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The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion After
Two Decades: A Review of Criticisms and Contributions

Sejung Marina Choi and Charles T. Salmon

Over the past twenty years, the Elaboration Likelihood Model of
Persuasion (ELM) has emerged as one of the most influential theories of
persuasion in the fields of communication, psychology, and by extension,
advertising. In spite of its prominent contributions, the ELM has been
criticized in detail for both theoretical and empirical limitations. The
purpose of this paper is to evaluate the current status of the model through
revisiting the criticisms as well as replies to those criticisms by proponents
of the ELM and discuss its relevance to advertising.

The essence of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of
Persuasion, born into the scholarly literature about two decades ago in
an article entitled “Issue Involvement Can Increase or Decrease
Persuasion by Enhancing Message-Relevant Cognitive Responses”
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), has survived the tribulations of theoretical
childhood and adolescence and now enters a new phase of
development. During its relatively brief lifetime, it has ranked among
the most dominant and influential theories of persuasion studied by
scholars in communication and psychology. Perhaps its most
prominent contribution is to provide a general framework that both
encompasses and reconciles many previously conflicting findings
about various facets of the persuasion process (O'Keefe, 1990; Sears,
1988). O'Keefe (1990:112) also suggests that another of the ELM's
primary benefits is "recognition of the variable character of topic-
relevant thinking” — from person to person and situation to situation.
Other proponents of the ELM claim that the theoretical advances of
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their ELM are that "it (1) advances multiple processes of yielding, (2)
specifies when these processes are likely to occur, and (3) postulates
different attitudinal consequences of these processes" (Petty et al.,
1993:340). The integrated but simple outline of the ELM has enhanced
its applications to domains other than social psychology, including
advertising.

As is the case for most childhoods and adolescences, however,
the maturation of this theory has been neither smooth nor uneventful.
In particular, the model has been the focus of a considerable number
of criticisms regarding the interpretation of the conceptual framework
and the effects of evidence within this model (Allen & Reynolds,
1993; Areni & Lutz, 1988; Bitner & Obermiller, 1984; Hamilton,
Hunter & Boster, 1993; Johnson & Eagly, 1989, 1990; Mongeau &
Stiff, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1990; Petty, Cacioppo, Kasmer &
Haugtvedt, 1987; Petty, Kasmer, Haugtvedt, & Cacioppo, 1987; Petty,
Wegener, Fabrigar, Priester & Cacioppo, 1993; Stiff, 1986; Stiff &
Boster, 1987). Given the arguments for and against it, several rounds
of dialogues — critiques of the ELM and replies from its proponents—
have attempted to narrow the gap between the two sides and achieve
shared understanding. Unfortunately, this laudable intellectual goal is
made particularly difficult by the fact that the ELM has not remained
static but rather has dynamically undergone modifications throughout
the past twenty years. To continue the metaphor of theory as a living
being introduced earlier in this paper, the ELM has literally evolved
and matured in response to ever-changing critiques and research
findings. Some criticisms valid in the early 1980s no longer apply;
some ambiguous postulates from the same period are now more
clearly explicated.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the current status of the
ELM and evaluate it through revisiting the criticisms and Petty and
Cacioppo, as well as their colleagues' replies, in an attempt to assist in
the clarification and refinement of the theory. The paper begins with a
review of the enduring elements and principles of ELM, and then
launches into an examination of the various debates between critics
and proponents of the model. The paper concludes with a discussion of
the theory’s utility in advertising, and offers some directions for future
research.
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Overview of the ELM

At its heart, the ELM is based on the assumption that "people
are motivated to hold correct attitudes" (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a:6)
but people's motivation and ability to process information varies with
situational and individual factors (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a). Note that
the ELM is a theory about the processes responsible for yielding to a
persuasive communication (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986a, 1986b). It
does not address or explain a general theory of information exposure,
memory, and so on, nor was it intended to do so (Petty & Priester,
1994). Table 1 shows the ELM's postulates and Figure 1 provides a
schematic depiction of the postulated antecedents and consequences of
the two routes to persuasion.

