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Abstract

This model reconciles major theories of persuasion to help communicators decide which 

theoretical principles to apply when creating a persuasive message based on the readiness and 

motivation of the recipient. It illustrates under which circumstances rhetorical strategies used in 

overtly persuasive messages can be sufficient to induce compliance, and under which narratives 

should be a preferred path to change.
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Introduction

Parents threaten unruly children with Santa Claus’s skipping their home for Christmas for 

a reason: it works, much more efficiently than laying out arguments in favor of keeping good 

behavior, and without the deleterious consequences a box on the ear would bring. Grownups may 

not fall for the existence of a charitable old man living in the North Pole, but some do for the 

existence of one in Heaven, his ever-vigilant eyes acting as a deterrence to embark on behavior 

that, they presume, he would not consider appropriate, and even those who reject superstition 

and take pride in letting reason govern most of their decisions can, nonetheless, comport 

themselves as naïve as children from time to time and exchange their hard earned money for 

worthless objects that, they’re made believe, will make them more successful or more attractive.

Stories can fool the mind into believing what ultimately exists only in our imagination, 

and succeed into affecting attitudes and behavior where analytical persuasion normally fails, 

their power to persuade coming not from arguments that hold true, but from their ability to 

engage an audience by appealing to emotion (Weida & Stolley, 2013).

The present paper reconciles major theories of persuasion in a model intended to serve 

communicators as a guide on how to create content with the purpose of changing behavioral 

intention. It parts from Slater’s (1999) Cross-Theoretical Model of Media Effects, Attitude, and 

Behavior Change Across Stages of Change, which used the Transtheoretical Model as a 

framework to present behavioral change as a multi-step process. Slater’s (1999) model highlights 

the role of narrative persuasion, assuming that audience segmentation for the creation of mass 

content is difficult, and recommends different theoretical principles depending on the specific 

stage of change of the audience. While I agree with Slater’s (1999) conclusions, my model 
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considers a one-step-at-time process instead, set in-between rather than across stages of change 

so that it can be tailored to specific audiences when segmentation is possible, and allows 

persuaders to decide which theoretical principles to apply depending on the readiness and 

motivation of recipients to accept change. Additionally, my model illustrates under which 

circumstances rhetorical strategies used in overtly persuasive messages can be sufficient, and 

under which narratives should be a preferred path to persuasion.

Persuasion, Attitude, and Behavior

We begin by defining persuasion. O’Keefe (2015) defines it as “a successful intentional 

effort at influencing another’s mental state through communication in a circumstance in which 

the persuadee [or recipient] has some measure of freedom” (p.4).

The “intentional effort…through communication” from this definition implies the 

existence of a message, which could be overtly persuasive, “such as most lessons in science 

books, news reports, and speeches” (Laer, De Ruyter, Visconti, & Wetzels, 2014, p. 800), or take 

the form of narratives, “from which various lessons may be vicariously learned” (Slater, 2002, p. 

157). The term “measure of freedom” differentiates persuasion from coercion, which involves a 

direct and unavoidable threat, and mental state can be equated to behavioral intention. Thus, 

successful persuasion efforts involve the recipient’s intent to change his behavior in response to a 

proposition contained in a message.

Attitude, defined as “a person’s general evaluation of an object,” (O’Keefe, 2015; p.4) is 

a major determinant of intention.

Attitudes vary individually and depend on affective as well as cognitive considerations. 

Therefore they cannot be easily expressed in numeric terms. To define attitude in terms in which 
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it can be measured and manipulated (Cozby & Bates, 2012), the Fishbein’s Summative Model of 

Attitude makes it a function of one’s strength of salient beliefs towards an object and the 

valuation one has of such beliefs expressed in numeric terms (O’Keefe, 2015). Thus, a man that 

holds the belief that sudden outbursts of anger are effective on calling people’s attention but, at 

the same time, thinks poorly of rowdy individuals will have a low or negative attitude towards 

having a tantrum in public, the ultimate value depending on the scale in which the strength of his 

beliefs are measured. A four-year-old boy, on the other hand, may think of having a fit as an 

excellent way to convince his mother that he has a serious need for candy, since fits have worked 

in the past just wondrously, and he does not consider the behavior particularly crude.

The Summative Model relies on what specific beliefs are chosen as salient and how 

expressing the valuation of these beliefs relates or not to an individual’s general attitude towards 

an object. It is important then to consider affective as well as cognitive considerations when 

choosing which beliefs will represent an individual’s attitude. Figure 1, below, considers both 

cognitive and affective beliefs to express a woman’s attitude toward drinking Coca-Cola.

Figure 1: A woman’s attitude toward drinking Coca-Cola
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Theory of Reasoned Action

A primary way to cause a change in behavior is to affect a recipient’s attitude. Attitude 

alone, however, does not predict behavior. For instance, most Americans value the benefits of 

being in good shape and few will argue that regular exercise can lead to living a healthier life, yet 

according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2016) less than one-third of adults 

exercises regularly, and the obesity epidemic in this country is at an all-time high, with more than 

two-thirds of American children being overweight (NIDDK, 2012). 

The Theory of Reasoned Action (also known as Theory of Planned Behavior) expands the 

Summative Model of Attitude to consider other determinants of behavioral intention (BI) in 

addition to attitude towards a behavior (AB): injunctive norms (IN), the opinions of those that 

are important to us, such as close friends, colleagues or family; descriptive norms (DN), the 

general public’s opinion and our personal motivation to comply with it, and one’s perceived 

behavioral control (PBC), which comes from Albert Bandura’s (1999) concept of self-efficacy, 

the perceived ability to produce an effect via one’s actions (O’Keefe, 2015). In the form of an 

equation, the Theory of Reasoned Action could be expressed as BI = AB(w1) + IN(w2) + DN(w3) 

+ PBC(w4), where wi represents the weight that each component has on intention (O’Keefe, 

2015).  Injunctive and descriptive norms are sometimes grouped together as subjective norms by 

some authors (Slater, 2002), and in the case of the perceived behavioral control, its relative 

weight (w4) depends of a positive value of the sum of all the other components; that is, when the 

sum of all the other components of the equation represents less than zero, its relative weight 

becomes zero, because the ability to perform an action and confidence on the desired effect are 
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necessary conditions, yet not sufficient to guarantee intention. Expressed algebraically, whenever 

AB(w1) + IN(w2) + DN(w3) < 0, w4 = 0.

