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Abstract
Practitioners and researchers interested in designing wise interventions often recommend increasing personal involvement
to be successful. Early research demonstrated that personal involvement increases elaboration leading to more persuasion for
strong arguments, but to reduced persuasion if the arguments presented are specious. In most prior work, message recipients
were plausibly motivated by their desire for knowledge. In the current research, we compare this epistemic goal to another
goal in which people aim to process information to be entertained or have fun. Results showed that when people processed
to gain knowledge (epistemic goal), they elaborated more in high personal involvement conditions, replicating the classic
finding. However, high personal involvement decreased elaboration for people in hedonic conditions, reversing the classic
interaction, and introducing a novel finding that is consistent with recent research suggesting that “thinking for pleasure”
can be difficult.
Keywords Persuasion · Attitudes · Elaboration · Involvement · Epistemic · Hedonic

Introduction
Practitioners and researchers interested in designing effective (wise) interventions often recommend increasing
personal involvement to facilitate change (e.g., Walton
& Wilson, 2018). For example, linking teaching materials to the self increases the effort invested by students in a
course (Harackiewicz et al., 2012; Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2009). Indeed, personal involvement can be good for
persuasion, at least under some circumstances. Persuasion
research has consistently shown that increasing involvement
with a communication can increase thinking about it (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1990). That is, when a relatively new issue is
made more personally relevant by linking it to the self in
some way, people engage in greater processing of information on that issue.
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In the present research, we rely on the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) of persuasion (Petty & Briñol, 2012;
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) to base our predictions. The ELM
was an early “dual process” theory of judgment (Chaiken
& Trope, 1999; Sherman et al., 2014) that specifies several
discrete mechanisms of attitude change. The theory holds
that these distinct processes operate at different points along
an elaboration continuum ranging from little or no thought
about a persuasive message or attitude object to careful
and extensive thought about the message or attitude object.
Low-elaboration processes are collectively referred to as
following the peripheral route to persuasion, whereas highelaboration processes are collectively referred to as following the central route to persuasion. The ELM also postulates
that whether people engage in the peripheral or the central
route to persuasion depends on their ability and motivation to think in the context in which persuasion occurs. For
instance, distractions, rapid speech, and little domain knowledge can undermine one’s ability to think about a message.
Other variables, such as message repetition, general intelligence, and high message clarity, can aid one’s ability to
process a message (Petty & Briñol, 2012; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986).
Most relevant to the present research, whether the peripheral or central route is used also depends on the perceiver’s
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motivation or desire to process the message. Perhaps the
greatest determinant of motivation is the perceived personal
relevance of the information. As noted, when the personal
involvement with a message is high, individuals are motivated to scrutinize the evidence more carefully. As a result
of this enhanced processing, if the evidence is found to be
strong, more favorable attitudes result, but if the evidence
is found to be weak, less favorable attitudes result (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1979). Conversely, when motivation to think is
low, individuals are less influenced by argument quality and
more influenced by simple cues in the message that take less
cognitive effort to process, such as the length of the message and whether a message is endorsed by an attractive or
unattractive source (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). Thus,
whenever the message can be linked to some aspect of the
recipient’s “self” (e.g., values, outcomes, and identities), it
can enhance self-relevance and increase the likelihood of
processing the message (Blankenship & Wegener, 2008;
Fleming & Petty, 2000; Petty & Cacioppo, 1990).
In an early study illustrating this link between involvement and elaboration (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), undergraduates’ personal involvement was manipulated by telling them
that their own university (vs. a distant one) was contemplating implementing a new prerequisite to graduation. Students
heard a radio editorial presenting arguments in favor of the
new policy that were manipulated to be strong or weak. Varying the quality of the arguments in a persuasive proposal
and examining how much impact these arguments have on
judgments is a widely used technique for determining the
extent of elaboration in which people are engaged (Petty
et al., 1976). People are more persuaded by strong persuasive arguments than weak ones but especially when people
are motivated and able to process those arguments. Put simply, compared to people who are not engaged in extensive
thinking, people who are scrutinizing the message carefully
are more likely to detect and respond to differences in argument quality. In the original study by Petty and Cacioppo
(1979), the quality of these arguments had a different impact
on attitudes depending on the personal involvement. That
is, for those who were told that their own university was
the one implementing the new policy, the argument quality
effect on attitudes was larger than for those who were told
that a distant university was the one considering the policy.
Burnkrant and Unnava (1989) also demonstrated the
power of perceived self-relevance by simply changing the
personalization of the pronouns in the message. Reading a
message in the first (vs. third) person increased elaboration
and subsequent discrimination between strong and weak
arguments. These studies are examples of how linking the
message to self-features such as a person’s values, identities or outcomes can increase the likelihood of processing
the communication. In another early demonstration of this
effect, Petty and colleagues (1983) exposed participants to
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an advertisement for a disposable razor that contained strong
or weak arguments. To create high personal involvement
with the product, some participants were told that at the
end of the study they would select from various brands of
disposable razors as their reward for participating. To create low involvement, other participants were told that they
would select from among brands of toothpaste. The high
involvement participants were further told that the razor to
be advertised would be test marketed in their city whereas
low involvement participants were led to believe that the
product would be unavailable in their market. Results
demonstrated larger argument quality effects on attitudes
(i.e., more persuasion for the strong than weak arguments)
when the advertisement was high versus low in personal
involvement.
Since these initial examples of the argument quality and
personal involvement interaction on attitudes, other studies
have replicated the same results using different materials and
inductions (see Carpenter, 2015, for a meta-analytic review).
Furthermore, past studies on persuasion have provided support for the Elaboration Likelihood Model’s elaborationstrength postulate that claims that attitudes formed from a
high elaboration process predict behavior better than those
formed from a comparatively less thoughtful process (Petty
& Briñol, 2012; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). For example, the
consumer study just described (Petty et al., 1983) showed
that the attitudes of participants processing the ad under high
personal involvement conditions were more predictive of
their intentions to purchase the product than were the attitudes of those processing the same ad under low involvement
conditions.
In prior research, the interaction between personal
involvement and argument quality was examined when message recipients were likely motivated by their desire to learn
about the topic or the product to form an accurate opinion.
Indeed, one of the major motivations that drives human
thoughts and behaviors is the need to know which refers
to the desire to possess knowledge about and understand
the world (Maslow, 1962). Gaining accurate knowledge is
the typical or default goal assumed by contemporary persuasion theories such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model
(ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) and the Heuristic-Systematic Model (HSM; Chaiken et al., 1989). Of course, other
motives can sometimes overwhelm this general goal (Briñol
& Petty, 2005; Petty & Cacioppo, 1990). Indeed, persuasion theorists have examined several motives that bias people toward a particular conclusion rather than objectively
weighing all possibilities such as when the need for specific
closure is activated (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). One
of the most studied biasing motives is based on the need
for cognitive consistency as evident in Festinger’s (1957)
theory of cognitive dissonance. In addition to consistency,
other motives can also bias information processing such
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as a desire to be free and independent (i.e., the reactance
motive; Brehm, 1966; Wicklund, 1974) or to belong to a
group (i.e., the need to belong; for a discussion of motives
in persuasion, see Briñol & Petty, 2005, 2019). The ELM
explicitly postulates that even when people may think they
are being accurate, the thinking that they do can be biased by
various other motives that direct the thinking in a particular
direction (Petty & Briñol, 2012; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
When particular motives bias thinking (sometimes called
motivated reasoning; Kunda, 1990), people end up generating thoughts (favorable or unfavorable) that are consistent
with their desired conclusion.
In the current research, we compare the default accuracy
goal to an alternative one in which people aim to process
information to be entertained or have fun, a hedonic goal.
Hedonic goals have received recent attention (Wilson et al.,
2019), with research showing that thinking for pleasure with
the deliberate intention of having fun can be difficult (Wilson et al., 2014). As we explain next, we hypothesized that
when people were instructed to process a communication
in order to learn accurate knowledge (epistemic goal), they
would show greater elaboration in high (vs. low) personal
involvement conditions. This would produce the classic
and well-replicated finding in the persuasion literature just
described. But, with a hedonic goal, the outcome is expected
to be different. The rationale for these divergent predictions
is described next.

