social Judgment Theory offers powerful predictive utility and practical guidance across various

fields that rely on strategic communication and attitude change.

In Political Communication, SJT dictates that candidates and campaigns must carefully tailor

their messages based on the involvement level and anchor positions of specific voter segments.

For highly committed partisans (high ego-involvement), campaign messaging must stay extremely

close to their anchor position to avoid the LOR and focus on reinforcing identity. For swing voters

(lower ego-involvement, larger LON), candidates can attempt more nuanced or moderately

discrepant positions to pull them toward a new acceptance latitude without triggering rejection.

In Marketing and Advertising, the theory suggests that introducing radical new products or ideas

requires segmentation. Early adopters, who have a larger LON regarding innovation, can tolerate

highly discrepant messages. However, for the mass market, advertisers must position new

products incrementally close to existing consumer habits (the anchor) to ensure the message falls

within the LOA and avoids the perception of extreme or unacceptable change.

In Health Communication, such as promoting vaccination or behavioral changes (e.g., diet,

exercise), SJT highlights the difficulty of addressing highly resistant groups. Messages aimed at

those with strong beliefs against medical advice (high LOR) must focus on establishing common

ground first, perhaps addressing peripheral issues in the LOA, before attempting to tackle the core

behavior change. Directly confronting the anchor position of a highly involved individual is almost

guaranteed to trigger the contrast effect and rejection.
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7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its enduring influence and explanatory power, Social Judgment Theory is subject to

several theoretical and methodological criticisms.

One primary methodological challenge lies in the reliable and precise measurement of the

judgmental latitudes (LOA, LOR, LON). Researchers typically measure these latitudes by asking

participants to indicate which statements among a range of opinions they accept, reject, or are

non-committal about. Critics argue that this process is artificial and that self-reporting on

acceptability may not accurately reflect the actual psychological boundaries and cognitive

processing that occur when facing real-world persuasive messages. The precise boundaries

between the latitudes can be blurry and unstable, making empirical validation challenging.

A second major limitation is the theory's primary focus on the existing attitude structure of the

receiver, often neglecting the crucial role of message quality and source characteristics. SJT

assumes that the judgmental process is the bottleneck of persuasion, but it does not fully elaborate

on *how* arguments are structured or *why* certain sources are more effective, factors which are

deeply explored by competing models like the ELM. While SJT acknowledges these variables

implicitly, it lacks the explicit predictive power regarding the interplay between message features

and the subsequent cognitive processing.

Furthermore, SJT is often criticized for being more descriptive than predictive regarding the long-

term effects of persuasion. While it accurately describes the immediate acceptance or rejection of

a message and the potential magnitude of initial change, it offers limited insight into the

persistence or duration of that attitude shift over time. Subsequent research has indicated that

deeper cognitive processing (central route persuasion), which SJT does not fully detail, is often

necessary for long-lasting attitude change, suggesting that SJT may primarily describe immediate

judgmental responses rather than long-term internalization.

Further Reading

Social judgment theory - Wikipedia

Muzafer Sherif - Wikipedia

Attitudes and Attitude Change (General Overview)

Sherif, C. W., & Sherif, M. (1967). Attitude, ego-involvement, and change.
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