To illustrate how affecting each element of the equation can affect intention, let us follow 

the four-year-old from our previous example and his forbearing mother inside a department store 

where the little boy discovers a rainbow swirl sucker. Worried about his weight, the mother 

refuses to buy the candy. In response, our child drops to the floor and starts screaming. To stop 

this behavior, the mother could attempt to change her son’s attitude toward the behavior (AB) by 

using rational arguments to affect his appreciation for candy, say, by lecturing him on the 

disadvantages of consuming too much sugar (Figure 2); she could invoke an injunctive norm 

(IN), by reminding him that his father wouldn’t approve of the behavior, or a descriptive norm 

(DN), by pointing at the people around them and reminding the boy of the importance of 

guaranteeing everyone’s enjoyment, hoping that after a brief moment of self-reflection, the child 

may decide that an outburst of uncontrolled anger is yes, incredibly vulgar, or she could simply 

ignore him and let him scream until he gets tired, which may lead the child to re-evaluate his 

efficacy on conveying a message through crying and yelling (PBC).

Figure 2: Determinants of Behavioral Intention
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Let us assume, for now, that the mother finds this last proposition unappealing because it 

could lead to further embarrassment. The other three propositions involve an overtly persuasive 

message that appeals to the child’s rationality. As anyone who has ever dealt with small children 

knows, trying to convince one to avoid candy because of the potential detriments of consuming 

too much sugar or by appealing to the opinion of others is not the fastest route to persuasion. A 

child lacks the judgment to cooperate, and as Zarefsky (2005) explains, argumentation is a 

cooperative venture that requires the recipient’s willingness to be convinced through the 

justification of claims.

Slater (2002) makes this unwillingness to accept counter-attitudinal arguments a 

consequence of what Petty and Cacioppo called “biased processing,” where an individual 

assimilates information under the terms of already established biased knowledge (Hochman, 

Glöckner, Fiedler, & Ayal, 2016), making a recipient unable to appreciate the merits of an 

argument (Petty, Wheeler, & Tormala, 2012). In our example, the little boy deems his mother’s 

position not as one of concern for his future well-being, a concept alien to him, but as a selfish 

excuse for not spending money. Thus, he rejects her proposition without regarding its value.

The Role of Emotions, Biases, and Heuristics in Decision Making

The ability to make sensible decisions will not come automatically with age. Our mother 

and child example could be to adapted to a myriad of other circumstances, from political 

discussions to consumer preference, where otherwise rational individuals prove to be as 

uncooperative as a little boy, rejecting provable evidence as mere opinion, either because they do 

not trust or understand the source of the message or out of simple self-interest (Opfer & 

Sloutsky, 2011). One would be tempted to qualify this behavior as irrational—if not evil—but 
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from a cognitive perspective, responding negatively to a proposition because it contradicts one’s 

position, and therefore becomes a potential threat, is no more irrational than to expect truth to 

prevail simply because it is the truth. Facts are inconsequential unless we find them relevant, and 

emotions, biases, and rules of thumb one may follow in lieu of systematic thinking often affect 

their relevancy in decision making (Eysenck & Keane, 2010).

Every decision we make depends on how our brains process information—that which we 

perceive through the senses, such as two women dressed as innocent-looking girls in blue, and 

that from past experiences and knowledge that resides in our memory (Eysenck & Keane, 2010), 

which makes us identify those two women as a reference to the twins at the end of a spooky-

looking corridor in the Shining. We do not treat all information equally, however, but give more 

weight to that which triggers an emotional response (Pinker, 1997; Ramsøy 2015) whether by 

appraisal of the situation as favorable, taxing, or not pertinent to our well-being, as when the 

smell of freshly baked corn bread announces that a meal is near, making us smile, or by mental 

association (Eysenck & Keane, 2010), as when that same smell brings memories of growing up 

in an abusive household, making us angry.

Emotions serve as indicators of progress toward our goals (Bench & Lench, 2013) and 

thus, as directives to modify cognition and behavior so as to increase the chances of making 

those goals attainable (Ramsøy, 2015). We scold the child that attempts to cross the street 

without looking at both sides, because his thoughtlessness makes us angry, and anger indicates 

that a goal has failed but can be reinstated by one’s actions. Should an accident happen, we 

would be sad rather than angry at the loss of the same child, because “sadness indicates goal 

failure with no hope for recovery” (Bench & Lench, 2013, p. 461).
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Furthermore, our judgment relies on cognitive biases (Pronin, 2006), especially those 

relevant to our identity (Society for Personality and Social Psychology, 2017). We even avoid 

acquiring information that we anticipate may lead to unpleasantness (Sweeny, Melnyk, Miller, & 

Shepperd, 2010). This partiality in decision-making does not come from laziness or a simple 

attempt to save energy by avoiding mental exertion (Jabr, 2012): making fast—though imperfect

—decisions is an evolutionary trait to increase the chances of survival. Our brains evolved as 

hedonic machines looking to maximize rewards and minimize pain (Ramsøy, 2015), and while 

choosing to delay a reward can often result in a bigger benefit, as when we choose to avoid 

certain foods to stay fit, we evolved in circumstances in which there may be no tomorrow. The 

force moving the grass could be the wind or a lion, and all that ripe fruit hanging from those trees 

may be gone soon, if someone else finds it. In the face of a threat—and one can imagine, there 

were many unforgiving threats in the African savannah—acting fast to reduce unnecessary risk 

increases the chances of survival. Following impulses and making use of heuristics and 

generalizations such as stereotypes, which are the result of constantly looking for patterns in our 

surroundings (Sheerer, 2008), serve as cognitive shortcuts to draw inferences and discern 

between possible actions. While not always correct, they require little processing power 

(Eysenck & Keane, 2010), saving precious time.