Processing in order to experience hedonic
entertainment
Despite the apparent clarity of the prior literature regarding
the impact of personal involvement on message processing, as just noted people are not always motivated by their
desires to seek knowledge and form accurate opinions (Chaiken et al., 1989). In fact, approaching pleasure and avoiding
unpleasantness is another fundamental motive (Thorndike,
1927). That is, people not only want to know, but on some
occasions, they also want to feel good and be entertained.
Recent research in social psychology has paid attention
to hedonic goals, revealing that trying to have fun while
thinking can be difficult, especially in situations that require
high effort, and concentration (Wilson et al., 2019). Beyond
social psychology, hedonic goals have also received attention in other domains. For example, some authors in communication have considered the hedonic goal as a probable
precursor of communication-processing strategies that are
appropriate for obtaining amusement and being distracted
from everyday life (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Green et al,
2004; Slater & Rouner, 2002). In other words, to escape
self-awareness, a common strategy is to narrow the focus
of attention to the present and immediate stimulus environment and move away from personally relevant information

(Baumeister, 1991). One reason for this is that personally
relevant information might make people aware of how they
are falling short of their goals or standards (Duval & Wicklund, 1972).
Furthermore, when people have hedonic goals, they look
to become transported into the lives of others (e.g., fictional
characters), moving focus away from the self (Green, 2006).
Moving away from the self through transportation into stories often includes identification with other people, real or
imagined (Green et al., 2004), greater processing of external
communications (Bailyn, 1959), and getting engaged with
the drama in a story (Bryant & Comisky, 1978). Thus, focusing on the self can be incompatible with an entertainment
goal, with getting involved in the drama or story itself (Slater
& Rouner, 2002). Although hedonic motives tend to be associated with wanting to escape from the self, that does not
mean that occasionally hedonic goals could increase attention to the self instead (e.g., Andrade & Cohen, 2007; Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Igartua & Vega Casanova, 2016)
such as when one’s goal is to entertain other people (e.g.,
Echterhoff et al., 2008).
In sum, based on repeated personal experiences with
entertainment media that allow people to escape from themselves, one could expect that people with a hedonic goal
would be more able and/or more motivated to elaborate
information that is not self-relevant than self-relevant. In
this sense, our prediction is that individuals who are driven
by a goal to process a persuasive communication for hedonic
reasons would elaborate the presented information more in
low personal involvement conditions compared to those with
a learning or accuracy goal and more than when personal
involvement is high, the opposite of the typical effect of
personal involvement in the literature.

Different goals operate under different conditions
Based upon the research just described, we proposed
that a goal (i.e., epistemic versus hedonic) can interact
with the personal involvement of the persuasion setting
to influence the extent of processing of a communication.
Specifically, we hypothesized that an epistemic goal fits
with high personal involvement better than low personal
involvement whereas as a hedonic goal fits better with
low rather than high personal involvement. Or stated differently, high personal involvement fits better with (i.e.,
matches) an epistemic rather than a hedonic goal whereas
low personal involvement fits better with a hedonic rather
than an epistemic goal. This suggests that with an epistemic goal, message processing would be greater when
the situation is high in personal involvement compared to
low (the standard effect in the literature). In contrast, with
a hedonic goal, we hypothesized that message processing
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would be greater when the situation is low in personal
involvement compared to high (opposite to the standard
effect).
This hypothesis, though novel with respect to persuasion, is consistent with some prior research on psychological engagement. Specifically, Higgins et al. (2010)
varied whether people were given a fun (hedonic) or serious (epistemic) goal and were then confronted with a relatively important or unimportant task. Their key finding
was that participants reported greater interest in repeating an activity when that activity matched rather than
mismatched their goal. That is, their data showed that
people with the fun goal with a low importance task or
the serious goal with a high importance task showed more
engagement with the tasks than those in the mismatched
conditions (i.e., fun goal with a high importance task and
serious goal with a low importance task).
Finally, our prediction that the typical impact of personal relevance on information processing can be reversed
under certain conditions is also consistent with previous
research showing that the same variable can increase
elaboration in some situations or for some people but
decrease it in others. For example, in one study (Petty
et al., 1981), three variables were manipulated: (1) personal involvement with the message (low vs. high), (2)
message framing (whether conclusions were framed as
statements vs. rhetorical questions, and (3) argument
quality (strong vs. weak). The topic of the communication advocated that seniors take a comprehensive exam
in their major as a requirement for graduation. The study
was designed to test the view that arguments framed as
rhetorical questions (e.g., “Wouldn’t instituting a comprehensive exam be an aid to those who seek admission
to graduate and professional schools?”) rather than as
declarative statements would lead to more thinking. If
rhetorical questions enhance elaboration, then their use
should lead to more persuasion if the message arguments
are strong, but less persuasion if the arguments are weak.
However, this enhanced elaboration with rhetorical questions should be evident mostly when people are not naturally devoting much effort to processing the message
arguments—namely, when communication involvement is
low vs. high (Petty et al., 1987). When people are already
motivated to process the communication due to high personal involvement, these researchers predicted that the
use of rhetorical questions would either have no further
effect or even disrupt the normal elaboration. The results
of this study supported these predictions. In the current
research, we examine the hypothesis that approaching a
communication with a hedonic goal would also reverse
the typical impact of personal involvement on information processing.
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Compatibility between goal and personal
involvement
As just explained, we hypothesized that people having the
goal to process in order to gain knowledge would elaborate
more under high vs. low involvement conditions whereas
those having a hedonic goal would elaborate more under
low vs. high involvement conditions. Furthermore, this
greater elaboration was predicted to produce attitudes that
are stronger and more predictive of behavioral intentions.
Therefore, we proposed that a match between goal and
involvement (i.e., epistemic goal and high personal involvement and hedonic goal and low personal involvement) would
lead to greater communication scrutiny and attitude strength
compared to a mismatch of goal and involvement (i.e., epistemic goal and low personal involvement and hedonic goal
and high personal involvement). The scrutiny hypothesis is
tested in both experiments and the strength hypothesis is
tested in Study 2. Also, across two experiments, participants
were asked to read messages regarding three different topics and we did not expect that any of these effects would be
affected by the use of different topics.
In summary, our assumption was that a match would
occur when a person with an epistemic goal received a high
personal involvement communication. These conditions
match because when a communication involves the self, it
is highly adaptive and functional to have accurate information. When a communication is not very self-relevant, this
concern is attenuated. Second, our hypothesis is that when
participants have a hedonic goal, the motivation is often to
escape from the self, and thus a low self-relevant communication is more likely to match one’s desires than a communication high in self-relevance. Under the matching conditions,
we predicted that elaboration would be increased over mismatching conditions. Thus, matching would lead to a greater
effect of argument quality on attitudes than mismatching.
Furthermore, matching (vs. mismatching) was predicted to
lead to stronger attitudes (i.e., attitudes more capable of predicting behavioral intentions). Finally, we did not expect the
nature of the match (match to high versus low involvement
or to epistemic versus hedonic goal) to modify the results.

