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coexist in the literature. This research helps to gain a clearer understanding of the effect by investigating the moderating role of

processing style and demonstrating a multiple pathway explanation of the effect.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Although research suggests that judgments are often based on 

subjective experiences, competing theories of the underlying process 
coexist in the literature.  Schwarz (e.g., 1998, 2004) proposes that 
metacognitive experiences operate as heuristic cues, suggesting that 
the effect should be attenuated under high elaboration conditions.  
In contrast, Petty and colleagues (e.g., 2007, 2009) find stronger ef-
fects when people attend to their own thoughts and try to assess their 
validity (the self-validation hypothesis), suggesting that the effect 
requires greater elaboration.  Since there is empirical evidence for 
both conceptions, it is possible that the effect depends on differential 
processing styles at the time of attitude formation that may be related 
to the specific conditions of the task.

Recall tasks render two distinct sources of information: the re-
called content and the subjective experience associated with the re-
call process (Schwarz 1998).  Content and subjective ease of recall 
can have differential implications for attitude formation. Schwarz 
and colleagues (e.g., Schwarz et al. 1991; Wänke et al. 1995) con-
ceptualize subjective ease as a heuristic cue, predicting that people 
are likely to use metacognitive experiences as an input for judgment 
when adopting a heuristic processing strategy.  When adopting a 
systematic processing strategy, people should rely primarily on the 
recalled content (Schwarz 1998).

Petty and colleagues (Briñol and Petty 2009; Petty et al. 2007) 
developed a comprehensive framework for the role of metacognition 
in judgment based on the self-validation hypothesis.  Metacognition 
refers to second-order thoughts or one’s thoughts about thoughts and 
thought processes.  A crucial element of metacognitive thought is the 
degree of confidence people have about their own thoughts (Petty 
et al. 2007).  The process by which this confidence is assessed is 
referred to as the self-validation process (Petty, Briñol, and Tormala 
2002).  Because second-order thought processes require some mo-
tivation and ability to go beyond primary cognition (the content of 
one’s thoughts), evaluation of the thought process is more likely to 
influence judgment when elaborative processing is likely.  Conceptu-
ally, the self-validation hypothesis suggests that the effect of meta-
cognition is mediated by feelings of confidence or validity associated 
with a particular argument.

These two empirically supported theories offer competing evi-
dence for the role of metacognitive experiences in attitude formation.  
To help resolve these competing findings, we investigate the possible 
differential effect of processing style (memory-based vs. stimulus-
based, Hastie and Park 1986) on the use of subjective experience in 
attitude formation.  We expect that the heuristic-cue hypothesis will 
hold for memory-based processing and the self-validation hypothesis 
will hold for stimulus-based processing.  The following two experi-
ments are designed to test these predictions.

Experiment 1
One hundred and seventy-three undergraduate students were 

randomly assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions of 
the 2 (memory-based vs. stimulus-based) X 2 (high vs. low involve-
ment) X 2 (easy vs. difficult) full factorial design.  Participants were 
presented with information about a vacation package.  Processing 
style was manipulated using a processing goal manipulation adapted 

from Mackie and Asuncion (1990).  Involvement was manipulated 
using an accountability manipulation.  Ease or difficulty of process-
ing was manipulated using a reason generation task.  After the pro-
cessing style manipulation and the vacation information, participants 
were asked to provide either two or eight reasons (easy or difficult) 
for choosing the package.  The primary dependent variable was at-
titude toward the vacation package.

An ANOVA revealed a three-way interaction supporting our 
predictions.  The ease of processing effect was found in the memory-
based condition only under low involvement, supporting the heuris-
tic-cue hypothesis.  The ease of processing effect was found in the 
stimulus-based condition only under high involvement, supporting 
the self-validation hypothesis.

Experiment 2
Experiment 2 was designed to replicate the findings of experi-

ment 1 using a different stimulus, and different manipulations and 
operationalizations.   Further, since the self-validation hypothesis 
states that the effect of metacognitive experiences on attitude is 
mediated by thought confidence, a measure of thought confidence 
adapted from Briñol et al. 2004 is also captured for analysis.  

One hundred and seventy-five undergraduate students were ran-
domly assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions of the 2 
(memory-based vs. stimulus-based) X 2 (high vs. low motivation) 
X 2 (easy vs. difficult) between subjects full factorial design.  Par-
ticipants were presented with information about a 3D HDTV.  Pro-
cessing style was manipulated using a processing goal manipulation 
adapted from Hastie and Park (1986).  Elaboration was operation-
alized as motivation and manipulated using differing expectations 
(exciting vs. boring) about an alleged study 2 (Webster 1993).  Ease 
or difficulty of processing was manipulated using a reason genera-
tion task.  After reading the 3D HDTV information and performing 
the processing style manipulation, participants were asked to pro-
vide either one or ten reasons (easy or difficult) for choosing the 
TV.  Attitude about the TV and thought confidence were measured 
for analysis.

An ANOVA revealed a three-way interaction supporting our 
predictions.  The ease of processing effect was found in the memory-
based condition only under low motivation (elaboration), support-
ing the heuristic-cue hypotheses.  The ease of processing effect was 
found in the stimulus-based condition only under high motivation 
(elaboration), supporting the self-validation hypothesis.  Further, a 
mediation analysis (Baron and Kenny 1986) revealed that the effect 
of ease of retrieval on attitude formation was mediated by thought 
confidence for stimulus-based judgments, providing additional sup-
port for the self-validation hypothesis.

Discussion
Two empirically supported theories offer competing evidence 

for the role of metacognitive experiences in attitude formation.  
Across two experiments using different stimuli and a variety of ma-
nipulations, we showed that the role of ease of retrieval is contingent 
on processing style.  Subjective ease is used as a heuristic cue when 
processing is memory-based, while subjective ease impacts attitude 
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formation through confidence as part of the self-validation process 
when processing is stimulus-based.

It is possible that these differences may be related to the timing 
of the subjective experience.  When judgments are stimulus-based, 
people evaluate information as they encounter it.  In this case, the 
initial attitude formation precedes the ease of processing effect.  In 
contrast, when judgments are memory-based, people recall relevant 
pieces of information while forming a judgment.  In this case, the 
ease of processing effect coincides attitude formation.  
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