For the little boy from our example, a combination of sadness and anger as unconscious 

responses (Ramsøy, 2015) to his mother’s opposition, and the knowledge that manifesting his 

feelings in this way will probably obtain him the swirl sucker, drives his decision to throw 

himself on the floor and start screaming. Had he appraised the situation differently, say, in the 

case of a mother less forgiving of loud behavior, he may have chosen to weep silently instead.
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The Transtheoretical Model as a Framework

Under the Transtheoretical Model perspective, which Slater (1999) uses as a framework 

of his cross-theoretical model of media effects, the little child is at a pre-contemplation stage, for 

he has no desire to improve his behavior.

The Transtheoretical Model considers behavior change as a process that can be divided 

into five stages: pre-contemplation, during which the recipient has no incentive or is unaware of 

the reasons to consider a change of behavior; contemplation, in which the recipient plays with 

the idea of change; planning, during which the recipient intends to change his behavior, but this 

change has not yet begun; action, during which the behavioral change takes place, and 

maintenance, during which he sustains the change (O’Keefe, 2015; Slater, 1999 & 2002). The 

typical example is that of a smoker, who does not consider quitting until he transitions from a 

pre-contemplation to a contemplation stage. During the subsequent planning stage, he begins 

seeking advice, reading relevant literature, buying nicotine gum, and so on.

Slater’s (1999) main argument to use different theoretical approaches under different 

stages of change is that different audiences require different types of messages according to the 

stage in which they are. From a pre-contemplation to a contemplation stage, the focus should be 

on raising awareness of the advocated behavior by increasing the salience of certain beliefs with 

the purpose of changing attitudes before attempting to change intention. From a contemplation to 

a preparation stage, the focus should be on reinforcing those beliefs. From preparation to action, 

on teaching skills that will increase self-efficacy, and so forth. This approach assumes, first, 

uniform conditions among each group, a disadvantage that Slater (1999) acknowledges but 

justifies in the limitations of applying cluster-analytic schemes, and second, that change will 
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come from encouragement and repetition as the recipients evaluate the advantages and 

disadvantages of behavioral change and size up their ability to sustain this change (O’Keefe, 

2015). Encouragement and repetition, however, may result in a boomerang effect when they 

cannot motivate the audience or the arguments are weak (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981), 

even when using a storytelling approach, because transportation depends on the attributes of the 

recipient (Green & Brock, 2002; Laer et al., 2014), and thus, not all recipients may be 

transported.

Additionally, Slater’s (1999) model limits the application of a theoretical approach to 

specific stages. For instance, Slater (1999) posits that the transition from a pre-contemplation to a 

contemplation stage cannot be satisfactorily explained by Theory of Reasoned Action, because 

this theory assumes that the recipient acknowledges the potential outcome of the proposed 

behavior, meaning that he must be in a stage of contemplation for any persuasive efforts guided 

by this theory to be successful. In a proposition such as smoking produces cancer, cancer is bad, 

therefore you better quit smoking, the belief that smoking produces cancer is a necessary 

condition. For Slater, Social Cognitive Theory explains the change much better by offering a 

structure to “model desirable behaviors and teach skills necessary to enact the behaviors” (Slater, 

1999, p. 344). Yet, as Bandura’s (2001) concept of self-reflective capability explains, beliefs are 

the result of matching our thoughts to our perceived reality, whether acquired as a logical 

conclusion, or by direct, social, or vicarious experience. If, as Slater (1999) proposes, new beliefs 

about a specific behavior can be acquired during the pre-contemplation stage by watching others 

perform that behavior, a model of persuasion based on the Theory of Reasoned Action, which 

postulates that “beliefs about the outcomes of a behavior…in combination with their perceptions 
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about expectations of others … will predict behavioral intentions,” (Slater, 1999; p. 340) cannot 

apply solely to individuals in the contemplation stage but to individuals in the pre-contemplation 

stage as well, because those beliefs may be the consequence of modeling.

 I argue that the principles from Theory of Reasoned Action and Social Cognitive Theory 

should not be considered as different routes to affect behavioral intention, as Slater’s (1999) 

model implies, but as the same viewed from different angles: Theory of Reasoned Action 

indicates which arguments have a greater relative weight on intention, while Social Cognitive 

Theory shows how knowledge acquired through modeled behavior can affect attitudes and 

intention (Slater, 1999; Bandura, 1999). One explains how the yeast rises the dough, while the 

other explains how the yeast that traveled through the air while the dough reposed made it rise. 

Going back to the equation that summarizes the Theory of Reasoned Action’s model for 

behavioral intention, where BI = AB(w1) + IN(w2) + DN(w3) + PBC(w4), AB represents the 

recipient’s attitude towards a behavior, but also his valuation of beliefs that he may have 

acquired through vicarious verification of symbolic modeling; IN and DN, as inductive and 

descriptive norms, can be the result of modeling community norms through narratives, and PBC, 

the perceived behavioral control embodies Bandura’s (1999) concept of perceived self-efficacy, a 

person’s confidence that particular actions will bring the desired outcome, which also can be 

affected by modeling influences (O’Keefe, 2015; Slater, 1999; Bandura, 2001).

Finally, because Slater’s (1999) model intends to serve as a guide for campaign 

communicators to design persuasive mass content, it emphasizes the role of storytelling as a 

“more effective way to influence attitudes and behaviors than conventional persuasive 

efforts” (Slater, 2002, p. 157) failing to provide a theoretical route for circumstances in which an 
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overtly persuasive message can be sufficient, as it occurs when a consumer chooses a new brand 

instead of his regular one, simply because of a change in price. While I agree with Slater’s 

(1999) conclusion, it is important to include such route since overtly persuasive messages have 

the advantage of being both economical and unambiguous, and therefore, a more efficient, if not 

a more effective, way to persuade highly motivated individuals (Petty, Wheeler, & Tormala, 

2012), and then because not every proposition can be easily turned into a story.