Motivation and Ability to Think. To represent the range of processing
activity, Petty and Cacioppo (1981a, 1986a) introduced the concept of
an elaboration likelihood continuum. People's motivation and ability to
think about issue-relevant messages determine the elaboration
likelihood. In other words, "when conditions foster people's
motivation and ability to engage in issue-relevant thinking, the
'elaboration likelihood' is said to be high" (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986a:7). Elaboration refers to "the extent to which a person carefully
thinks about issue-relevant information" (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a).
In a persuasion context, elaboration denotes "the extent to which a
person scrutinizes the issue-relevant arguments contained in the
persuasive communications" (italics added; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986a:7). The term “elaboration likelihood refers to the likelihood one
engages in issue-relevant thinking with the aim of determining the
merits of the arguments rather than the total amount of thinking per se
in which a person engages" (Cacioppo & Petty, 1984:674).

The ELM holds that there are a variety of variables moderating
persuasion by either affecting a person's motivation or ability to
process issue-relevant arguments. Factors affecting motivation include
personal relevance, need for cognition, personal responsibility, and
number of message sources; factors affecting ability to process
arguments include distraction, message repetition, prior knowledge,
message comprehensibility, recipient posture, etc. (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986a).

The Kentucky Journal of Communication, Volume 22, No.1, Spring 2003



50 Choi and Salmon

Two Routes to Persuasion. The most prominent feature of the ELM is
that it proposes two distinct routes to persuasion. Based on their
review of prior persuasion research, Petty and Cacioppo (1986a)
argued that many previous approaches reflect one of the two routes to
persuasion: central or peripheral. In the former, attitudes are formed
and changed by consideration and integration of issue-relevant
arguments. In the latter, on the other hand, attitudes are formed and
changed without active thinking about the object and its attributes, but
rather as a result of associating the attitude object with positive or
negative cues in the persuasion context. Consequently, the central
route leads to attitude change that is relatively permanent, resistant to
counterpersuasion, and generally predictive of behavior. The
peripheral route results in attitude change that is "relatively temporary,
susceptible to counterpersuasion, and less predictive of behavior"
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a:29). When elaboration likelihood is high,
the probability of a person's following the central route to persuasion
is increased. When the elaboration likelihood is low, the peripheral
route becomes more probable. In short, the elaboration likelihood
moderates the route to persuasion (Petty et al., 1987).

Determinants of Favorable and Unfavorable Thoughts. Petty and
Cacioppo (1983) emphasize that it is important to know the nature of
the cognitive responses generated when elaboration likelihood is high
(i.e., when a person is motivated and able to engage in issue-relevant
thinking). Most research has dealt with two kinds of cognitive
responses: favorable thoughts (pro-arguments) and unfavorable
thoughts (counterarguments). The most important determinant of the
nature of the cognitive responses elicited resides in the quality of the
arguments presented in the persuasive communication when a person
has the motivation and ability to think about a message (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1983).

The receiver's initial attitude and the message's advocated
position would influence the direction of elaboration. The strength of
the message's arguments is the second influence on elaboration
direction. Under conditions of high elaboration, the strength of the
message's arguments should influence the direction of elaboration and
hence should affect persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1983). In short, the
ELM predicts that in some situations cognitive responses to the
persuasive message mediate the impact of variables on attitude
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change. Under other conditions, on the other hand, peripheral
processes mediate the impact of variables on attitude change (Petty et
al., 1993:345).

Theoretical Limitations

At the crux of the criticisms of the ELM's theoretical
foundations is the question of whether it clearly specifies the
conditions in which the process of persuasive communication varies
and thus predicts its effects. This concern is fundamentally attributable
to the somewhat ambiguous nature of the third, sixth and seventh
postulates in the model. The key issues are as follows.

Absolute vs. Probabilistic Nature of the Elaboration Likelihood.

Stiff (1986:77) contends that the ELM is based on a problematic
assumption that "message recipients are forced to choose between one
of two information processing strategies" and suggests, instead, that
individuals may choose to process both central and peripheral cues.
Petty et al. (1993) point out that critics often misrepresent the ELM's
"probabilistic nature (e.g., elaboration likelihood model)" and "treat
the model as if it deals in absolutes" (Petty et al., 1993:337). This may
be in part due to the fact that the original version of the ELM uses the
two classifications, central and peripheral cues rather than routes to
persuasion. The cues refer to the features in the persuasion context
whereas the routes to persuasion explain the processing types. It
becomes clear, however, in their eventual explication of ELM that
Petty and Cacioppo are referring to classification of subjective
processing styles rather than the classification of objective cues (Petty
et al., 1993).

