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Persuasion, or persuasive communication, has been defined a multitude of times by scholars throughout time. Early definitions include Anderson in 1971 “a communication process in which the communicator seeks to elicit a desired response from his receiver” (as cited in Perloff, 2003) and “a conscious attempt by one individual or group to change the attitudes, beliefs, or behaviour of another individual or group of individuals through the transmission of some message” (Bettinghaus & Cody, 1994). Perloff himself encompassed all of the definitions and described persuasion as “a symbolic process in which communicators try to convince other people to change their attitudes or behaviours regarding an issue through the transmission of a message in an atmosphere of free choice” (Perloff, 2003). To be able to persuade someone, it is suggested that the targets attitude will influence the ability to be persuaded. Attitude is defined as “a relatively enduring organization of beliefs, feelings, and behavioural tendencies towards socially significant objects, groups, events or symbols” (Hogg & Vaughan, 2005).
This essay will be discussing the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion. Proposed by Richard E. Petty and John Cacioppo in 1984, it states that there is a dual-process to persuasion, formed of two routes, the central and the peripheral. The central route of persuasion involves the processing of the content of the argument, its strength, and the quality of the context.  The peripheral route is the process of a person not processing the content of the argument and taking influence from superficial cues or surface characteristics. Petty and Cacioppo proposed that the route taken depends on the person’s attitude towards scrutinizing the context of the message being shared. It is of great importance to study and understand persuasion because it can have crucial real-life implications if used effectively (e.g. politicians and voting campaigns).
Links can be made between previous studies and the central route of persuasion theory. One of the first studies of persuasion was the Yale Communication and Attitude Change Approach (Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953). The approach proposed that for someone to be persuaded, the contents of any given message must be learned, processed and warrant motivation to accept the message. The message can be anything from a TV commercial, a magazine article or a social media advertisement, the approach encompasses all forms of communication. The approach suggested that for a person to be influenced by a message they must retain the information in their memory for later use. William McGuire’s (1968) model of persuasion suggested that there are six steps to persuasion. The order is; presentation, attention, comprehension, yielding, retention and behaviour. McGuire used the term “presentation” to describe the persuasive message. The receiver of the message must firstly pay “attention” to the message. The receiver must then comprehend the message delivered to them before their attitude can be influenced, in essence “yielding” the message. The next step is to retain the message, relating to how long their attitude is potentially changed. McGuire recognised that because his model proposed that attitudes can change, it also has the potential for another persuasive message with an opposing context to alter what the receiver may have believed before. The final step “behaviour” suggests that the persuasive message has fully influenced the attitude of the receiver and has now integrated into their behaviour. McGuire proposed that there are no links between a person’s level of intelligence or self-esteem and persuasion. He theorised that a person with high self-esteem or intelligence may find it easier to process a persuasive message but in turn are less likely to recognise the need to change their behaviour. Contrastingly, people with low self-esteem or intelligence are more willing to accept the need to change their attitude but may struggle to understand the context of the persuasive message. These theories all work under the assumption that the recipients actively attend to every persuasive appeal and its context, but the peripheral route suggests differently.
The peripheral route of persuasion is rooted in the idea that people can by persuaded by superficial characteristics, or characteristics that appeal to important life rewards such as food sex or money. It stems from the idea that people cannot always give their full attention and mental capacity to every message that they receive so have to rely on heuristics to filter these. The impact of the persuasive message can also be influenced by the credibility or attractiveness of the message giver. The peripheral route is often described as a mental short-cut that excludes the thought processes used in the central route of persuasion. If the context of the persuasive message does not attend to a person’s interests, they may be more likely to pay interest if the deliverer of the message appeals to the receiver’s basic thought and feelings e.g. fear and joy. Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken (1997) suggested that people are more likely to change an attitude if they are aware that an argument is supported by the majority.
A study by Petty, Cacioppo & Goldman (1981) titled “Personal Involvement as a Determinant of Argument-Based Persuasion” showed that students who were given a message about a proposed new university structure, if it was not effective in the time period they were studying they were more likely to use the peripheral route of persuasion. Some students were told that the new university structure would be effective in the following year, and the study showed that those students were more likely to use the central route of persuasion, most likely due to the fact that it would impact them directly.

The ability to persuade is detrimental to society. Nearly every industry from politics to charities must be able to persuade voters or consumers. Politicians can persuade voters via both routes of persuasion. A politician delivering a speech or taking part in a debate would be processed by the central route of persuasion. However their vibrant and theatrical marketing campaigns are processed through the peripheral route of persuasion. Charities appeal to the peripheral route of persuasion by displaying harrowing or distressing images that evoke immediate reactions within consumers. Companies also hire attractive models to advertise their products based on the theory that attractiveness encourages people to buy their products more. Shelly Chaiken (1979) conducted a study in which participants had to try and garner signatures for a petition to stop serving meat during lunchtimes. The study showed that attractive people were able to garner 41 percent of respondent’s signatures.

To conclude, the elaboration likelihood model of persuasion definitely has an integral place in today’s conversation. The theory that the context and characteristics of the persuasive message and or the characteristics of the message giver hold influence over the overall act of persuasion is scientifically rooted and is backed by a plethora of studies as detailed in this essay. However, the model is non-individualistic and can appear to ignore the individual differences that affect how people behave and their attitudes. Also, the theory is now over thirty years old and with the technological and social advancements within that time period, the model can appear outdated. For example, the rise of social media has created an almost infinite amount of brand new advertising platforms. To try and delegate these into a dual-process route theory can appear simplistic. Overall, the Elaboration Likelihood Model has provided a strong foundation when it comes to trying to understand the act of persuasion, and its theories and models can still be used, whilst being updated with today’s more current theories.
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