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We focus on message recipients’ perceived similarity with the message source and argue that similarity enables self/other merging,

which is turn yields to a “feels right” experience driven from processing that message. This feeling is then incorporated, as

information, into judgment about the target of the message – increasing message persuasiveness.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
We study how momentary subjective experiences (feelings) 

caused by a characteristic of a message source contribute to message 
persuasiveness. Specifically, we focus on message recipients’ per-
ceived similarity with the message source and argue that similarity 
enables higher self/other merging (Aron et al. 1991), which is turn 
yields to a “feels right” experience driven from receiving and pro-
cessing that message. This feeling is then incorporated, as informa-
tion (Schwarz & Clore 1983), into judgment about the target of the 
message – increasing message persuasiveness. 

We used a similar paradigm in all our studies. In all studies we 
asked participants to read a scenario describing them trying to book 
a hotel online and to read a reviews of an unknown hotel and then 
evaluate the hotel based on the review. Similarity was manipulated 
through reviewer profiles. Other than the review(s), we gave no in-
formation regarding the hotel to the participants. In studies 1A-B we 
tested our basic assumption that feelings are responsible for a simi-
lar source’s higher persuasiveness. We manipulated our participants’ 
reliance on feelings versus logic by either instructing (1A) or prim-
ing (1B) them to use either their feelings or logic while evaluating 
the hotel. Specifically, in study 1A we adopted the instructions from 
Pham and colleagues (2001) and in study 1B, under the disguise of an 
open-ended study about different decision-making strategies, we told 
the participants to write down why they think using emotion (logic) 
in decision making is more beneficial than using logic (emotions). 
Then, in both studies we asked participants, to read the scenario and 
evaluate the hotel based on a negative review from an MBA student. 
Then participants reported their perceived similarity to the reviewer. 
In both studies we hypothesized that similarity enhances message 
persuasiveness only when participants are induced to rely on their 
feelings while evaluating the hotel, and not when they are made to 
use their logic. Results from both studies supported our hypothesis.

In studies 2 and 3, we built on research that shows that com-
pared to experiential motives, if people have functional motives they 
will make less use of their feelings (Pham 1998; Adaval 2001). In 
both studies, we hypothesized and showed that similarity enhances 
message persuasiveness only when the motive of booking a hotel is 
experiential (vacation), and not when it is functional (work). Study 
2 was different from studies 1A-B in that we manipulated similarity 
instead of measuring it. In this study we used a sample of student 
participants and ask them to imagine planning a trip for experiential 
or functional purposes. However, one group saw a profile of a re-
viewer who was an MBA student and the other group saw a profile 
of a researcher in a major chemical company. As expected, results 
showed that similarity influenced message persuasiveness only when 
motive was experiential, and not when it was functional. In study 3 
we used scenarios similar to study 2. However, we ran the study on a 
sample similar to studies 1A-B and we measured (instead of manipu-
lating) similarity. We also used two different profiles similar to study 
2 in this study, with the goal of showing that the profiles per se do 
not have any effect on persuasiveness. Replicating results of study 2 
we showed that higher message persuasiveness was associated with 
higher perceived similarity, but only when participants had experien-
tial motives. Our effects held for both reviewer profiles, generalizing 
our findings. 

In study 4, we built on research suggesting that the affective 
system is a decision-making system of the present (Chang & Pham 
2012) to show that similarity increases message persuasiveness more 
if people are making a judgment about the near future, versus distant 
future. Here all participants had to first read a scenario that asked 
them to imagine that they would go on the trip in a week (near-fu-
ture), or a year from now (distant-future) and then complete the pro-
cedure similar to study 3, except that they only saw the profile of an 
MBA student. The results supported our hypothesis. We based study 
5 on the notion that people use feeling more for more reachable and 
immediate decisions (Mischel & Shoda 1995). Here the scenarios 
either told participants that they are participating in a lottery to win 
the trip and chances of winning are either 1-in-5 (high-probability) 
or 1-in-5000 (low probability). As predicted, the association between 
perceived similarity and message persuasiveness was higher if par-
ticipants had higher probability of winning the hotel (compared to 
lower probability). 

In study 6, we built on the literature that shows that assessment 
of relevance of feelings requires substantial cognitive resources 
(Avnet, Pham, & Stephen 2012) and showed that even when people 
have functional motives, a similar source is more persuasive if par-
ticipants have only limited cognitive resources. Here, as in study 2 
we manipulated similarity instead of measuring it. Student partici-
pants had to first memorize a two-digit (low-cognitive-load group) 
or a seven-digit (high-cognitive-load group) number. Then they all 
read the functional scenario identical the one used in study 2. We 
manipulated similarity same as study 2. As expected, similarity en-
hanced message persuasiveness if participants did not have cognitive 
resources, but not when they had cognitive resources available. In all 
our studies, controlling for reviewer expertise, credibility, and trust-
worthiness did not affect the results. Also, in studies 3, 4, and 5, we 
measured participants’ self-reported “feels right” sensation towards 
the message. Mediated moderation analysis in all studies supported 
the notion that similarity makes the message “feel right” but people 
do not use this feeling when they do not see feelings relevant, thus 
lack of persuasiveness of a similar source in conditions where we 
expect less use of feelings.
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