Discuss the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of persuasion.

An individual’s beliefs, emotions or behaviours towards a particular person, object, event or group can be a consequence of their attitude. Attitudes usually develop either as a result of a person’s life experiences, the environment in which they have been brought up or surrounding social influences. All such factors can be very influential in the development of a person’s attitudes and the way in which they choose to behave. Likewise, the act of persuasion is a crucial factor in any attempt to change someone’s mind or feelings towards something or someone, with the most prevalent intention usually being to change a person’s attitude. A person or group who is looking to persuade someone will look to adopt suitable mechanisms in order to successfully change a person’s attitude (Petty & Brinol, 2010). Much research has been conducted into individual attitudes, with the Cognitive Dissonance Theory for example. Festinger (1957) suggested that when a person obtains two or more pieces of information that are relevant but inconsistent with one another, the individual can appear to be in discomfort; this state was named dissonance. Festinger later suggested that a person is motivated by this state of dissonance to engage in psychological efforts to reduce the inconsistency between the cognitions, therefore changing their attitude. There are a number of different explanations and copious amounts of research that has been conducted into changes in attitude. However, this essay will focus on the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion. 

One contribution to the development of the Elaboration Likelihood Model would be the Yale Attitude Change approach. This approach is a study conducted to establish which individuals are more likely to change their attitudes in response to persuasive messages (Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953). They fundamental principles of this approach can said to be the source of communication, the nature of the communication and the nature of the audience, with factors affecting each component of a persuasive message. The source considered the creditability and attractiveness of the communicator; the nature considered the quality and sincerity of the communication itself; and the nature of the audience considered their demographics, such as age, gender and so on. The approach gave due consideration to how these factors can influence an audience’s willingness to undergo a change in attitude through the use of a persuasive communication. Petty and Cacioppo (1986) believed that the nature of the communication should not appear to be designed to influence the audience, later allowing them to develop the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion. 

The Elaboration Likelihood Model was established by Petty and Cacioppo in 1986. This was a model of persuasion designed to cause a change in attitude. There are two different paths of persuasion to follow; a central route and a peripheral route. The choice of persuasive pathway can depend on the likelihood of the individuals who are receiving the persuasive communications to engage in cognitive efforts of elaboration (Chandler & Munday, 2011). The central route involves a effortful, thoughtful and cognitive elaboration, where the individual is able to carry out a concise evaluation of the information delivered through the message. Whereas, the peripheral route is perhaps considered a more automated response that focuses on superficial heuristics, positions of authority, context etc. This route is less demanding on an individual’s cognitive resources and can often be seen to deliver a feasible attitude in the majority of circumstances, without the cost of effortful cognitive processing. It is proposed that a change in attitufe can be always understood through either one of these routes to persuasion (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981).

It is suggested by the model that various attitudes could be seen to influence the likelihood of the attitude itself when preforming in a specific role, at a given level of elaboration (Baumeister & Finkel, 2010). For example, low elaboration likelihood can be demonstrated when an individual experiences a shortfall in motivation or the ability to thoroughly contemplate a persuasive communication. In this case, premessage attitudes can act as peripheral cues to gage whether the communication should be accepted or rejected. In comparison, high elaboration likelihood is demonstrated when a person possesses both the ability and motivation to carefully contemplate how they are able to benefit from a persuasive appeal. In this instance, premessage attitudes can allow for a bias evaluation of the message conveyed to take place (Fabrigar et al., 2002). Furthermore, when elaboration likelihood is moderate, rather than low or high, individuals are able to use source factors in order to establish how they should process the message received. For example, when the content of the message received is of high personal importance, a person can understand if they need to carefully evaluate the merits of the presented arguments. Likewise, if an individual receives a message that is concerning a topic of low personal importance, they are able to recognise that the message doesn’t require effortful thought processes and are able to find simpler way to process the message, if an evaluation is in fact required (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984).  

The Elaboration Likelihood Model is deemed a powerful theory of persuasion. This model works to understand that audiences are able to consider the arguments displayed in messages. On the other hand, the model also recognises how sometimes receivers of information can be passive, being persuaded by the peripheral route rather than the central route. Cleverly, the model is able to identify two conditions in which are able to differentiate which type of processing the audience is carrying out. This model has established several factors that are able to influence the thought an feelings an audience has about the information they are being fed. For example, whether listeners are engaging with the information, the quality and quantity of the arguments displayed and the credibility of the source. Therefore, the conceptually of this model is deemed an excellent theory of persuasion and is adopted by many in the world of media. 
Despite the usefulness of the Elaboration Likelihood Model as a framework for understanding the role of persuasion in attitude changes, there are limitations to the study. One limitation of the study would be the poor classification of objective cues. People who look to persuade and influence individuals, such as marketers, control objective cues as a way of communication. If the model was able to predict which cues (either peripheral cues or central cues) would be processed under which circumstances, it would enable the effectiveness of communication to greatly improve. Currently, the Elaboration Likelihood Model is able to describe the process which results from an individual experiencing a motivational state; however, it cannot predict the state itself. For example, one individual could be motivated to process relevant information centrally, whereas another person may feel less motivated and will process the background information peripherally. Further still, a third individual may be motivated to process the background information centrally (Bitner & Obermiller, 1984). This demonstrated how further research could be conducted in this area to determine how an individual is motivated and work to classify the objective cues. 

To conclude, the Elaboration Likelihood Model demonstrates a useful insight into how this model has both influenced and explained how attitudes can undergo change and how individuals are best able to be persuaded. It is clear that the work of Petty and Cacioppo has laid the foundations for the explanation of the individual experiences feelings of motivation, and which routes are followed to engage. Further research could be conducted that could look to address the issue of classification of the two different objective cues. Such research would further strengthen the model, and allow for it to be adopted into many other areas of work and further afield as a crucial theory of persuasion. 
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