Study 1
The main objective of Study 1 was to provide an initial test
of whether personal involvement produces different processing effects depending on the person’s goal—epistemic or
hedonic. As described shortly, Study 1 first manipulated
the goal conditions and then personal involvement. Next,
participants read a message with weak or strong arguments
about a new consumer product that was going to be on the
market. Finally, attitudes toward the product were reported.
We expected to observe a three-way interaction among the
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manipulated variables. Participants who were given an epistemic goal were expected to show greater elaboration and,
in turn, greater argument quality effects in the high (vs. low)
personal involvement condition, the typical effect observed
in the literature. In contrast, when people had a hedonic goal,
we expected that they would scrutinize the message more
when personal involvement was relatively low (rather than
high), leading to greater argument quality effects under low
personal involvement, the opposite of the typical finding.
Furthermore, we expected this 3-way interaction would
not be driven exclusively by any specific combination of
compatible and incompatible conditions. To examine this,
in addition to the traditional three-way interaction result
we also report another analysis in which we combined the
two conditions for which the prediction was the same into
those that “match” (epistemic goal in high involvement and
hedonic goal in low involvement) and compared those conditions to those that “mismatched” (epistemic goal in low
involvement and hedonic goal in high involvement). Importantly, we did not expect the nature of the match (match to
high versus low involvement or to hedonic versus epistemic
goal) to modify the results. In this analysis, we expected
that the matching condition would show increased message
elaboration over the mismatching conditions and expected
that this interaction would hold regardless of the nature of
the matching. Combining conditions across matching and
mismatching factors and including type of matching within
this test is a procedure that allows assessing statistically to
what extent the type of match makes a difference. Without
this supplemental analysis we could not know to what extent
type of match would matter (for further details on this procedure, see Briñol et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Stavraki
et al., in press).

Method
Participants and design
Participants were 161 (112 women, 36 men, and 13 unreported, Mage = 21.23, SD = 4.13) undergraduate students
from the psychology department at Universidad Autónoma
de Madrid (Spain) who participated voluntary for partial
course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to a 2
(Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement:
High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak)
between-subjects factorial design. The dependent measure was attitudes toward an advocated product. All participants were seated at individual cubicles and carried out all
experimental procedures in paper and pencil. All subjects,
variables, and measures were reported. Eight participants
did not complete all measures. The variation in degrees of
freedom in the analyses below reflect these missing. A power

analyses was conducted using G*Power (Faul et al, 2007).
A recent meta-analysis conducted by Carpenter (2015) on
27 studies revealed that the average effect size for the classic Involvement X Argument Quality interaction was in the
high end of medium according to Cohen’s (1988) formula
(ηρ2 = .07). Because no prior research had examined that
two-way interaction under the new hedonic goal, we anticipated that the overall effect size for the proposed Matching
and Argument Quality interaction may not be as large as
the Involvement X Argument Quality effect size estimated
in the Carpenter meta-analysis. Therefore, we planned for a
generic medium effect (ηρ2 = .06) in this study. The results
of the power analysis concluded that the desired sample
size for a two-tailed test (α = .05) of a two-way (Matching X
Argument quality) interaction with .80 power was N = 128
participants. To achieve at least that number, we decided to
collect as many participants as possible during the academic
semester, resulting in a final sample size that was higher than
the one required for .8 power (i.e., 161 participants).1

Procedure
Upon entering the laboratory, participants were seated at
individual cubicles and told that all experimental procedures
would be carried out in paper and pencil. Participants were
informed that they were going to take part in a mass media
study. All participants expected to be exposed to an advertisement for a product. Participants first received the goal
induction. Then, they were led to believe that the product
appearing in the advertisement was going to be easily available to them (i.e., high personal involvement) or not (i.e., low
personal involvement). After the involvement manipulation,
participants received an advertisement for the product composed of either strong or weak arguments. Finally, participants reported their attitudes toward the product, rated the
quality of the arguments, and their affect. Then, participants
were debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Independent variables
Goals
Participants were asked to imagine either a learning or an
entertainment scenario. Specifically, half of participants
were asked to imagine they were going to watch a documentary to gain knowledge about something whereas the other
half were asked to imagine they were going to the movies to
be entertained. While waiting to learn or be entertained, they

1

More participants than 128 were included because more people
than we anticipated signed up for the experiment and we decided to
include them rather than cancel their participation.

13

Motivation and Emotion

were exposed to an advertisement. In the epistemic condition, participants read: “Imagine that you are going to the
movies to gain knowledge and then while you are waiting to
learn from a documentary you see the following advertisement.” In the hedonic condition, participants read: “Imagine
that you are going to the movies to be entertainment and
then while you are waiting to have fun with the movie you
see the following advertisement.” Past research has shown
that asking people to imagine something can be a useful
procedure to transport them to that mindset (e.g., Anderson,
1983; Green et al., 2004).
To further ensure that this manipulation influenced the
intended goal, we conducted a pilot test (N = 92) in which
participants were randomly assigned to the epistemic or
to the hedonic goal condition. After receiving this induction, participants were asked to report how much learning
and how much fun they wanted to have in the following
task (they expected to receive a message) on two separate
9-point scales (1 = not at all, 9 = completely). As predicted,
the results showed that participants reported wanting to
learn more in the epistemic (M = 6.07, SD = 2.02) than in
the hedonic (M = 4.79, SD = 2.25) condition, t(90) = -2.87,
p = .005. Furthermore, participants reported seeking
more fun in the hedonic (M = 5.60, SD = 2.08) than in
the epistemic condition (M = 4.51, SD = 1.95) condition,
t(90) = 2.58, p = .012).
Personal involvement
After reading the goal induction, participants in the high
involvement condition were told that the product that was to
be featured in the advertisement was going to be produced
and sold soon in their own country. In the low involvement
condition, participants were told that the product would possibly be produced and sold in a different country but without
a specified release date (for conceptually similar inductions
of involvement, see Briñol et al., 2015; Petty et al., 1983).
Argument quality
Participants were asked to read an advertisement arguing
in favor of new snack bars. Critically, this communication
contained either strong or weak arguments, depending on the
condition to which the participant had been assigned. This
manipulation was designed to assess the amount of information processing in which participants were engaged. Within
the attitude change literature, the manipulation of argument
quality (and the subsequent impact on the attitudes reported)
has been used in numerous studies to examine the extent of
information processing induced under different conditions
(see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Carpenter, 2015). Because the
argument quality manipulation is used to assess the amount
(vs. direction) of message elaboration, all arguments need
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to argue for the same position and vary only in the strength
of the merits they include. Because both sets of arguments
are in favor of the issue, they may be equally persuasive if
people do not think about their implications. Individuals not
thinking about the message carefully may respond simply to
the number of arguments presented or their initial gut reaction to the proposal. The more attention paid to the specific
information provided, however, the greater the difference in
subsequent attitudes to strong versus weak arguments.
The strong arguments made claims such as FFF Bars
contain special ingredients that decrease anxiety, reduce risk
for cancer, and elevate mood. The weak arguments in favor
of the bars made claims such as that if you don’t eat FFF
Bars, someone else will, and that people should eat FFF
Bars before ants crawl over them and make them inedible.
Again, both messages were equivalent in length, but differed
in persuasiveness.