My model

The model I propose considers attitude and behavioral change as processes that can result 

from a one-time proposition, as could be the case with a recipient confronted with a “Do Not 

Enter” sign, or from a series of small victories, each leading closer to sustained change, and thus 

requiring each time a new proposition, as would be the case when trying to persuade someone 

into incorporating healthy habits into her lifestyle: the recipient may need to learn that exercise 

can improve her health, first, which would lead her to a contemplation stage; then that she can 

follow a daily routine, which would lead her to planning or action. Hence, instead of spreading 

across all the stages of change considered within the Transtheoretical Model, as Slater’s (1999) 

model does, the model I propose lies in between stages and assumes that audience segmentation 

is possible, and thus that change depends not only on the readiness and motivation of a recipient 

to accept change but on the ability of a persuader to tailor different messages to different 

audiences. Additionally, the model shows under which circumstances an overtly persuasive 

message will suffice, and under which a persuader may need to roll up her sleeves and tell a 

story.
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We part from a state of rejection—our little boy has not yet gotten his candy. Under the 

Transtheoretical Model, the transition from a pre-contemplation stage to a contemplation stage 

and further is achieved through encouragement, by increasing issue salience (Slater, 1999), and 

thus by helping the recipient understand the benefits of abandoning an unhealthy behavior. 

However, what encouragement can one give to a child that refuses to accept any counter-

attitudinal arguments?

Social Judgment Theory offers a solution to this conundrum. According to this theory, 

persuasion depends on how a recipient compares the position advocated in a message to his 

judgmental latitudes on the tnopic: from least to most acceptable (O’Keefe, 2015). We can 

imagine the range of dietary propositions that would fall within a child’s latitude of rejection as 

going from broccoli and onion, passing by all kind of vegetables, to perhaps, tomatoes, the least 

“questionable” but still “objectionable” proposition. His latitude of non-commitment, the range 

of propositions with which he would neither agree nor disagree, will contain mostly fruit, and his 

latitude of acceptance, the range of propositions he deems reasonable, will contain cake, donuts, 

and all sorts of candy (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: A little boy’s latitudes of judgment.

Social Judgment Theory proposes that attitude change in the direction a message 

advocates will only be possible whenever the recipient assesses the message as compatible with 

positions within his latitudes of acceptance or non-commitment. In the first case, change will 

occur as a consequence of the recipient trying to reduce the dissonance resulting from the 

discrepancy between his current attitude and that advocated by the message by doing a self-

assessment of his ability to sustain change. For instance, when confronted with an invitation to 

exercise more often, a man who already believes in the benefits of doing regular exercise may 

either agree with the proposed attitude change and adapt his behavior accordingly or come up 

with arguments on why he cannot commit to doing more exercise: lack of time, the prohibitive 

cost of a gym membership, et cetera. Compliance, then becomes dependent on a persuader’s 

ability to increase the recipient’s perceived behavioral control (O’Keefe, 2015; Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Road to persuasion when a proposition falls within a man’s latitude of acceptance.

In the second case, when the recipient has a non-committed position in regards to the one 

advocated by the persuasive message—more exercise may or may not be a good idea—

persuasion becomes a function of his motivation to elaborate on the arguments presented.

Should the message fall within the recipient’s latitude of rejection, attitude change will 

not be possible unless the contents of the message, or the manner in which the message was 

presented, change first.

Thus, compliance becomes a function of the recipient’s perception of the advocated 

position first, and then of his level of ego-involvement: how central the issue is to the recipient, 

and therefore whether he sees a proposition as a threat, as a reassurance or as neither to his 

concept of self, which often manifests in terms of his relationship with a group (for instance, 

nationality, political party or religion), and how committed the recipient is to his opinions on the 
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matter (O’Keefe, 2015). The higher the level of ego involvement, the larger the range of 

propositions a recipient will see as unacceptable; thus, the lesser the chances that persuasive 

efforts judged contrary to the subject’s position will succeed (O’Keefe, 2015). 

What Social Judgment Theory suggests then is that a recipient’s interpretation of a 

message and his personal significance on the matter are heavier determinants of attitude change 

than the quality of the arguments contained in such message. As long as our child assesses his 

mother’s position contrary to his, and as long as maximizing personal benefit is central to his 

identity, he will reject his mother’s arguments, no matter how strong these may be. 

Thus the mother from our example needs to present arguments that not only support her 

position but also fall within her son’s range of acceptable positions. That is, she needs to assess 

her child’s attitude from a functional approach first, then adapt her message so that it no longer 

attempts to change an attitude that is seemingly immutable, but the function this attitude serves.

Functional Approaches to Attitude

When using a functional approach, one must distinguish first between the properties of an 

object and the function of one’s attitude toward that object. In our example, the child sees 

tantrums as a way to call people’s attention, which he then values positively because it works on 

curving his mother’s intention. The function of this attitude is therefore to lead his mother into 

giving him what he craves.

Katz (1960) considered four types of attitude functions: adjustment or utilitarian, which 

seeks to maximize rewards and minimize risks; ego-defense, which protects from a perceived 

attack on self-esteem, as would be the case of someone labeling as “hate” what in reality is 

constructive criticism; value expression, which expresses central values and self-image, as when 
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a woman chooses not to identify herself as a feminist, despite her inherent desire for equality, 

because she associates feminists with authoritarianism; and knowledge, which simply helps to 

better understand the world by reducing it to small categories: men wear pants, women wear 

skirts, therefore a woman that wears pants is less of a woman (O’Keefe, 2015).