The central and peripheral routes to persuasion are not two
exhaustive and mutually exclusive categories of persuasion; they
represent the prototypical extremes of processing on the elaboration
likelihood continuum (O'Keefe, 1990; Petty et al., 1993). In other
words, the elaboration continuum is bounded at one end by "no
thought about the issue-relevant information presented" and at the
other end by "complete elaboration” of all of the relevant information
(Petty & Cacioppo, 19863, p. 8).

Single Versus Paralle]l Processing. Another debate is related to the
assumption of humans' single versus parallel processing. Stiff (1986,
1994) claims that the ELM wrongly assumes that individuals are
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single-channel information processors and argues that human are
instead multi-channel limited capacity processors capable of parallel
information processing (Kahneman, 1973). The issue is here "whether
people are able to engage in both central and peripheral processing of
persuasive messages simultaneously” (Stiff, 1994:184). In response to
this claim, Petty et al. (1987:237-238) claim that the fact that "attitude
change may result primarily from argument processing or the
operation of peripheral cues does not mean that people are incapable
of processing both arguments and cues.” They stress that it addresses
the issue of which processing is the primary determinant of attitude
change depending on situations (Petty et al., 1993).

The reply does not seem to answer the question, however. The
question here is whether people are able to engage in both central and
peripheral processing simultaneously at a certain point, not whether
people can go through both processes to form or change their attitude.
Petty et al. (1987:258) even assert that the "it is silly to criticize the
ELM for failing to make predictions about hemispheric asymmetry,
parallel processing, or the price of tea in China, since there have
always been outside the domain of the theory.” This perspective seems
not to take into account the model's basic assumption. Cognitive
information processing theories are based on the assumption that
people have limited processing capacity. That is why people tend to
rely on heuristics or simple peripheral cues rather than engage in
message elaboration. How to allocate the limited capacity is another
issue and most important to understand the nature of the underlying
processes of persuasive communication, the main focus and purpose of
the ELM.

Furthermore, even if we agree that people are able to engage in
both types of processing at least sequentially, the schematic diagram
(Figure 1) would not be explanative for this purpose. Rather, it seems
that people should make judgment to choose either central or
peripheral route at every decision point along the flowchart (Stiff,
1994). Petty and Priester's (1994) argue about multiple roles for
variables in the ELM that when elaboration likelihood is moderate
(i.e., people may be uncertain as to whether or not the message
warrants or needs scrutiny and whether or not they are capable of
providing this analysis) they may examine the persuasion context for
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indications of whether or not they are interested in or should process
the message. It is important to note that the ELM is not able to explain
this kind of movement between the processes. The schematic diagram,
in which there is no arrow from the peripheral process to central
process, again does not illustrate this argument (Stiff, 1994).
Distinction between Central vs. Peripheral Processes. Rejecting the
idea that people are "forced to choose between" processing message
arguments and source factors when involvement is high, Petty et al.
provide results of a study as an example that high involvement
subjects processed both source and message information, but the
source information failed to affect the attitudes because it was
irrelevant to determining the true merits of the attitude object (Petty et
al., 1983). Consequently, they argue that "just because both source
information and message information are processed, however, does
not mean that both types of information will affect attitudes," although
the ELM posits that in some cases central and peripheral processes
occur together (Petty et al., 1987:238).

The ELM thus notes that the central and peripheral processes
determine attitudes with different probabilities at different points along
the elaboration continuum. That is, as the likelihood of thinking about
the attitude object increases, the central route becomes a more likely
determinant of attitudes, whereas the peripheral route becomes a less
likely determinant (Petty et al., 1993:337). Petty et al. (1993)
emphasize, however, that the ELM does not hold that a given
peripheral process is less likely to occur as the elaboration likelihood
increases, but only that the peripheral process is likely to account for
less variance in the attitude. With regard to the attitude change, the
sixth postulate indicates that there is "a tradeoff between argument
elaboration and the operation of peripheral cues" (italics added; Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986a:21). This postulate leads Stiff (1994) to interpret
that the ELM is a single-channel processing model because it implies
that the increase in argument elaboration should decrease the operation
of peripheral cues. The confusion seems to stem from the fact that the
ELM has not clearly distinguished between explaining effects on the
persuasive outcomes, not the occurrence of the central and peripheral
process per se. That may be why critics contend that it still remains
unclear how the central and peripheral processes occur and interact to
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