Dependent measure
Attitudes
Participants’ attitudes toward FFF Bars were assessed with
three 9-point semantic differential scales (dislike—like,
good—bad, not recommended—strongly recommended).
Ratings were intercorrelated (α = .55), and they were averaged to create a composite attitude index. The attitude index
was scored such that higher numbers indicate more favorable
attitudes toward the product.
Ancillary measures
After the attitude measure, we assesed the perceived quality of arguments by asking participants to rate how credible, compelling, and persuasive the arguments were using
a 9-point likert scale. Item-ratings were intercorrelated
(α = .71), thus were averaged to create a composite measure of perceived quality of the message. Also, we measured
affect by asking participants to rate their feelings at the end
of the experimental session using two 9-point semantic differential scales (positive—negative, pleasant—unpleasant).
Ratings were inter-correlated (r = .79), so they were averaged to create a composite index. The index was scored such
that higher numbers indicate feeling more negative affect.

Results
Attitudes
A 2 (Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong
vs. Weak) ANOVA on attitudes revealed a significant
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6

Attitudes

5
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4

3
Missmatch

Match

Fig. 1  Attitudes toward FFF bars as a function of goal orientation, personal involvement and argument quality in Study 1 (top panel). Attitudes
toward FFF bars as a function of argument quality and matching in Study 1 (bottom panel)

three-way interaction among the independent variables,
F(1,153) = 4.25, p = .04, ηρ2 = .03 (Fig. 1, top panel).
Decomposition of this three-way interaction revealed that
the pattern of results varied as a function of Goals. Among
participants in the epistemic goal condition, the Personal
Involvement x Argument Quality interaction was significant, F(1,153) = 6.15, p = .01, ηρ2 = .04. In this and subsequent studies we use Bonferroni adjustments to obtain the
simple effects. In the high personal involvement condition,
participants reported more favorable attitudes toward FFF

bars in the strong (M = 5.25, SD = 1.59) than in the weak
argument condition (M = 4.02, SD = 1.68), F(1,153) = 7.31,
p = .01, ηρ2 = .05. On the other hand, in the low personal
involvement condition, there were no significant differences.
In addition, the difference between high personal involvement (M = 4.65, SD = 1.72) from low personal involvement
(M = 4.41, SD = 1.14) was only significant for strong arguments, F(1,153) = 5.03, p = .03,, ηρ2 = .03, but not for weak
arguments, F(1,153) = 1.57, p = .21,, ηρ2 < .01. In contrast,
for those in the hedonic goal condition, the Involvement X
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Argument Quality interaction, though not significant, was
in the opposite direction, F(1,153) = .18 p = .67, ηρ2 = .00.2
In order to examine whether the direction of the discrepancy made a difference and to provide a statistical
test of whether type of matching (i.e., Match to Involvement) mattered, as explained earlier we grouped the predicted matching conditions (i.e. people in the epistemic and
high involvement condition and people in the hedonic and
low involvement condition) and the predicted mismatching conditions (i.e. people in the epistemic goal and low
involvement condition and people in the hedonic goal and
high involvement condition) into a Matching vs Mismatching independent variable. We also added a factor to account
for the type of matching it was (i.e., match to high or low
involvement or match to epistemic or hedonic goal).
Consistent with the three way interaction just reported,
the 2 (Matching: Matching vs. Mismatching) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) X 2 (Match to Involvement:
Match to high involvement vs Match to low involvement)
ANOVA revealed that the predicted two-way interaction
between Argument Quality and Matching was significant,
F(1,153) = 4.25, p = .04, ηρ2 = .03, and that interaction was
not further qualified by the Match to Involvement (i.e.,
matching to low involvement or matching to high involvement), F(1,153) = .02, p = .90, ηρ2 = .00. When the same
analysis was conducted swapping Match to Goal for Match
to Involvement, the three-way interaction was also not significant, F(1,153) = 2.12, p = .15, ηρ2 = .01.
As illustrated in Fig. 1 (bottom panel), for the matching condition, participants reported more favorable attitudes toward the product in the strong arguments condition
(M = 4.89, SD = 1.53) than in the weak arguments condition
(M = 4.02, SD = 1.63), F(1,153) = 7.46, p = .007, ηρ2 = .05.
For the mismatching condition, there was no difference
between those who read the strong arguments (M = 4.52,
SD = 1.33) and those who read weak arguments (M = 4.57,
SD = 1.16), F(1,153) = .02, p = .88, ηρ2 < .001.

Ancillary measure
A 2 (Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs.
Weak) ANOVA on perceived argument quality revealed
that the argument quality manipulation was successful. As
predicted, participants found the strong message as more
persuasive (M = 3.85, SD = 1.72) than the weak message
(M = 2.60, SD = 1.57; F(1,153) = 24.07, p < .001, ηρ2 = .14).
2
Decomposition by personal involvement did not revealed a two-way
interaction between Goal and Argument quality under high involvement, F (1, 153) = 2.34, p = .13, ηρ2 = .01. Under low involvement,
the interaction between Goal and Argument quality was also not significant, F (1, 153) = 1.91, ηp = .15, ηρ2 = .03.
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A two way interaction between Goals and Argument
Quality also emerged F(1,153) = 4.28, p = .04, ηρ2 = .03.
In the epistemic condition participants who received the
strong message rated the arguments as more compelling
(M = 4.17, SD = 1.70) than did those receiving the weak
message (M = 2.37, SD = 1.55), F(1,153) = 24.16, p < .001,
ηρ2 = .14. In the hedonic condition this difference between
the strong (M = 3.54, SD = 1.69) and the weak (M = 2.83,
SD = 1.58) message was relatively smaller, though still in
the same direction, F(1,153) = 4.05, p = .05, ηρ2 = .03. Thus,
the strong arguments were always seen as more compelling
than the weak ones although that difference was even more
pronounced in the epistemic conditions. Also as expected,
the analyses revealed no main effects of the Goals, Personal
Involvement or Argument Quality inductions and no interactions on reported affect, all Fs < 1.03, both ps > 0.31, both
ηρ2 < .00.

Discussion
The results of Study 1 provide the first evidence suggesting
that different goals can moderate the classic effect of the
ELM. As expected, the 3-way interaction showed that the
use of goals was found to either increase or decrease the cognitive elaboration of a message depending on the personal
relevance of the communication. In Study 1 we replicated
previous studies consistent with the ELM model but only for
those who were seeking knowledge but not for those who
were seeking entertainment.
Study 1 also suggested that goals and personal involvement can work in conjunction to affect message processing
and persuasion, matching goals and personal involvement
led to larger effects of argument quality than did mismatching those two variables. As a result, when arguments were
strong, matching goals to involvement tended to increase
persuasion. However, when arguments were weak, matching goals to involvement tended to decrease persuasion. As
predicted, argument quality effects increased under matching conditions (high involvement and epistemic goal + low
involvement and hedonic goal) compared to the mismatching conditions (high involvement and hedonic goal + low
involvement and epistemic goal). That is, when goals and
personal involvement matched (vs. mismatched) participants
discriminated between strong and weak arguments more
suggesting that they processed the communication more
carefully. Notably, the matching effect was present regardless of whether the match involved high or low involvement
or hedonic or epistemic goals.

