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In the present paper it was examined how amount of experience with an attitude object 
affects the persuasiveness of informational and emotional arguments. It was hypothe-
sized that persons with more experience would agree more with messages that did not 
match the way in which they were thinking about the attitude object, i.e., an experienced 
person, with an affect focus will be more persuaded by an informational message than 
an emotional message. Alternatively, persons with less experience would agree more 
with messages that matched the way in which they were thinking about the attitude 
object, i.e., an inexperienced person, with an affect focus will be more persuaded by an 
emotional message than an informational message. To test this hypothesis, participants 
were given the opportunity to play either 5 times or once with a group of puzzles under 
affectively focused conditions. Following this either informational or emotional 
messages promoting the puzzles were presented. Results supported the hypothesis. 
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Although both argument type (e.g., Eagly & Warren, 1976; McGuire, 1968; 

Vinokur & Burnstein, 1974) and attitude type (e.g., Wu & Shaffer, 1987) have 
been shown to affect persuasion, few attempts have been made to combine these 
questions and examine how different types of arguments change different types of 
attitudes. However, recently, both Millar and Millar (1990) and Edwards (1990) 
have combined these questions and examined how different types of arguments 
(emotional vs. information) change different types of attitudes (affective vs. 
cognitive). Unfortunately, these two attempts produced contradictory findings. 
Millar and Millar (1990) found that mismatches between the argument-type and 
attitude-type (informational arguments to affective attitudes or emotional 
arguments to cognitive attitudes) were associated with more attitude change than 
matches (informational arguments to cognitive attitudes or emotional arguments 
to affective attitudes). 
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     Alternatively, Edwards (1990) found that a match between argument-type and 
attitude-type (emotional arguments to affective attitudes) was associated with 
more change than a mismatch (cf. Pallak, Murroni, & Koch, 1983). 

Millar and Millar (1990) explained their results by proposing that arguments 
matched to the attitude would threaten the way in which the person has thought 
about the object. That is, a counterattitudinal argument will challenge the 
adequacy of the person’s appraisal of the object either by a direct contradiction of 
his/her beliefs (feelings) or by pointing out aspects of the object that s/he failed to 
consider. In either case the way in which the person has chosen to think about the 
object is threatened and there is motivation for counterarguing (Brehm, 1966; 
Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, 1981; Worchel, Arnold, & Baker, 1975). On the other 
hand, when the counterattitudinal argument and attitude are based on different 
classes of information the argument will not directly threaten the way in which the 
person has thought about the object. That is, the person’s feelings or beliefs will 
not be directly challenged and any new information pointed out is likely to be 
seen as irrelevant to the way in which the person has thought about the object 
(Zajonc, 1980, 1984). In this situation there is relatively little threat to the way in 
which the person has chosen to think about the object and little motivation for 
counterarguing. Taking a cognitive responses approach, Millar expected argu-
ments associated with the most counterarguing would be associated with the least 
amount of attitude change (Greenwald, 1968). 

In contrast Edwards, drawing on a functional approach, explained her results 
by proposing that arguments matched to the attitude would be more effective at 
attacking the psychological function of the attitude than would be mismatched 
arguments. That is, when attempting to modify an attitude, the most effective 
procedure is to match the persuasive message to the motives of the individual for 
holding the attitude. For example, if an attitude fulfills a value-expressive function 
(allows expression of self-concept), messages relating the attitude object to the 
positive expression of self-concept should be most effective (Katz, 1960; Spivey, 
Munson, & Locander, 1983). 

We believe that these conflicting findings can best be reconciled within Millar 
and Millar’s (1990) cognitive responses approach. In Millar and Millar’s (1990) 
explanation of their results they assumed that the person’s own antagonistic 
responses were more persuasive than the argument, i.e., the counterarguing over-
whelmed the argument. Although this might be what happened in their study it is 
obviously not true under all conditions. That is, in some cases the counterargu-
ments produced by the person may be ineffective and instead of overwhelming the 
argument, the basis of the attitude is overwhelmed by the argument. In these 
situations attacking the basis of attitude seems likely to produce more attitude 
change than not attacking the basis of the attitude. Consequently, it is possible for 
an argument either matched or not matched to the attitude to produce more atti- 
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tude change depending on whether that argument can overwhelm the basis of the 
attitude. 

