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Two experiments tested the biased-scanning hypothesis that high financial inducement leads to
greater cognitive contact with counterattitudinal arguments and thus to greater attitude change. In
Experiment I, given time to listen to only half of the pro- and counterattitudinal material, role-
players attended primarily to counterattitudinal arguments. In Experiment I1, given sufficient time
to listen to all material, role-players sought out pro-attitudinal material first, regardless of
inducement. No differences in biased scanning or attitude change were observed as a function of
financial inducement. Contrary to the “open-mindedness” formulation, results were interpreted in
the framework of reactance and of self-immunization to persuasion.

Over the past decade, research in counterattitudinal role-playing has been preoccupied with
determining the variables which underlie the dissonance-predicted, negative relationship
between financial inducement and attitude change as opposed to the “incentive”-based, positive
relationship (see Collins and Hoyt, 1972, for a thorough review). Amid the profusion of
variables which have enjoyed momentary popularity, only to fade from acclaim under an
avalanche of contradictory findings (e.g., commitment, evaluation apprehension, essay vs. face-
to-face confrontation, etc.), a variety of mediational processes have been proposed but generally
have been ignored by researchers.

Janis, an “incentive” theorist in this dispute. has suggested the biased-scanning or cognitive-
contact hypothesis as one such mediating process (Janis and Gilmore, 1965; Janis, 1968). In its
simplest form, biased scanning stipulates that “when the role playing assignment is accepted,
the subject may become temporarily motivated to seek arguments that support his assigned
position” (Greenwald, 1969). This motivation will lead the role-player (1) to recall or invent
arguments that function as positive incentives for accepting a new attitude position, and (2) to
appraise these arguments with a set that fosters open-minded exploration of their positive
incentive value, rather than a negativistic set engendered by the arousal of hostility, resentment,
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or suspicion (Elms and Janis, 1965). Presumably, the greater motivation of the highly paid
subject will lead him to take a more open-minded view of the issue. The cogent arguments he
adduces from this scrutiny will lead him to change his position more than the poorly paid role-
player.

Unfortunately for this view, closer biased scanning by better-paid subjects is seldom
reflected in the higher quality of their counter-attitudinal essays or behaviors (Collins, 1968). If
better-paid subjects had engaged in greater cognitive contact with counterattitudinal ideas, then
presumably their essays would be more persuasive. Moreover, correlations between the quality
of essays and attitude change are weak or variable among levels of inducement. However, there
is no reason to expect that the quality of essays must necessarily parallel attitude change. Surely
role-players’ intelligence and creativity will affect the quality of their essays as much as
inducement. What is needed is a more direct measure of exposure to counterattitudinal
arguments (Greenwald, 1970).

Cognitive contact may more properly be operationalized as the amount of time during which
role-players attend to counterattitudinal or to pro-attitudinal arguments. In Experiment I,
subjects were given sufficient time to attend to only half of the recorded pro- and counter-
attitudinal arguments. It was predicted that higher-inducement subjects would spend more time
listening to the counterattitudinal material and, consequently, would show greater attitude
change. In addition to the $1-inducement, $5-inducement, and control (no essay) conditions, a
variable-inducement condition was included. Here, subjects were told that they could earn from
$1 to $5 depending on the experimenter’s judgment of the quality of their essay. It was
hypothesized that a contingent reward would provide the greatest incentive for subjects to
engage in cognitive contact with the counterattitudinal arguments. Both biased scanning and
attitude change were predicted to be maximal in this condition.

EXPERIMENT 1
METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were 16 male and 24 female summer dormitory residents at the University of
California, Los Angeles, who were recruited by notices offering $1.50 for one half-hour of
participation in a research project”. They were distributed, randomly, 10 each in the $1, $5,
control (no essay), and “contingent” conditions.
Apparatus

Two tape recorders were used to play the tapes, one of which contained
arguments for, and the other arguments against, the policy of continuing
24-hour unchaperoned coed visitation privilege6 in individual
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residence rooms (popularly called “open visitation™). Surveys conducted several months earlier
revealed that over 90% of a dormitory sample endorsed the policy of open visitation (Collins
and Hoyt, 1972). Each tape, 5 minutes in length, contained five arguments supporting its side of
the issue; each argument was supplemented by three or four explanatory sentences. The
experimenter covertly recorded the order and duration of each subject’s listening to the tapes by
means of a stopwatch.