Motivation and Emotion

Study 2
Study 1 demonstrated that goals can moderate the effect of
personal involvement on the amount of thinking invested
in processing persuasive communications. Study 2 was
designed to replicate and further extend the findings of the
previous study, so we changed the attitude objects, the goal
manipulation and the personal involvement manipulation to
generalize across materials and to change any potential effect
due to the specific inductions used in the first study.
As in the previous study, Study 2 first manipulated the
goal conditions and then personal involvement. Next, participants read a message with weak or strong arguments
about one of two different attitudinal objects. We used two
different topics to gain generalization power, but we did not
expect differences as a function of topic. Finally, attitudes
and behavioral intentions toward the topic of the message,
were reported. Furthermore, Study 2 was designed to examine an important potential consequence of matching—attitudes predicting behavioral intentions. This consequence
was chosen because the prediction of behavior is a key reason attitudes are a valuable concept (Ajzen, 2012; Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980; Sheeran, 2002).
We again expected an interaction between Goals, Personal Involvement, and Argument Quality. As in Study 1,
this three-way interaction would be comparable to a more
conceptually direct two-way interaction between Matching
and Argument Quality showing a greater effect of argument
quality in the matching conditions than in the mismatching
conditions. Finally, we hypothesized that because people in
the matching conditions would elaborate the communications more than those in the mismatching conditions, the
attitudes of participants in those conditions would show
greater prediction of attitude-relevant behavioral intentions.
As noted, we did not expect topic to moderate these effects.

Method
Participants and design
Participants were 287 (226 women, 58 men, and 3 unreported, Mage = 21.15, SD = 2.72) undergraduate students
from the psychology department at Universidad Autónoma
de Madrid (Spain) who participated voluntary in exchange
for partial course. Participants were randomly assigned to
the cells of a 2 (Goal: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal
Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2 (Topic: Vegetables vs.
Green) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) betweensubjects factorial design. Attitudes and behavioral intentions toward the proposal served as dependent measures.
All participants were seated at individual cubicles and carried out all experimental procedures in paper and pencil. All

subjects, variables, and measures were reported. Eighteen
participants did not complete all measures. The variation
in degrees of freedom in the analysis below reflect these
missing. After learning from the initial study that the Matching x Argument Quality interaction effect size obtained was
ηρ2 = .04, we also planned for the same effect size in this
second study. The desired sample size for a two-tailed test
(α = .05) of the predicted 2-way Matching X Argument
Quality interaction with .80 power was a total of N = 191.
This was achieved when collapsing across topics. That is, in
the end, we obtained a total sample of 287.3

Procedure
The procedure was conceptually the same as in Study 1 with
some variations in the specific inductions of the variables.
Upon entering the laboratory, participants were seated at
individual cubicles and told that all experimental procedures would be carried out in paper and pencil. Participants
were informed that they were going to take part in a mass
media study. Before beginning, participants were provided
with brief descriptions of what makes a good editorial. This
instruction was used to manipulate the epistemic versus
hedonic goal. Next, participants’ personal involvement was
manipulated. Then, participants received a persuasive message composed of either strong or weak arguments about
consuming more vegetables or about using green as a university color. Before leaving, participants completed the
dependent and ancillary measures and were then debriefed,
thanked, and dismissed.

Independent variables
Goals
The participants’ goal in reading the message was manipulated by telling them to adopt either a learning (epistemic)
or an entertainment (hedonic) goal. Specifically, to induce
an epistemic goal, participants read that: “The goal of this
editorial is for people to learn and have an informative
and knowledgeable experience. Please read the following
information in order to have a clear and accurate view.” In
contrast, to induce a hedonic goal, participants read that:
“The goal of this editorial is for people to enjoy and have a
pleasurable and fun experience. Please read the following

3

More participants than 191 were included because more people
than we anticipated signed up for the experiment and we decided to
include them rather than cancel their participation. Analyzing separately by topics, the three-ways interactions are significant for each
on the measure of attitudes. For the increasing vegetables topic, F(1,
140) = 11.03, p < .001, ηρ2 = .07; for the color green topic increasing
vegetables topic, F(1, 129) = 5.28, p = .02, ηρ2 = .04.
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information in order to enjoy and have fun with the experience.” Similar inductions have been used to manipulate
instrumental vs. hedonic goals (Côte, 2005; Higgins et al.,
2010) as well as cognitive vs. affective mindsets (See et al.,
2013).

goal inductions and dependent measures were the same.
Importantly, we did not expect message topic (or session)
to moderate any effects when considered as a factor, but if
it did, each topic will be analyzed separately.
Argument quality