Under what circumstances is the argument likely to overwhelm the basis of the 
attitude? A number of attitude and argument variables have been associated with 
the production of effective counterarguments, e.g., message repetition (Cacioppo 
& Petty, 1979); number of arguments (Harkins & Petty, 1981); and rhetorical 
questions (Petty, Cacioppo, & Heesacker, 1981). Although there are considerable 
differences between Edwards’ and Millar’s procedures a close examination of the 
two procedures revealed a difference that may have influenced the effectiveness 
of the counterarguments. In Edwards’ research arguments were presented to the 
participants about new attitudes that were formed through limited direct 
experience with novel materials (e.g., ideographs, tastes). In contrast, the 
arguments in Millar’s research, were about well established attitudes based on 
considerable direct experience (e.g., popular soft drinks). Perhaps the attitudes 
based on limited direct experience used in Edwards’ procedure were easier to 
overwhelm than the attitudes based on considerable direct experience used in 
Millar’s procedure (cf. Fazio & Zanna, 1981). 

In the present project it was examined whether a match or mismatch attitude 
change effect depended on the amount of experience with the attitude object. 
Participants were briefly introduced to five problems presented on a microcom-
puter and asked to consider how the problems made them feel. Following the 
evaluation of the puzzles, participants were allowed to play with the problems 
under low or high experience conditions by either completing one or five 
examples of each problem. Emotional and informational counterattitudinal argu-
ments for each problem were presented to the participants and a final measure-
ment of their attitude toward each puzzle was completed. We expected that when 
experience was low, participants would be more persuaded by the emotional 
argument (Edwards’ matched effect) and alternatively, when experience was high, 
participants would be more persuaded by the cognitive argument (Millar’s 
mismatched effect). 

 
METHOD 

 
PARTICIPANTS AND DESIGN 

Forty-two males and females were recruited from introductory psychology 
classes at a medium-sized university and participated in the experiment in order to 
receive class credit. Twenty participants were randomly assigned to the high 
experience conditions and 22 participants were assigned to the low experience 
conditions. 
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STIMULUS MATERIALS 

Five problem types were presented to the participants. Each of the problems 
were in the form of a multiple choice question with several wrong solutions and 
one correct solution. The participant was required to choose the best solution to 
the problem. The letter series problem presented the participant with a series of 
letters that formed a pattern (e.g., abaabbabc) and the participant was required to 
choose one of four other letter groupings (e.g., abd abr acd aaa) that would best 
complete the pattern. The picture matching problem presented the participant with 
a target star pattern and the participant was required to choose which of four other 
star patterns most closely resembled the target pattern. The analogies problem 
presented the participant with a target analogy and the participant was required to 
decide which of four other analogies was most similar to the target. The relative 
quantities problem presented the participant with two quantities (e.g., 4 quarts vs. 
5 liters) and the participant was required to choose one of four options that best 
described the relationship between the two presented quantities (e.g., equal, 
greater than, less than, no relationship). The sentence completion problem pres-
ented the participant with a sentence. One word in the sentence was missing word 
and the participant was required to choose one of four words that best completed 
the sentence (see Millar & Tesser, 1986, 1989 for similar problems). 
 
PROCEDURE 

Upon entering the experimental room, the participant was seated at a micro-
computer by a female experimenter. The experimenter informed the participant 
that the purpose of the experiment was to assess the utility of several analytic 
problems in measuring analytic ability. Participants were randomly assigned to 
either a high or low experience manipulation. The computer then provided the 
participant a set of instructions designed to create an affective focus (see Millar & 
Tesser (1986); Wilson, Dunn, Kraft, & Lisle (1989) for similar procedures). The 
participant was asked to: 

Familiarize yourself with each of the different types of problems by attempting 
to solve the following examples. While you work on each problem, analyze 
HOW you feel about each type of problem. That is, go over in your mind what 
you felt like while working on each of the problems. When you have 
completed the examples you will be asked to evaluate each problem. 

 
Experience manipulation  Following the affective focus procedure participants in 
the high experience condition were asked to solve five examples of each problem, 
where as participants in the low experience condition were only asked to solve 
one example of each problem. After completing the analytic problems the 
participants’ attitudes were measured by asking them to evaluate the problem on a 
Likert-type scale with endpoints of (1) like and (7) dislike.  
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Emotional vs. informational messages  Next, each participant was asked to read 
two counterattitudinal messages about the problems ostensibly written by an 
educational psychologist. One of the messages was informational and the other 
message was emotional. Informational messages focused on the factual attributes 
of the problem (e.g., easy to perform, directions are clear) and the emotional 
messages focused on feelings associated with the problem (e.g., fosters feelings of 
confidence). The order of the informational and emotional message was random-
ized and in each case the message was in the opposite direction of the participant’s 
original attitude. 
Self-reports of agreement  After the participants finished reading each message 
they were required to give their reactions to the message. First, they were asked if 
they agreed with the argument on an attitude scale with end-points of completely 
agree (1) and completely disagree (7). Second, they were be asked to evaluate 
how strong the message supported its position on the topic on a similar 7-point 
attitude scale. Third, participants were asked to reevaluate the topic, indicate their 
confidence in this evaluation, and indicate their behavioral intentions towards the 
topic. 
Reaction-time measures  In addition to these self-report measures the amount of 
time the participant spent making the evaluations and reading the message was 
recorded by the microcomputer as an indication of the amount of cognitive 
processing each argument received, i.e., did participants who experienced more 
attitude change spend more time reading the arguments? Finally, each participant 
was questioned concerning his/her understanding of the experimental hypothesis, 
then fully debriefed and released. 
 