Using a functional approach to attitudes derived from Social Judgment Theory does not 

entail disregarding the principles from the Theory of Reasoned Action or Social Cognitive 

Theory to affect behavioral intention, but rather reconciles both by taking into account the 

recipient’s goals, emotional state, and existing biases. Regardless of how our mother chooses to 

influence her son’s behavioral intention, her message will have to affect one or more of the 

Theory of Reasoned Action’s determinants of intention, and thus, the weight of these should still 

be considered. For instance, the attitude of a young girl who believes she should pursue a career 

in accordance to her gender rather than her preferences or ability has a knowledge function, as it 

serves her to navigate what she perceives is a man’s world. Affecting her beliefs of what a 

woman can achieve can change her attitude.

Another, and perhaps simpler approach to interpreting the function of an attitude is to use 

personality traits as a proxy: high self-monitors worry about the image they present to others, and 

thus, subjective norms have a heavier weight on their intentions; low self-monitors are not as 

concerned about what others think, therefore their personal attitude, more than the opinion of 

others, molds their behavior (O’Keefe). In our young girl’s example, were she a high self-

monitor, changing her perception of what others expect from her may be sufficient to change her 

intention.
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Back to our main example, what should the mother say then to stop her son’s behavior? 

For a start, the mother’s new proposition should fall within her son’s latitude of acceptance or at 

least his latitude of non-commitment for it to be considered, since any message the boy assesses 

as a threat his concept of self will be rejected. Then, this new proposition should aim to change 

his attitude’s function. In our example, the little boy’s attitude has a utilitarian function, and his 

personality is that of a low self-monitor. Therefore, the best way to render his present attitude as 

no longer effective would be changing his immediate goals with either the promise of a reward 

or the threat of punishment. That is, to motivate a different kind of behavior based on a different 

instrumental value than the one he currently has (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Any reward—or punishment—big enough to change the child’s attitude function may do. 

Still, the mother may find herself having to please—or displease—her child constantly should 

this new incentive change the focus of the child’s attention only temporarily while in the long 

run, it reinforces the existing attitude, as it would happen if she offered a new toy in place of the 

swirl sucker, and, one can guess, a mother’s interest is to make good behavior the norm, not a 

conditioned exception.

According to Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) this can be done by 

turning externally imposed regulations, which the recipient follows “to satisfy an external 

demand or obtain an externally imposed reward contingency” (p. 61), such as a mother’s 

threatening hand, and introjected regulations, which are followed to avoid guilt or maintain self-

worth, into regulations with which the recipient can consciously identify because they lead to a 

more valued goal, as would be the promise of a Christmas present in the future, or, better, by 

turning those external regulations into integrated regulations that the recipient will assimilate into 
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his concept of self, as would be the case with a child that behaves properly not only in 

expectance of a future reward and to avoid punishment or embarrassment, but also because he 

takes pride in being well-poised, and because he has made good behavior part of his identity. 

Self-Determination Theory makes motivation a function of satisfying the psychological needs of 

autonomy, capability, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The more we can satisfy these needs, 

the stronger our motivation for behavioral change and the bigger the chances we will integrate 

the proposed reasons for such change into our concept of self. Therefore, the mother’s message 

should not only address the value of sustaining the behavior she advocates, but also make this a 

highly relatable value for the child, convince him that he can maintain the behavior, and “trick” 

the boy into believing that compliance comes at his own choice.

Next, our mother needs to consider the manner to convey this message to increase 

compliance. One way to do this is by clearly stating what the new proposition advocates to 

prevent a recipient from misjudging the position of a message in relationship to his own, 

resulting in assimilation, when thought closer, or contrast effects, when thought further away, 

and, thus, leading to no attitude change or rejection (O’Keefe, 2015). An assimilation effect 

occurs when, for instance, a man agrees with a message that warns about the dangers of using a 

cell phone while driving, but does nothing to change his own behavior because he thinks the 

recommendation applies only to drivers that use cell phones to text or make calls, and he uses his 

to control the car stereo and consult a map. A contrast effect would happen when a recipient 

rejects a campaign that encourages new voters to obtain a government-issued identification early, 

because in her mind, demanding an official ID reduces the turnout of minorities during an 

election.
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The Elaboration Likelihood Model

Perhaps more important than reducing ambiguity is, however, the consideration of 

whether persuasion is more likely to occur after the recipient engages into “a diligent 

consideration of issue-relevant arguments,” or by “association with either positive or negative 

cues” (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981, p. 847) or other cognitive shortcuts, that is, through 

the central or the peripheral routes considered under Petty & Cacioppo’s Elaboration Likelihood 

Model (Petty, Wheeler, & Tormala, 2012), and therefore, whether to give the message’s rhetoric 

a more analytical or a more affective approach to increase the chances that either route will lead 

to persuasion.

The Elaboration Likelihood Model predicts that, when a recipient is capable and 

sufficiently motivated to incur on a high-effort scrutiny of the quality of the arguments presented

—that is, to elaborate on the matter at hand looking to reach a reasoned conclusion rather than 

simply comparing a message’s advocated position to his own—attitude change will depend on 

the quality of the arguments presented (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). Therefore, given 

elaboration, crafting an overtly persuasive message with a more analytical approach, making use 

of inductive or deductive reasoning and relying on provable evidence (Weida & Stolley, 2013; 

Weston, 2010), can increase the chances of persuasion. Should elaboration be unlikely, as it may 

be the case with a young child or an uninterested adult audience, persuasion can still result from 

a peripheral route, by engaging the recipient into low-effort associative processes such as 

conditioning, or through inferential processes such as the use of heuristics and other cognitive 

shortcuts (Petty, Wheeler, & Tormala, 2012). In this case, a more affective approach, one that 

relies on heuristics and other mental shortcuts before evidence, in the case of an overtly 
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persuasive message, or on narrative persuasion, should the message be delivered in the form of a 

story, may be more successful.