Personal involvement
Participants in the high involvement condition were told that
the message had to do with their self-concept whereas those
in the low involvement condition were told that the message
had to do with vegetables (for a similar induction of personal
involvement, see Briñol et al., 2006). Specifically, in the high
personal involvement condition, participants were told: “You
are about to read an article about your self-concept, your personal dietary habits, and the way you see your world”. In the
low personal involvement condition, participants were told:
“You are about to read an article about the characteristics
and properties of different plants and vegetables.” To further
emphasize personal involvement, in the high involvement
condition, the title of the communication was “Research
about the Self-Concept,” and in the low involvement condition, the title of the communication was “Research about
Vegetables.” Personal involvement was also manipulated by
two simultaneous variations in the message framing. First,
participants in the high personal involvement condition were
told that they were among a very few participants taking
part in the study. Second, participants were also told that the
university was going to raffle off a fellowship for participants
in the study because their participation was particularly valuable. Thus, these individuals were expected to be highly
personally involved with the study and the essay evaluation
task. In contrast, participants in the low personal involvement condition were told that were in a very large group of
people being asked to complete the survey and they also read
that the study was one of many offered to students. Furthermore, no incentive was mentioned. Thus, these individuals were expected to have little personal involvement with
the essay evaluation task (for similar inductions of personal
involvement, see Petty et al, 1980; Tormala et al, 2002; for
a general review of the concept of personal involvement, see
Petty & Cacioppo, 1990).
Topic
Half of the participants were asked to read a message
about consuming more vegetables or about using green
as a university color. Participants responded to these two
different topics at two different points in time (i.e., in separate sessions), but we combine the data to obtain maximum statistical power and because the involvement and
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Half of the participants were required to read a message
composed of either strong or weak arguments arguing in
favor of vegetable consumption or using green as the university color. Participants were randomly assigned to one
of the two conditions. As in Study 1, this manipulation was
designed to assess the amount of information processing
in which participants were engaged.
The message arguing in favor of vegetable consumption contained five strong or weak arguments. The gist of
the strong arguments in favor of vegetable consumption
were that: (1) vegetables have higher benefits than fruits
to facilitate digestion, (2) eating vegetables improves the
smoothness of skin and hair, (3) vegetables have more
fiber than any other foods, (4) people absorb greater vitamins when food contains vegetables, and (5) vegetables
are especially appropriate for periods of high demand. In
contrast, the gist of the weak arguments were that: (1)
vegetables are becoming popular, (2) they are served in
lots of weddings, (3) vegetables are colorful and attractive,
(4) they are sold fast, and (5) vegetable displays are good
at catching attention. Previous research pre-tested these
arguments to be strong and weak (Briñol et al., 2006).
The editorial (persuasive message) that the participants received in favor of using green as the university
institutional color also contained either strong or weak
arguments. Unlike typical U.S. universities, university
colors in Spain are an unfamiliar topic for most students.
In fact, most students do not know their institutional color
and have no prior opinion about it. The strong arguments
claimed that green enhances student performance and
well-being in a variety of important areas (e.g., creativity, concentration, etc.). The weak arguments claimed that
green appeals to parents, matches chalkboard color, and is
growing in popularity. The quality of these arguments was
pilot tested in prior research (Horcajo, Briñol, et al., 2010;
Horcajo, Petty, et al., 2010; 2014).
Again, it is important to note that both strong and
weak arguments argued in favor of increasing vegetable
consumption or using the color green as the university
institutional color, but strong arguments provided more
compelling reasons than did the weak ones. This manipulation should be clearly distinguished from other forms
of message variations, such as arguing either in favor of
or against the proposal. Also, importantly, both messages
were equivalent in length.
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Dependent measures
Attitudes
Participants’ attitudes toward the two attitude object were
assessed with the same three 9-point differential scales used
in Study 1 (dislike—like, good—bad, not recommended—
strongly recommended). Ratings were inter-correlated
(α = .80), so they were averaged to create a composite index.
The index was scored such that higher numbers indicate
more favorable attitudes toward the topics.
Behavioral intentions
Two questions for each topic assessed participants’ behavioral intentions with respect to each attitude object: “To what
extent would you advocate in favor of increasing vegetable consumption/ green as the university color?” and “How
much money would you be willing to donate to campaigns
promoting vegetable consumption/ green as the university color?” The first question was accompanied by scales
anchored by 1 = not at all likely and 9 = extremely likely,
whereas the second one was scored such that 1 was “a low
amount of money” and 14 was “a high amount of money.”
Once standardized, the items were averaged to form a behavioral intention index (r = 20).
Ancillary measures
Participants were asked to report how persuasive the arguments were using the same three items as in Study 1. After
the attitude and behavioral intentions measures, we measured the perceived quality of arguments by asking participants to rate how credible, compelling, and persuasive the
arguments were using a 9-point likert scale. Item-ratings
were intercorrelated (α = .90), thus were averaged to create
a composite measure of perceived quality of the message.

Results
Attitudes
Before aggregating the information from the two topics, we
standardized the dependent measures, and conducted a 2
(Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement:
High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument quality: Strong vs. Weak)
X 2 Topic (Vegetables vs. Green) ANOVA on attitudes.
This analysis revealed a main effect of argument quality
on attitudes, F(1,269) = 7.61, p = .01, ηρ2 = .03, such that
participants reported more favorable attitudes in the strong
(M = .16, SD = .94) than in the weak arguments (M = − .15,
SD = 1.03) condition. Most relevant, a significant three-way

Goals X Involvement X Argument Quality interaction
among the independent variables emerged, F(1,269) = 12.22,
p = .001; ηρ2 = .04 (Fig. 2, top panel). This interaction was
not moderated by topic F(1,269) = .05, p = .83; ηρ2 = .000.
Decomposition of this three-way interaction revealed
that the pattern of results varied as a function of the goal
manipulation. Importantly, for those in the epistemic goal
condition, results showed the traditional Personal Involvement x Argument Quality interaction, F(1,269) = 5.55,
p = .02, ηρ2 = .02. In the high personal involvement condition, participants reported more favorable attitudes toward
the attitudinal object in the strong (M = .32, SD = 0.70) than
in the weak argument condition (M = − 0.53, SD = 1.20),
F(1,269) = 13.59, p = .00, ηρ2 = .005. On the other hand,
in the low personal involvement condition, the difference
between strong (M = .18, SD = .91) and weak (M = .10,
SD = .80) arguments was not significant, F(1,269) = .15,
p = .70, ηρ2 = .00. Among participants in the hedonic goal
condition, the Personal Involvement x Argument Quality interaction was significant, F(1,269) = 6.7, p = .01;
ηρ2 = .02, and in a direction opposite to that in the epistemic
goal condition. In the low personal involvement condition, participants reported more favorable attitudes toward
the attitudinal object in the strong (M = .25, SD = .78) than
in the weak argument condition (M = − .35, SD = 1.14),
F(1,269) = 6.42, p = .01, ηρ2 = .02. On the other hand, in the
high personal involvement condition, the difference between
strong (M = − .12, SD = 1.24) and weak (M = .18, SD = .80)
arguments was not significant, F(1,269) = 1.26, p = .26,
ηρ2 = .00.4
We created a new variable where we could combine the
conditions that matched or mismatched using the same procedure as in Study 1. Consistent with the three-way interaction just reported, the 2 (Matching: Matching vs. Mismatching) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) X 2 (Match
to Involvement: Match to high involvement vs Match to
low involvement) ANOVA revealed that the predicted twoway interaction between Argument Quality and Matching
was significant, F(1,269) = 12.22, p = .001; ηρ2 = .04, and
that interaction was not further qualified by the Match to
Involvement, F(1,269) = 1.78, p = .18; ηρ2 = .007, or topic,
F(1,269) = .05, p = .83; ηρ2 = .00. When the same analysis was conducted swapping Match to Goal for Match to
4

Decomposition by personal involvement revealed a two way interaction between Goal and Argument Quality for those in the high-personal involvement condition, F(1, 269) = 11.62, p = .00, ηρ2 = .04. The
difference between strong (M = .10, SD = 1.02) and weak (M = -.17,
SD = 1.07) arguments was only significant in the epistemic goal condition, F(1,269) = 13.59, p = .00, ηρ2 = .05, but not in the hedonic
goal condition, F(1, 269) = 1.26, p = .26, ηρ2 = .00. In the low-personal involvement condition, the two-way interaction between Goal
and Argument quality was not significant, F(1, 269) = .62, p = .43,
ηρ2 = .00.
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Fig. 2  Attitudes toward vegetables consumption and green as the university color as a function of goal orientation, personal involvement
and argument quality in Study 2 (top panel). Attitudes toward vegeta-

bles consumption and green as the university color as a function of
argument quality and matching in Study 2 (bottom panel)

Involvement, the three-way interaction was also not significant, F(1,269) = .03, p = .87, ηρ2 = .000.
As illustrated in Fig. 2 (bottom panel), among participants in the matching condition, those who received the
strong message reported more favorable attitudes (M = .29,
SD = .74) than did those who received the weak message
(M = − .44, SD = 1.17), F(1,269) = 19.37, p < .001, ηρ2 = .07.
Among participants in the mismatching condition, there was
no statistically significant difference between those receiving the strong (M = .03, SD = 1.09) and those receiving the
weak (M = .14, SD = .79) message, F(1,269) = .28, p = .60,
ηρ2 = .001.

