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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Substantial research on self-generated persuasion has demon-

strated that simply thinking about an attitude object can result in 
more extreme attitudes toward the object (e.g., Tesser, 1978; Tesser, 
Martin, & Mendolia, 1995).  This mere thought effect suggests that 
when people think about attitude objects, they generate additional 
attitude-consistent thoughts leading to greater attitude polarization.  
Although research in this area has investigated several moderating 
factors (e.g., Judd & Lusk, 1984; Linville, 1982; Millar & Tesser, 
1986; Tesser & Leone, 1977), most of the research looks at con-
straints that attenuate but not reverse the effect.  It has been sug-
gested, however, that under some situations people may generate 
attitude inconsistent thoughts resulting in a depolarizing effect (e.g., 
Marsh & Wallace, 2005).  Further, it has been shown that if people 
have too much time to think, they may lose the motivation or ability 
to generate additional attitude-consistent thoughts, leading to a loss 
in thought confidence and resulting in attitude depolarization (Clark-
son, Tormala, & Leone, 2011).

This research investigates source effects as another depolarizing 
variable and two additional moderating variables, need for cognitive 
closure and information sufficiency.  Consumers have many resourc-
es for gathering information about products that vary in perceived 
objectivity.  Source effects play an important role in consumer atti-
tude formation and product evaluations and have been shown to op-
erate at varying levels of processing (Kang & Herr, 2006) depending 
on ability and motivation (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).  Whether 
consumers view an ad as informative and accurate or persuasive 
depends on the ambiguity of the information and the motivation to 
think about the implications of the ad (Hung & Wyer, 2008).  Con-
sumers generally expend little cognitive effort when presented with 
advertisements (Hung & Wyer, 2008).  When people are motivated 
to consider an advertisement, they are likely to consider that the ad-
vertiser’s claims are generally exaggerated and designed to persuade 
(Persuasion Knowledge Model; Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

Need for cognitive closure (NFCC) (Kruglanski & Webster, 
1996) refers to a desire to form a definite opinion (“seize”) and to 
maintain the opinion once it is formed (“freeze”). Since people high 
in NFCC are more likely to “seize” and “freeze” on an evaluation, 
they should be less likely to adjust an evaluation once it is formed.  
Low NFCC consumers should be more likely to draw additional in-
ferences, allowing for attitude polarization.  Further, it is possible 
that enough diagnostic information may override a source effect.  
The “set-size effect” (Anderson, 1967, 1981; Yamagishi & Hill, 
1981, 1983) has demonstrated that as the number of attributes used to 
describe a person or object increases, the overall evaluation becomes 
more extreme.  If enough positive information is provided, it may not 
matter as much whether the source is credible or not.  

Experiment 1 was designed to investigate source effects in rela-
tion to attitude change.  Participants were asked to imagine that they 
were shopping for a new cell phone plan and were provided with a 
brief description of a plan.  Participants were informed that the in-
formation was either taken from an advertisement (low credibility) 
or from an article in Consumer Reports Magazine (high credibility).  

Participants then rated their attitudes toward the plan.  Next, partici-
pants were asked to either think about the plan (thought task) or work 
on a crossword puzzle (distraction task) for 90 seconds.  They then 
rated their attitude toward the plan a second time.  A polarization 
score was computed using the difference between the attitude score 
at time 1 and time 2.  A 2 (thought vs. distraction) X 2 (source cred-
ibility) ANOVA revealed a significant two-way interaction.  As ex-
pected, participants in the thinking condition adjusted their attitude 
from time 1 to time 2, while those in the distraction condition did not.  
When the source was credible a polarization effect was found.  When 
the source was less credible, a depolarized effect was found.  

Experiment 2 further investigated the depolarizing effect, while 
including NFCC as a potential moderator.  This study was identical 
to experiment 1 except only the low credibility source (advertise-
ment) was used, and participants completed the 42-item NFCC scale 
(Webster & Kruglanski, 1994).  A regression analysis revealed a sig-
nificant two-way interaction.  As expected, a depolarizing effect was 
found in the thinking condition, but only when NFCC was low.  No 
change was found in the distraction condition regardless of NFCC. 

Experiment 3 extended the findings of experiment 2 by manipu-
lating NFCC while also considering the potential moderating effect 
of set-size on polarization.  Participants were asked to imagine that 
they were shopping for a new laptop computer and were presented 
with a description.  They were informed that the information was 
taken from a recent advertisement.  The amount of descriptive in-
formation varied (four vs. eight pieces of information).  NFCC was 
manipulated via an accountability manipulation (e.g., Tetlock, 1985).  
The attitude measure and thought/distraction task were the same as 
the previous studies.  A 2 (thought vs. distraction) X 2 (set size: large 
vs. small) X 2 (NFCC: high vs. low) ANOVA revealed a significant 
three-way interaction.  We found the same depolarizing effect in the 
small set-size condition as in experiment 2.  A thought-induced de-
polarization effect was found but only for those low in NFCC.  No 
change was found in the distraction condition regardless of NFCC.  
In contrast, we found a marginally polarizing effect in the large set-
size condition.   A thought-induced polarization effect was found but 
only for those low in NFCC.  No change was found in the distraction 
condition regardless of NFCC.  Apparently the larger set-size doesn’t 
just attenuate the source effect, but also reverses it.  

This research provides important new insight into self-generat-
ed persuasion.  Source effects can result in polarizing effects if the 
source is credible but depolarizing effects if the source is less cred-
ible.  Further, thought-induced attitude change depends on varying 
levels of NFCC and information sufficiency.
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