Figure 5: The Central and Peripheral routes to persuasion from the Elaboration Likelihood Model.

Before considering the use of narrative persuasion, which researchers agree (Green & 

Brock, 2002; Slater, 2002; Escalas, 2007) can be more effective than analytical persuasion, 

especially under conditions of low relevancy, I will consider an scenario in which an overtly 

persuasive message, which tends to be more economical than stories, may suffice.

When persuasion follows the central route, the resulting attitude change will last longer, 

better predict behavior, and be more resistant to counter-persuasion than changes resulting from 

the peripheral route which involves low-effort processes (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; 

Slater & Rouner, 2002; O’Keefe, 2015). One could argue, as Munz (1990) does, that when 

arguments are sound and sufficient to prove a statement true, “no [emotionally charged] rhetoric 
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is required to persuade people to give their assent” (p. 122). However, as Social Judgement 

Theory suggests, this is hardly the case. The likelihood of a recipient to elaborate is highly 

dependent on finding personal relevance on the matter (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981), but 

also on his ability to interpret the merit of the arguments contained within a message (Petty, 

Wheeler, & Tormala, 2012), and a number of factors, such as the recipient’s current mood, his 

need for cognition, and the prevalence of cognitive biases that affect our perception of reality 

(Pronin, 2006). Additionally, the occurrence of boredom (Willis, 2014) and distractors can curtail 

the power of analytical persuasion by lowering the chances that the recipient will engage into 

systematic thinking (Petty, Wheeler, Tormala, 2012; O’Keefe, 2015).

While a message crafted with an analytical approach could still lead to persuasion via 

heuristics, as when the authority of the speaker or the number of arguments are considered (Petty, 

Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981), under conditions of low elaboration a message crafted with an 

affective approach can be more successful. This is especially the case when little or no evidence 

exists to support the claims that a persuasive message contains (Munz, 1990), as occurs with 

products that differentiate themselves from their competitors only by the meaning associated 

with their brand (Batey, 2008). Under these circumstances, elaboration would be 

counterproductive because it may result in rejection (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). 

However, if the recipient sees the use of affect as tool to misrepresent the truth, the message may 

arouse skepticism (Weida & Stolley, 2013), and even if successful, attitude change will probably 

ensue from introjected rather than integrated regulations, as when influenced by guilt, and 

therefore last less than when it results from an autonomous decision, one consequence of a 

careful examination of the matter.
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Now, a persuader must not simply decide what approach to use when crafting a message, 

but how to make use of both approaches, basing her decision on the quality of the arguments, the 

recipient’s motivation to elaborate on the message, and whether she intends the change in 

behavior to be permanent or temporary. For instance, an attractive trainer may convince a 

customer to attend a boot camp session once, using an affective approach, but unless the 

customer can see the benefits of strenuous exercise, he may not attend a second time. In the same 

manner, even when elaboration is likely, as would be the case with a student willingly attending a 

lecture or with a consumer looking to obtain the “best deal,” considering the possibility of 

inducing a state of boredom with an approach that is too dry is of special importance, because 

boredom signals the brain to pursue a different activity whenever the current one is no longer 

satisfying (Bench & Lench, 2013), resulting in a loss of attention, and while motivated 

individuals can force themselves to pay attention, as a stressor, boredom hinders the flow of 

information between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain, preventing the construction of 

new long-term memories (Willis, 2014).

Cialdini (2001) mentions six persuasion techniques based on heuristic principles that 

combined with analytical persuasion can increase compliance: reciprocation, the tendency to pay 

back for an unsolicited gift, like food samples; consistency, the tendency to reduce discomfort 

resulting from losing balance by sticking to previously taken decisions, as when one is reminded 

of his previous commitment to a specific cause before being asked for a donation; social 

validation, as when one chooses the busiest restaurant; liking, both an heuristic principle and 

tendency to reduce discomfort related to balance theory (Petty, Wheeler, Tormala, 2012); 
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authority, our tendency to trust respected sources, and scarcity, as when one is reminded that 

later may be too late.

Returning to our mother and child’s example, to persuade the child to stop his behavior, 

the mother needs to craft a message that:

1. Includes a proposition that will fall into her son’s latitude of acceptance, or at least his latitude 

of non-commitment (Social Judgement Theory),

2. Will attempt to change the function of his attitude (Functional Approaches to Attitude), by 

affecting or adding new beliefs, subjective norms, or their weight (Theory of Reasoned 

Action),

3. Will attempt to satisfy as much as possible her son’s needs for autonomy, capability, and 

relatedness (Self-Determination Theory),

4. Will be unambiguous (Social Judgement Theory), and

5. Will be presented in a manner that will either cause the child to engage in issue-relevant 

thinking, which would make the persuasive effects last longer, or to make a decision using 

cognitive shortcuts (Elaboration Likelihood Model).

The threat of a box on the ear comes to mind, as a fast and economical solution to our 

mother’s dilemma: behavioral change in lieu of receiving a punishment falls within the child’s 

latitude of acceptance; it changes the function of the child’s attitude by adding the belief that 

tantrums are no longer a secure way to obtain candy but a secure way to being punished; is 

unambiguous on the advocated position, and while it doesn’t result in issue-relevant thinking—

the child won’t elaborate on the consequences of bad behavior beyond the fact that it results in 

his mother’s anger—it leads to compliance through a peripheral route. Nevertheless, as stated 

A CROSS THEORETICAL MODEL OF PERSUASION 26



before, compliance that results from following external regulations endures less than that which 

results from following integrated regulations, those that “have been fully assimilated to the 

self” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 62), because external regulations do not satisfy a recipient’s need 

for autonomy. The promise of a toy would lead to the same place: in the absence of the reward, 

the advocated behavior would no longer be the chosen behavior. The same if attempting to trick 

the boy with a distractor. A “see the doggie” would only work for as long as a “doggie” is nearby, 

and the child does not recognize it as a distractor. Unless the child can internalize the value of 

keeping a good behavior, good behavior will be conditioned by an external regulation. Imposing 

an external regulation may be enough for an uncle that sees his nephew once a year, but a 

mother, we can guess, would prefer long-lasting compliance.