Procedure

Subjects reported to a dormitory room serving temporarily as a laboratory. Each subject was
run individually by the same experimenter (JDC). The experimenter introduced himself as a
graduate student in computer science who was “doing some research on human information-
processing under Special conditions”. He then explained that although there was a total of 10
minutes of material on the tapes, the subject would have only 5 minutes to listen to the tapes, so
that “you’ll have to choose what you want to listen to carefully”. In the experimental
conditions, the experimenter continued. “Now the [fictitious] Administration Research
Committee has asked for our help in a study they’re doing on whether to continue the open
visitation policy in the fall. . . So, the second part of the study today will consist of your writing
a short essay on the open visitation issue.! These essays will help the Research Committee come
to a decision on open visitation - whether or not to recommend continuing it in the fall. So,
these essays may have some effect on future decisions about open visitation. Now, they already
have enough essays and ideas in favor of open visitation, so I’d like you to write an essay
against open visitation. What you can do is take down some notes while you’re listening to the
tapes and then use these ideas, and any others you might have, in your essay... Now in addition
to the $1.50 I’'m paying you for my study, that is, listening to the tapes, the Research
Committee has agreed to pay all persons who write essays $1 ($5) in addition.” In the
contingent condition, the following sentence replaced the clause immediately preceding: “The
Research Committee has agreed to pay all persons who write essays from $1 to $5, depending
on the quality of their essay.”

After the subject had listened to the tapes for 5 minutes, those in the three experimental
conditions were given 10 minutes to write their essay against the continuation of open visitation
hours in the dormitories. In all conditions, the experimenter said next, “By the way, there’s a
guy next door who needs people to fill out a questionnaire for him. He heard that | was doing a
study here and wants me to

1To provide the best opportunity to obtain the positive “incentive” effect, subjects were given
no choice as to whether they would write their counterattitudinal essays (Linder et al., 1967).
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ask people to drop by next door after they’ve finished here. It should only take about 5 minutes.
- .. Thanks a lot.”?

When the subject arrived at the second experimenter’s door, he was asked to complete a
“Residence Hall Questionnaire” sponsored by the (fictitious) Opinion Research Institute on
campus. Four items embedded in a total of 20 seven-point Likert items served as the main
dependent measure of attitude change. Each subject was debriefed when he had completed the
questionnaire. “Contingent” subjects were given $3 for their essay.

RESULTS

Biased Scanning

Scores were computed for the percentage of time during the 5 minutes that each subject
listened to counterattitudinal (against open visitation) material. Differences among conditions
were highly significant statistically (F(3,36) = 5.77, p < 0.003); means were 78.3, 73.6, 79.6,
and 50.3% in the $1, $5, “contingent”, and control conditions, respectively. These means
suggest that the primary difference among them is between the control group and the three
experimental conditions, a difference confirmed by an orthogonal comparison (t (38) = 6.11,
p < 0.001).

Attitude Change

The four items concerning open visitation included two scored in the reverse direction.
Pearson correlations among these items ranged from 0.35 to 0.73 (df = 40, p < 0.01), deemed
sufficiently large to justify summing over the four items. On the summed scores there was no
significant effect for condition, by one-way analysis of variance (F < 1); means were 13.9, 11.9,
15.0, and 12.8 in the $1, $5, contingent, and control conditions, respectively. Higher numbers
indicate negative attitudes toward open visitation. None of the differences between conditions
on individual attitude items approached statistical significance. Spearman rank-order
correlations between percentage of counterattitudinal listening and summed attitude items were
nonsignificant: -0.12, 0.10, 0.10, and 0.24 in the $1, $5, contingent, and control conditions,
respectively, and 0.10 overall.

