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Conventional wisdom suggests that contradicting oneself, or delivering conflicting messages, should undermine one’s persuasiveness.

In contrast to this view, we find that under some conditions contradictions/conflicting messages promote rather than inhibit

persuasion. Three experiments explore the boundaries conditions and mechanism for this effect.

 
 
[to cite]:

Taly  Reich  and Zakary L. Tormala (2011) ,"The Persuasive Power of Contradicting Oneself", in NA - Advances in Consumer

Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand, and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for

Consumer Research, Pages: 24.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009262/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009262/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


24 / Ironic Effects on Persuasion: From Communicators to Message Characteristics

of their answers. We tested the efficacy of this procedure in the next 
experiment.

Experiment 3. Participants watched the same excerpt as in ex-
periment 1; as before, we varied the question asked of the second 
politician – about healthcare or the illegal drug problem – and the 
politician always answered about healthcare. In addition, however, 
we also added two conditions which were identical to these, except 
that in both versions, the text of the question remained on the screen 
while the politician answered; here, we expected participants to no-
tice the effort to dodge.  As in experiments 1 and 2, without the aid 
of the question on the screen, dodging by answering a similar ques-
tion was quite successful. In contrast, participants who were aided 
by having the actual question on the screen were nearly as good at 
remembering the actual question as those who heard the politician 
answer the actual question.

Discussion. These results suggest that the emerging strategy 
used by television networks to increase viewers’ ability to recall the 
original question does in fact increase the detection of dodges.  In 
many real-world situations, however, similar interventions are un-
likely to be feasible: it would be difficult to ask an acquaintance or 
salesperson to hold up a sign indicating what question he was meant 
to be answering, for example. Accordingly, increasing dodge detec-
tion in everyday social and consumer interactions may be no easy 
task.  At the same time, intervening to reduce the incidence of suc-
cessful dodging is essential if we wish to reverse the results from our 
second experiment, and ensure that those who answer the right ques-
tion with substance are preferred over those who answer the wrong 
question with style.

The Persuasive Power of Contradicting Oneself

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
When people seek to persuade others, or gain their support, they 

often do so by conveying a consistent message, or repeating their ar-
guments and opinions. Indeed, past research suggests that, compared 
to stating an argument or expressing an opinion just once, repeating 
that argument or opinion can make it seem more valid or true (Begg 
et al., 1992), which can give it more persuasive impact (Moons et 
al., 2009). Despite the intuitive appeal of this strategy, and empirical 
support for its potential value, we explore the possibility that un-
der some conditions contradicting oneself (e.g., initially opposing 
something and then later supporting it) can offer a persuasive advan-
tage. In particular, we test the hypothesis that some message sources 
are more persuasive when they deliver conflicting rather than con-
sistent messages.  The rationale is that, assuming recipients trust the 
source of a message, that source can induce the perception that he or 
she gathered new information by contradicting him- or herself.  As 
a consequence, message recipients can be induced to process more 
deeply via contradictions, which promotes persuasion in response to 
strong arguments. We investigate this notion across 3 experiments.

Experiment 1. Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
different kinds of advice. In every condition, they were told to imag-
ine that they had sought medical advice from a friend regarding a 
suspicious mole on their arm. In the conflicting advice condition, 
the friend was initially reassuring (saying that there is no reason to 
worry), but then changed his mind a few days later (saying that on 
second thought, it would be a good idea to remove the mole in order 
to conduct a biopsy). In the time 1 advice only condition, the friend 
initially suggested that it would be a good idea to remove the mole to 
conduct a biopsy.  In the time 2 advice only condition, the friend rec-
ommended the biopsy after a few days. The rationale for getting the 
biopsy was identical across conditions. We varied merely the timing 

of this recommendation, and whether it had been preceded by differ-
ent advice.  Results indicated that participants found the advice more 
compelling and were more likely to remove the mole in the conflict-
ing advice condition than in either of the one-time advice conditions, 
which did not differ from one another. 

Experiment 2.  Next, we sought to replicate this effect in a dif-
ferent setting, and explore the underlying mechanism.  All partici-
pants received advice (or a persuasive recommendation) twice, but 
we varied whether it was consistent or conflicting. Undergraduate 
students read about a friend who offered his opinion about a new uni-
versity policy on two different occasions. In the consistent message 
condition, the friend expressed a positive opinion on both occasions 
in which the topic was raised, elaborating on his opinion and the 
arguments in favor of the policy on the second occasion. In the con-
flicting message condition, the friend expressed an initial negative 
opinion followed by a change of mind a week later, at which time he 
elaborated on his opinion and the arguments in favor of the policy. 
To permit a test of processing differences, we also manipulated argu-
ment strength such that the friend offered strong or weak reasons to 
implement the policy on the second occasion. Results indicated a 
significant interaction between message consistency and argument 
strength on attitudes. Argument strength had a greater effect on atti-
tudes in the conflicting message condition than in the consistent mes-
sage condition, consistent with the notion that conflicting messages 
can stimulate greater processing. Viewed differently, under strong 
but not weak argument conditions, the conflicting message produced 
more favorable attitudes than did the consistent message. Moreover, 
this processing difference stemmed from participants’ perception 
that the source of the message had gathered new information be-
tween the first and second time he offered his opinion. 

Experiment 3.  In experiment 3, we sought to show that a con-
flicting message would only foster increased processing when the 
source was trusted. The rationale was that only when people trust 
the source should they make favorable attributions (to acquiring new 
information) based on the contradictory messages. Here we used 
the same core paradigm as in experiment 2, but we manipulated the 
trustworthiness of the source prior to the delivery of the message. 
As predicted, there was a three-way interaction between message 
consistency, trustworthiness, and argument quality. This three-way 
interaction involved 2 two-way interactions of opposing patterns. 
Under high trust conditions, we replicated the effects from experi-
ment 2. Under low trust conditions, we found a significant message 
consistency × argument quality interaction but in the opposite form. 
In this case, the argument quality effect was significant in the con-
sistent message condition but not in the conflicting message condi-
tion. Thus, contradicting oneself before offering strong arguments 
can promote persuasion under high trust conditions, but it backfires 
under low trust conditions.  Consistent with our information process-
ing perspective, these effects were mediated by thought favorability.

Discussion. In summary, conventional wisdom and past re-
search suggest that if a persuader seeks to change someone’s attitude, 
he or she would benefit from delivering a consistent and/or repeti-
tive message. In contrast, our research suggests that contradicting 
oneself, or changing one’s mind, can sometimes offer a persuasive 
advantage. Our findings are consistent with an information process-
ing account, suggesting that a conflicting message can grab atten-
tion and increase message processing under some conditions. This 
increased processing, in turn, can promote persuasion when strong 
arguments have been presented. Implications for understanding nu-
merous counterintuitive means of influencing attitudes and behavior 
will be discussed. 