How then can the mother persuade her child to follow a behavior that is both counter-

attitudinal and, regardless of the quality of her arguments, irrelevant to his perceived well-being, 

and do so in a manner that will lead to sustained behavioral change?

I used the example of a mother and child to illustrate a circumstance which persuaders 

may often run into, that in which a recipient acts against his best interests, preferring a lesser 

over a greater reward, despite the quality of a persuader’s arguments due to a low motivation to 

elaborate on the contents of a message. Just like our mother cannot attribute the recipient’s 

failure to comply in mere wickedness or stupidity, since a child’s low motivation to elaborate 

comes not from lack of intelligence or a rotten heart, but from finding no relevance in the 

message, a persuader should not blame a recipient of being foolishly stubborn when a message is 

both counter-attitudinal and not relevant enough to induce elaboration, but adapt her message, by 

turning it into a story.
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That is, whenever a recipient’s likelihood to elaborate is high, meaning that both personal 

relevancy and his ability to understand the contents of a message without bias are high, an 

overtly persuasive message with a mostly analytical approach (relying on strong arguments) may  

be sufficient to induce compliance. For instance, a representative from a software company 

interested in selling an online database can persuade a CFO interested in increasing the 

company’s profitability to incur in the hassle of changing their current database by showing her 

how much money will be saved in monthly fees. If the likelihood to elaborate is low but so is the 

likelihood of counter-arguing, and sustained behavioral change is unnecessary, as it would be the 

case with a one-time change, an overtly persuasive message with a more affective approach may 

be sufficient. Our software representative could convince a sales manager, much less interested 

in reducing marginal costs, by taking him out for lunch or using other heuristic-based techniques 

to guilt her into complying. However, if a recipient’s likelihood to elaborate is low, either 

because of low relevancy or inability to understand the merit of strong arguments—as would be 

the case with our child, or a sales manager stuck in his ways—or elaboration would be counter-

productive because the arguments presented are weak—on the long run, the new database is 

more expensive—and either the likelihood of counter-arguing or the need for sustained change 

are high, narrative persuasion would be necessary (Figure 6).

As Slater (2002) poses it, narrative persuasion “may be one of the only strategies 

available for influencing the beliefs of those who are predisposed to disagree with the position 

exposed in the persuasive content” (p.175).
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Figure 6: The decision between rhetorical strategies and narrative persuasion.

Narrative Persuasion

Narrative persuasion results from the affective as well as cognitive consideration of 

behavior, beliefs, situational cues, and attitudes portrayed within a story under a recipient’s state 

of narrative transportation (Laer et al. 2014). Narrative transportation is thus a necessary 

condition for narrative persuasion.

Narrative transportation is a mental process in which, as a result of devoting his attention 

to the events depicted in a story (Green & Brock, 2002) and developing empathy for the 

characters (Slater & Rouner, 2002; Laer et al., 2014), a recipient (i.e. a reader, viewer, or listener, 

depending on the medium) feels transported into the world of that story, to the point that the 
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physical world stops feeling accessible. “Instead of seeing activity in their physical surroundings, 

transported readers see the action of the story unfolding before them” (Green & Brock, 202, p. 

317). During a state of narrative transportation, engagement with the contents of a message 

increases while counter-arguing diminishes, leading the recipient to a change of attitude or 

behavior (Green & Brock, 2002; Laer et al., 2014; Slater, 1999; Slater & Rouner, 2002; Strange, 

2002).

Since a state of transportation implies engaging in a cognitively demanding task, 

transportation involves absorption, the tendency to become engrossed in an experience (Laer et 

al., 2014), immersion, since it results in a sensation of presence derived from the creation of 

mental imagery suggested by a story (Biocca, 2002), and, as proposed by Brechman (2010), 

reaching a state of flow, a state of high creativity (Biocca, 2002) in which we devote full 

attention to a specific task while ignoring other stimuli, and that is challenging, meaningful, and 

rewarding by itself (Green & Brock, 2002). Transportation is, nevertheless, specific to narratives 

as it additionally involves developing an emotional attachment to the characters in a story as well 

as the creation of mental imagery, which doesn’t happen in every experience of flow (Green & 

Brock, 2002).

The illusion of disconnection from the physical world that occurs during transportation is 

similar to the phenomenon of inattentional blindness, our failure to perceive a new object in a 

visual display (Eysenck & Keane, 2010), in the sense that both derive from the way we allocate 

our limited attentional capacity, retaining within our working memory only the information 

useful to the task at hand (Ware, 2010). Busy in recreating the mental imagery evoked by a story 

and focused on how the events in the narrative unfold (Green & Brock, 2002) we are left with 
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fewer cognitive resources to invest in anything else, including generating thoughts to discount or 

confute information contrary to our own experience (Slater, 2002). This suspension of disbelief 

results in reduced counter-arguing that makes successfully transported individuals more 

receptive to persuasive content embedded within a story (Green & Brock, 2002; Slater, 2002; 

Slater & Rouner, 2002) to the point that they may change their attitudes to the ones proposed by 

the narrative (Laer et al., 2014).