It may be argued that the limited amount of time available to role-players compelled them to
attend disproportionately to counterattitudinal material because of its greater utility for their
subsequent essay. This utility may have created a “ceiling effect” for counterattitudinal listening
which variations in financial inducement could not alter.

2To prevent possible confounding based on evaluation apprehension (Rosenberg, 1965), the
post-test was conducted by an unaffiliated second experimenter in another part of the building.
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Order of exposure to pro- or counterattitudinal material may prove as valid an index of biased
scanning as sheer amount of exposure. Given sufficient time to listen to all pro- and
counterattitudinal material, it is predicted that higher-inducement role-players will listen to
portions of the counterattitudinal material earlier in the allotted time period than those with
lower inducement and would, consequently, show greater attitude change. This prediction is
tested in Experiment Il. A contrary prediction would contend that role-players will listen to
counterattitudinal arguments last, just before they write their essay, so that they will remember
those arguments better. However, because role-players were encouraged to take notes, memory
for these arguments ought not to affect subjects’ choice of order of exposure.

EXPERIMENT II
METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were 21 male and 15 female undergraduate students at the University of
California, Los Angeles, who served in partial fulfillment of an introductory psychology course
requirement. They were distributed randomly 12 each in the $1, $5, and control (no essay)
conditions.

Apparatus

Two tape recorders were used to play tapes, one of which contained arguments for and the
other against a further rise in student fees (popularly known as tuition) at UCLA. Fees had been
raised by over 100% in the previous year, a decision highly unpopular among students, as
revealed by surveys sponsored by student government. Each tape, 5 minutes in length,
contained seven arguments supporting its side of the issue; each argument was supplemented by
two or three explanatory sentences. A microswitch on each tape machine activated an event
recorder in an adjoining room to register the order and duration of each subject’s listening to
each tape.

Procedure

All subjects were run individually by the same experimenter (JDC). He introduced himself
and indicated that he was “doing some research on information-processing under special
experimental conditions”. He then explained that the subject would have 10 minutes to listen to
the tapes, allowing him to listen to any or all of the material on the tapes, in any sequence he
wished. In the $1 and $5 conditions the experimenter continued:

“Now, the [fictitious] California Council on Higher Education in Sacramento has asked for
our help in a study they’re doing on the
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feasibility of charging tuition at the University of California, something around $600 per
quarter or $1800 per academic year. . . . So, the second part of the experiment today will consist
of writing an essay either for or against tuition at UCLA. These essays are going to be sent to
Sacramento to help the Council come to a decision on tuition, whether or not to recommend
charging tuition to the State Legislature. So, these essays may have some influence on future
decisions about tuition. . . - We already have enough essays against tuition, so | would like you
to write an essay in favor of charging tuition at ULCA. The Council has agreed to pay all
participants $1 ($5) for their time, which is in addition to the course credit you will receive.

After they had listened to the tapes, subjects in the $1 and $5 conditions were given 15
minutes to write their essays in favor of increased tuition. Following that, the experimenter said,
in all conditions, “Say, there’s a guy upstairs who really needs some people to fill out a ques-
tionnaire for him. He’d really appreciate it if you’d do that. It shouldn’t take more than 5
minutes. . . Thanks a lot.”

When the subject arrived at the second experimenter’s door, he was asked to complete a
questionnaire sponsored by the Opinion Research Institute on campus. Three items embedded
in a total of 15 seven-point items served as the main dependent measure of attitude change.
Each subject was debriefed when he had completed the questionnaire.

RESULTS

Biased Scanning

Scores were computed for the percentages of time during the first 5 minutes that each
subject listened to counterattitudinal (pro-tuition) material. One-way analysis of variance
revealed that differences among conditions barely approached statistical significance (F (2,3 3)
= 1.95, p < 0.16). Means were 20.9, 27.8, and 52.9% in the $1, $5, and control conditions,
respectively. These means suggest that the primary difference lies between the control group
and the two experimental groups, a difference nearly confirmed by an orthogonal comparison
(t(34) =1.98, p < 0.06).