RESULTS 
 
ATTITUDE CHANGE 

A measure of attitude change was constructed from the differences between 
the first and second evaluations of the problems. If the initial evaluation was 
positive, the first evaluation was subtracted from the second evaluation and if the 
initial evaluation was negative, the second evaluation was subtracted from the 
first. This index was analyzed in a 2 (high vs. low experience) x 2 (emotional vs. 
informational argument) analysis of variance (ANOVA) with repeated measures 
assumed on the last factor. As expected, the two factor interaction of amount of 
experience x argument type was obtained, F(1, 40) = 4.69, p = .03 (see Figure 1). 

When informational arguments were presented to the participants high 
experience with the problems was associated with more attitude change than low 
experience, F(1, 40) = 6.23, p = .01. Alternatively, when participants were 
presented with emotional arguments there was a nonsignificant tendency for low 
experience to be associated with more attitude change than high experience, F < 1. 
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The amount of agreement with the counterattitudinal message was also 
analyzed in the same two-factor ANOVA. Contrary to expectations no significant 
effects were found. 
 
REACTION TIMES 
    The length of time it took the participants to read the arguments, indicate their 
agreement, and indicate their responses to the argument were analyzed in separate 
2 (high vs. low experience) x 2 (informational vs. emotional arguments) ANOVAs 
with repeated measures assumed on the last factor. In these analyses the only 
significant effects were found when time to read the arguments was analyzed. A 
significant two-factor interaction between amount of experience x argument type 
was obtained, F(1, 40) = 7.78, p = .008. When participants had little experience 
with the problems emotional arguments took longer to read (M = 118.99 s) than 
informational arguments (M = 66.20 s), F(1, 21) = 8.61, p = .008. Alternatively, 
when participants had more experience with the problems there was a tendency 
for informational arguments to take longer to read (M = 93.10 s) than emotional 
arguments (M = 71.83 s), F(1, 19) = 1.2,  p = .29. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Mean attitude change as a function of the amount of experience and the type of 
message. Note a larger number indicates more change. 
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ADDITIONAL ANALYSES 

A number of additional analyses were conducted to examine possible alter-
native explanations for the observed differences in attitude change. The initial 
evaluations of the problems and the amount of time taken to make the evaluations 
were analyzed in separate 2 (high vs. low experience) x 2 (informational vs. 
emotional arguments) ANOVAs with repeated measures assumed on the last 
factor. Initial evaluations did not differ between experimental conditions, Fs < 1. 
Also, the amount of time taken by each participant to make the initial evaluation 
did not differ between experimental conditions, F < 1. Overall, participants 
required an average of 8.966 seconds to initially evaluate each problem. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The present study was undertaken to help resolve a conflict between Millar 
and Millar (1990) and Edwards (1990) over the effects of informational and 
emotional arguments. It was proposed that when an attitude was relatively weak 
because of limited experience with the object that arguments matching the basis of 
attitude would be most effective. Alternatively, when an attitude was stronger 
because of more experience with the object that arguments not matching the basis 
of the attitude would be most effective. The results of this study provided 
preliminary support for this hypothesis. That is, emotional arguments were more 
effective than informational arguments in changing affective attitudes based on 
limited experience and informational arguments were more effective than 
emotional arguments in changing affective attitudes based on more experience. 
However, contrary to our expectations, participants’ agreement with the 
arguments did not follow the same pattern. Failure to find the predicted interaction 
with the agreement scores is puzzling because attitude change and agreement 
covaried in the past research (Edwards, 1990; Millar & Millar, 1990). 

An unexpected finding was that the amount of time taken to read the inform-
ational and emotional argument varied according to the amount of experience that 
the participant had with the problem. When participants had little experience with 
the problems emotional arguments took longer to read than informational 
arguments and when participants had more experience with the problems there 
was a tendency for informational arguments to take longer to read than emotional 
arguments. Perhaps arguments that are more ultimately persuasive are attended to 
for a longer period of time. 

Although data presented in this paper are consistent with the hypothesis the 
study does have a limitation. In this study only the effects of informational and 
emotional arguments on affective attitudes were examined. This was done for 
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reasons of efficiency because the effects of informational and emotional 
arguments on affective and cognitive attitudes were reciprocal in the work of both 
Millar and Millar (1990) and Edwards (1990). However, in future research it 
would be beneficial to extend the present findings to the effects of informational 
and emotional arguments on cognitively based attitudes. 
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