Behavioral intentions
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Before aggregating the information from the two topics,
we standardized the dependent measures and conducted a 2
(Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement:
High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument quality: Strong vs. Weak)
X 2 Topic (Vegetables vs. Green) ANOVA on behavioral intentions. This analysis revealed a significant main
effect of Argument Quality on intentions F(1,271) = 10.92,
p = .001, η ρ2 = .04. The Argument Quality main effect
was not further qualified by topic, F(1,271) = .84, p = .36,
ηρ2 = .003.

Motivation and Emotion
Fig. 3  Behavioral intentions as
a function of attitudes toward
vegetables and green as the
university color and matching
in Study 1
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This ANOVA did not produce a significant Goals
X Involvement X Argument Quality interaction,
F(1,271) = 1.17, p = .28, ηρ2 = .004. However, an important prediction for this experiment was that if matching
increases elaboration, then matching would be expected
to enhance the extent to which attitudes predicted behavioral intentions. To examine this, we regressed behavioral
intentions on attitudes, matching, the Attitudes x Matching interaction and the Attitudes X Matching X Match to
Involvement interaction using the procedure advocated by
Hayes (2013). This regression equation showed that attitudes predicted intentions toward vegetable consumption
overall, B = .28, t(281) = 6.55, p < .0001. More importantly,
the Attitude x Matching interaction was also significant,
B = .25, t(281) = 2.84, p = .005. As predicted, this interaction
revealed that attitudes were a better predictor of intentions
in the matching, B = .40, t(281) = 6.81, p < .001; than in the
mismatching conditions B = .15, t(281) = 2.37, p = .02 (see
Fig. 3). This was not further moderated by Match to Involvement B = .31, t(277) = 1.77, p = .08, Match to Goal, B = .22,
t(281) = 1.28, p = .20 or by Topic, B = .01, t(281) = .06,
p = .95.

Ancillary measures
As predicted, the 2 (Goals: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2
(Personal Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) X 2 Topic (Vegetables vs. Green)
ANOVA on perceptions of arguments revealed a significant
main effect of Argument Quality on perceived quality. As
predicted, participants’ rated the strong arguments as more
compelling (M = .47, SD = .72) than the weak arguments
(M = − .45, SD = 1.02, F(1,271) = 75.44, p < .001, ηρ2 = .22).

No other effects were significant (p’s > .18), revealing that
the compelling version of the message was seen as more
convincing that the weak one regardless of what goal was
primed.

Discussion
Consistent with the Study 1, Study 2 also provided evidence suggesting that different goals can moderate the classic effect of personal involvement found in prior research.
That is, the use of goals was found to either increase or
decrease the cognitive elaboration of a message depending
on the personal relevance of the communication. In Study
2 we replicated previous studies consistent with the ELM
model for those who were seeking knowledge and showed
the reverse results for those who were seeking entertainment
using different goals inductions in order to avoid potential
confounds. When the message was of high personal involvement and recipients were naturally processing the statement
form of the message diligently, the use of an epistemic goal
enhanced thinking when it was personally relevant to people:
a message with strong arguments became more persuasive
and a message with weak became less persuasive. On the
other hand, when people were had a hedonic goal to process the information greater processing occurred when the
message was low rather than high in personal relevance to
people. Also, these effects held for both topics.
A unique finding of Study 2 was that, we found that the
compatibility between the goals and the personal involvement led to stronger attitudes in guiding behavioral intentions than mismatching. Thus, matching (vs. mismatching) led not only to more elaboration but also to more
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consequential attitudes. We also found these effects were
not driven by topic.

General discussion
Across two experiments we demonstrated that increasing
the personal involvement of a message can either increase
or decrease message processing depending on the person’s goal in reading the message. People who were processing with an epistemic goal were shown to elaborate
more (i.e., larger argument quality effect) under high vs.
low personal involvement conditions. In contrast, for those
who were processing in order to have fun or be entertained
(hedonic goal condition), there was reduced elaboration
(i.e., smaller argument quality effect) under high vs. low
personal involvement conditions. In other to increase power
and to analyze if the interaction was moderated by the study,
we collapsed across Studies 1 and 2 to examine the overall
pattern. Before aggregating the information from the two
experiments, we standardized the dependent measures,
and included study as a factor. The three-way interaction
between Goals, Personal Involvement, and Argument Quality was significant F(1,422) = 16.36, p < .001, ηρ2 = .04, and
this three-way interaction was not further moderated by
Study; F(1,422) = .11, p = .90, ηρ2 = .001. As illustrated in
Fig. 4, this three way interaction emerged because in the
epistemic goal condition, a significant Personal Involvement
X Argument Quality interaction [F (1,422) = 25.39, p = .00,
ηρ2 = .01] revealed that argument quality mattered more in
the high than low involvement condition. However, in the
hedonic goal condition, a significant Personal Involvement
X Argument Quality interaction [F (1,422) = 102.13, p = .00
ηρ2 = .03] revealed that argument quality mattered more in
the low than in the high involvement condition.5
As in the prior experiments, we created a new variable
where we could combine the conditions that matched or
mismatched. The 2 (Matching: Matching vs. Mismatching) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) X 2 (Match
to Involvement: Match to high involvement vs Match to
low involvement) ANOVA revealed, consistent with the
three-way interaction just reported, the predicted twoway interaction between Argument Quality and Matching on attitudes, F(1,422) = 16.36, p < .001, ηρ2 = .04, and

5
Decomposition by personal involvement revealed a two-way interaction between Goal and Argument Quality for those in the high-personal involvement condition [F (1, 422) = 120.98, p = .00, ηρ2 = .03]
because argument quality affected attitudes more in the epistemic
than in the hedonic condition. However, in the low personal involvement condition, a significant Goal X Argument Quality interaction [F
(1, 422) = 38.13, p = .00 ηρ2 = .01] revealed that argument quality mattered more in the hedonic than in the epistemic condition.

13

that interaction was not further qualified by the Match to
Involvement, F(1,422) = 1.37, p = .24, ηρ2 = .003 or Match
to Goal, F(1,422) = .47, p = .49, ηρ2 = .001, or by Study
F(1,422) = .11, p = .89, ηρ2 = .001.
In Study 2 we also measured behavioral intentions toward
the topics. Results showed that attitudes toward the topics
predicted intentions to participate and donate money in campaigns promoting the consumption of vegetables or using
green as the university color. More importantly, results also
showed that matching a person’s goal to correct level of
personal involvement increased the prediction of behavioral intentions by attitudes. This finding is consistent with an
elaboration interpretation in that attitudes based on careful
thought are predicted to guide behavior better than those that
are not based as much on elaboration. Study 2 showed that
the effect of matching on elaboration generalized across different study materials, and inductions and also demonstrated
that matching can lead to stronger attitudes across two different attitude topics.6
The results of the present research not only extend
understanding of when high versus low personal involvement will enhance information processing but might also
explain the results of some prior research. In particular, the
6