Attitude Change

The three items concerning tuition included one scored in the reverse direction.
Pearson correlations among the three items ranged from 0.56 to 0.75 (df = 36,
p < 0.01), deemed sufficiently large to permit summing over the items. One-way
analysis of variance on the summed scores revealed no significant effect for condition (F (2,33)
1.02, p > 0.25); means were 7.42, 8.67, and 9.25 in the $1, $5, and control conditions,
respectively. Higher numbers indicate pro-tuition attitudes. An orthogonal comparison probing
the difference between the $1 and control conditions, which had the most separated means,
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yielded nonsignificant results (t (22) = 1.34, p < 0.20. two-tailed). None of the differences
between conditions on individual attitude items approached statistical significance. Spearman
rank-order correlations between percentage of counterattitudinal listening in the first 5 minutes
and summed attitude change items were nonsignificant, as in Experiment I: -0.03, 0.39, and
0.36 in the $1, $5, and control conditions, respectively, and 0.07 overall.

DISCUSSION

The key finding of these two experiments is that biased scanning, in the sense of differential
attention to counterattitudinal arguments, does not appear to mediate attitude change through
forced compliance, Experiment Il indicates that high-inducement role-players were not
motivated to seek arguments supporting their assigned position to any greater extent than low-
inducement role-players. In fact, both $1 and $5 subjects generally flocked first to the pro-
attitudinal tape, in an apparent attempt to bolster their prior attitude before exposing themselves
to counterattitudinal material. Of these role-players, 18 listened to pro-attitudinal material first,
but only 6 listened to counterattitudinal arguments first (p = 0.011 by the Binomial Test (Siegel,
1956)). This distribution was unaffected by experimental condition, equal numbers falling into
the two categories. Moreover, as indicated in the results section, the percentages of
counterattitudinal listening in the first 5 minutes among role-players were nearly significantly
lower than among control subjects. If self-exposure to counterattitudinal arguments is an index
of subjects’ attempts to evaluate those arguments in an unbiased fashion, then the “open-
mindedness” of the counterattitudinal role-player is cast into doubt (Greenwald, 1969). It was,
instead, the non-role-playing, control subject who was more open-minded; four of them listened
first to pro-attitudinal material, but eight to counter-attitudinal material, a pattern significantly
different from the role-players’ (¥* (1) = 15.1, p < 0.001). It may be the case that, on certain
involving issues, subjects will continue to ignore and/or reject counterattitudinal arguments
even after they have been assigned to counterattitudinal advocacy.

Role-playing subjects’ early preference for pro-attitudinal material is reminiscent of an
immunization model of resistance to persuasion (Greenwald, 1970). Subjects may have sought
to shore up their defenses before exposing themselves to threatening counterattitudinal
arguments. McGuire and Papageorgis (1962) demonstrated that forewarning of an attack,
followed by a supportive defense, conferred greater resistance than either of these components
alone. In the present Experiment Il, role-players sought their own supportive defense, rather
than receiving it by experimental design.

However, in Experiment I the limited listening  time  compelled
role-players to attend disproportionately to counterattitudinal arguments
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because of their utility for the subsequent essay. Of the 30 role-players, 22 listened first to
counterattitudinal material (z = 2.38, p < 0.02. two-tailed). Again, higher inducement failed to
motivate greater biased scanning of the material. Yet, even with minimal opportunity to seek
pro-attitudinal support, role-players revealed no more attitude change than controls.
Opportunity to tap a supportive defense, then, was only minimally present in Experiment I. The
role-player’s awareness that pro-attitudinal arguments exist, but that the experimenter is
denying him access to them by limiting his listening time, may arouse reactance (Brehm, 1966)
and therefore resistance to the counterattitudinal material. It can only be concluded from these
experiments that, although experimental design led to wide variations in the degree and
sequence of biased scanning, financial inducement does not yield differential attention to
counterattitudinal arguments, which in turn does not covary with attitude change.
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