In the interests of disclosing our file drawer, we conducted one
additional experiment in this line of research. In this study, we used
a different population: Journalism students rather than Psychology
students. Although we expected to collect a total of about 20 participants per condition, in this study we ended up with just a very small
sample by the end of the semester. Specifically, only 56 students participated and were randomly assigned to the cells of a (Goal: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2
(Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak) between-subjects factorial
design. The topic was the same as one of the two topics used in Study
2 (vegetables). The 2 (Goal: Epistemic vs. Hedonic) × 2 (Personal
Involvement: High vs. Low) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak)
ANOVA revealed that the predicted three-way interaction was not
significant, F(1, 48) = .16, p = .69, ηρ2 = .003. Importantly, when we
collapsed this data set with the two studies reported in the main text
and the study described previously, all the key effects remained significant. Before aggregating the information from the three data sets,
we standardized the dependent measures, and included study as a factor. Results of a 2 × 2 × 2 X 3 (Study) ANOVA revealed a significant
three-way interaction between goal to process, personal relevance and
argument quality condition F(1, 472) = 5.12, p = .02, ηρ2 < .01, and
this three-way interaction was not further moderated by Study; F(1,
472) = .71, p = .55, ηρ2 = .004. Furthermore, a follow up 2 (Matching:
Matching vs. Mismatching) × 2 (Argument Quality: Strong vs. Weak)
X 2 (Match to Involvement: Match to high involvement or Match to
low involvement) X 3 (Study, 1, 2, or 3) ANOVA revealed that the
predicted two-way interaction between Argument Quality and Matching was significant, F(1, 472) = 5.12, p = .02,, ηρ2 < .01, and this twoway interaction was not further moderated by match to Involvement;
F(1, 472) = .06, p = .80,, ηρ2 = .00, or study; F(1, 472) = .71, p = .55,,
ηρ2 = .004. A separate analysis also showed that the significant twoway interaction between Argument Quality and Matching was
not moderated by Match for Goal (Match to epistemic vs Match to
hedonic), F(1, 472) = .09, p = .77, ηρ2 < .001 or Study F(1, 472) = .71,
p = .55, , ηρ2 = .004.
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Fig. 4  Attitudes as a function of goal orientation, personal involvement and argument quality in Collapsed Studies (top panel). Attitudes as a
function of argument quality and matching in Collapsed Studies (bottom panel)

current results are conceptually consistent with past research
showing that including cartoons, jokes, and other rhetorical features in a persuasive communication can increase
elaboration in low thinking conditions but disrupt elaboration in high thinking conditions (Cline & Kellaris, 1999;
Hagtvedt, 2015; Khan & Tormala, 2012; Petty et al., 1981,
1987; Zhang, 1996). The reason for this reversal has not
been clear from the prior literature. The current perspective
suggests that it may be that using cartoons and jokes puts
people in a hedonic rather than epistemic goal condition

and individuals in this goal condition tend to process high
relevance messages less than those low in relevance (see
also, Côte, 2005).7
7

As noted throughout, we argue that participants elaborated more
under low (vs. high) involvement conditions when they were in a
hedonic (vs. epistemic) goal because when people are in a hedonic
condition, the goal is often to escape from the self, and thus a low
self-relevant message is more likely to match one’s desires than a
message high in self-relevance. However, one might also say that
under these matching conditions (e.g., hedonic goal with low involvement message), there is a fit between the level of thinking in the per-
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The present research might also have implications for
recent research examining thinking for pleasure (Wilson
et al., 2019). In line with the idea that deliberatively trying
to be happy is challenging (Mauss et al., 2011; Schooler
et al., 2003), Wilson et al. (2019) have shown that is difficult
to enjoy thinking intentionally. We think that the difficulty in
having fun while thinking might be especially pronounced
when it comes to thinking about topics that are highly relevant for the self. Consistent with this idea, Wilson et al.
(2019) found that having fun with thinking is especially
difficult when the task requires high effort and concentration, and it is easier when it is about social, and external
stimuli such as playing a videogame or reading (Buttrick
et al., 2018; Raza et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2014). Also
consistent with this possibility, the present studies revealed
that having a hedonic goal was detrimental for processing
highly relevant topics.
The present research has some limitations that should
be mentioned. For example, a possible concern might be
whether the processing effects obtained in this research are
due mostly to the manner in which goals matched to level
of involvement increase thinking or goals mismatched to
level of involvement decrease processing, or a combination
of the two. Having a control group without a goal primed
would contribute to making more precise statements, but
ultimately this is not critical for our conceptual contribution.
Whether processing increases in the matched or decreases
in the mismatched conditions compared to an unmatched
control would likely depend on many factors such as the
relative intensity of each goal induced, the intensity of the
involvement manipulation, the overall level of default motivation in the control group, and others. That is, there are
a large number of background variables that could affect
whether processing increases or decreases relative to a control group in any given study. Although we could engage
in pilot testing to determine the appropriate level of various background variables so that a control group would fall
precisely in between the experimental conditions, we are
not convinced that this would be of much conceptual value.
A control group would include some level of processing
that would fall along a continuum ranging from low to high
elaboration. In our view, identifying which point along that
continuum is relatively more likely to be responsible for the

Footnote 7 (continued)
son and the situation. That is, it might be argued that matching two
inductions of low-thinking could increase thinking because they fit
with each other. We do not consider this alternative explanation plausible because when two inductions designed to reduce elaboration
have been combined together in prior research, they typically show
additive effects. That is, two inductions of low thinking reduce thinking over just one induction rather than increasing thinking because of
the matching (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1979; Tormala et al, 2002).
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observed effects is not as critical as showing that our goal
conditions can indeed have opposite effects on processing
and evaluation depending on the level of involvement.
Another issue has to do with measures of attitude
strength. Additional attitude strength measures could be
included in future research to examine whether the high
elaboration results we observed would generalize to other
attitude strength outcomes such as persistence of attitude
change, resistance to an attacking message, and others. It
would also be interesting to use direct behavioral measures
rather than behavioral intentions reports and to use more
reliable measures. Although behavioral intentions are very
highly correlated with actual behavior (see Ajzen, 2012;
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) our conclusions about attitude
strength would be even more compelling if actual behavior
was examined. Finally, student samples were used to conduct
the experiments due to their availability and convenience.
Future studies could benefit from using other types of samples and settings.
Related to the issue above, one might wonder whether
our research reflects any real-life situations. According to
our findings we can motivate people to think in different
ways when they are in different contexts. For example, taking into consideration results for the epistemic goal, in educational contexts teachers could increase the motivation of
their students by making the communication more personally relevant for them. In that case, students would be more
motivated to think about the lessons. In the same way, a doctor could match the communication to the patients’ personal
characteristics (Teeny et al., in press). Because patients usually come to the doctor’s office in a high personal involvement circumstance, the doctor is better off using strong
arguments within an epistemic rather than an entertainment
appeal. Also, in these examples where people are in an epistemic goal, making the communication more personally
relevant for them would translate into stronger attitudes in
guiding behavior as these arguments would receive greater
elaboration and thus, they would be translated into better
therapy adherence, healthier behaviors, better grades, and
so forth.
Although the above advice fits with conventional wisdom
and various intervention practices, the current research also
points to the limits of always making communications more
personally relevant. That is, the current studies are notable
in their implications for people processing communications
in the context of entertainment programs versus news programs. Whereas past research might have led practitioners
to think that communications always should be high in selfrelevance or personal involvement to maximize thinking,
this would be a better strategy for a news program than an
entertainment program according to the current research.
Indeed, in the latter case, increasing personal involvement
might be even counterproductive if people maintain their
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entertainment or hedonic goal during the commercial. That
is, people with a hedonic goal are less likely to carefully
process communications that are high in involvement than
those that are low. As these examples illustrate, the present
research has clear implications for both learning and entertainment contexts.
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