The most prominent study on narrative persuasion is Green and Brock’s (2002) 

Transportation-Imagery Model. In a series of experiments, Green and Brock (2002) reached the 

conclusion that narrative persuasion can be more effective in changing attitudes than rhetorical 

persuasion (i.e. that contained in overtly persuasive messages) even when a narrative is labeled 

as fiction. Researchers who replicated their experiments (Escalas, 2007; De Graaf, Hoeken, 

Sanders, & Beentjes, 2012; Igartua 2010; Mazzoco et al., 2010; Slater & Rouner, 2002; Strange, 

2002) have reached similar conclusions: under conditions of transportation, counter-arguing 

diminishes while agreement with the message increases in a way that is “more unintentionally 

affective than intentionally cognitive in nature” (Laer et al., 2014, p. 800). Escalas’s (2007) 

results suggest that self-referencing narratives can be as persuasive as analytical self-referencing 

messages regardless of the quality of the arguments presented. In a study conducted with 

students from Columbia University, Strange (2002) showed that after reading a non-fictional and 

a fictional narrative, recipients incorporated fictitious assertions into their beliefs not only in 

cases when they failed to identify the source of those assertions as fictional but even after 

correctly identifying the source. Strange (2002) calls this a phenomenon “true-if-it-fits” (p. 273) 

a learning strategy that results from our natural tendency to process information that makes sense 
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as true, simply because it makes sense, and the way coherent yet fictive facts become linked to 

prior knowledge stored in our memory, rendering us unable to distinguish one from the other.

For a persuader, what this means is that the more invested an individual is in a story, the 

more transported he will be, and thus, the bigger the likelihood of compliance (Green & Brock, 

2002). 

Inducing a state of narrative transportation depends on several factors: the message must 

take the form of a narrative, the recipient’s and the story attributes (Green & Brock, 2002; Laer 

et al., 2014), and the medium (Green & Brock, 2002). We explain the effect of each in the 

section below.

The Message as a Narrative

In their Extended Transportation-Imagery Model, Laer et al. (2014) differentiate between 

a story, as one that is told by a storyteller and that includes characters and a chronological flow 

of events leading from an initial state to an outcome, and a narrative, as one that results from the 

recipient’s interpretation of the story with a subsequent attribution of meaning. The distinction is 

important, first, because it allows for an economy that does not have to come at the expense of 

increasing ambiguity or reducing engagement. A story only needs to evoke imagery and suggest 

the occurrence of certain events for the recipient to create that imagery in his mind and fill-in the 

gaps in the story. For instance, the six-word story attributed to Hemingway “For sale: baby 

shoes, never worn” (Wortman, 2016) suggests the existence of characters—parents and a child—

and a series of events—the child’s anticipated birth and sudden death—without explicitly 

mentioning them. Then, understanding that a volitional and effortful interpretation of a story, as 

opposed to mere exposure, forces recipients to generate thoughts related to the narrative, gives 
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persuaders the opportunity to include persuasive content within a story with the intention of 

changing the recipient’s attitude, rather than just providing entertainment. Advertisers take 

advantage of this by suggesting the effect that choosing a brand can have on outcomes (Batey, 

2008). This Grammarly commercial , for example, implies but does not state, that their product 

allowed a young woman, Lily, to have a successful first day at work by preventing her from 

making embarrassing mistakes (Grammarly, 2016). Unlike recipients of overtly persuasive 

messages who, according to the Elaboration Likelihood Model, require personal relevancy for 

elaboration, transported individuals generate affective and cognitive thoughts regardless of the 

perceived personal relevance of these issues as a consequence of developing empathy for the 

characters (Slater & Rouner, 2002; Laer et al., 2014). In the Grammarly commercial (2016), the 

product is considered not because of its various features, but because we see how it helped Lily. 

Moreover, these thoughts tend to be affective or descriptive rather than critical, even when 

conflicting with prior beliefs (Green & Brock, 2002; Laer et al., 2014). For instance, the TV 

series Orange is the New Black (Kohan, 2013) set in a women’s penitentiary, calls the public’s 

attention to the poor conditions of inmates within for-profit prisons, a subject which will be 

strange to many of its viewers, making a strong argument for ending the practice; at the same 

time, the show induces empathy and feelings of compassion for the characters despite the nature 

of their crimes. There is a caveat to including persuasive content: when the recipient recognizes 

it as placed advertisement or an overtly moralizing message, transportation diminishes and thus, 

narrative persuasion (Laer et al., 2014). The inclusion of epilogs to reinforce the persuasive 

content of a narrative in entertainment-education messages does not seem to reduce persuasion, 

however (Slater, 2002), perhaps because it does not interrupt the flow of the story.
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Recipient’s Attributes

Among the recipients’ attributes that increase transportation, Green and Brock (2002) 

recognize the recipient’s ability to experience absorption, interpret the story, and create mental 

imagery. As these abilities heavily rely on the recipient’s semantic memory, the “general 

knowledge about the world, concepts, language, and so on” (Eysenck & Keane, 2010, p. 255), 

demographics such as level of education, age, and even gender, since women appear to be more 

likely to develop an affective response and identify with the characters to a story (Laer et al., 

2014), can serve persuaders as a proxy to estimate the potential effect on transportability. 

Additionally, a recipient’s familiarity with the genre (Slater & Rouner, 2002), topic or situational 

cues portrayed in a story increase engagement since it will facilitate its interpretation (Laer et al., 

2014). In the Grammarly commercial (2016), those familiar with a feeling of insecurity and 

desire to cause a good first impression that come from starting a new job will rapidly empathize 

with Lily, adopt her goals and recognize the usefulness of the product, while those unfamiliar 

with what the experience entails, will not develop an emotional attachment to her and thus fail to 

understand how Grammarly saved her day.

Story Attributes

The way in which the quality of a story will increase narrative transportation refers not 

only to aesthetics and the artistry of the storyteller to suggest imagery (Green & Brock, 2002), 

but to the inclusion of identifiable characters, the development of an imaginable plot, and 

verisimilitude (Laer et al., 2014).

Including identifiable characters means providing the recipient a clear indication of who 

the story is about and what their goals and present attitude are (McKee, 2010). The characters do 
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not need even to be human, but “anything that can be given a free will and the capacity to desire, 

take action, and suffer the consequences” (McKee, 2010, p. 137). Perceived physical or 

situational similarity can increase a recipient’s identification with the characters (De Graaf et al., 

2012; Igartua, 2010; Slater & Rouner, 2002), yet it is recognizing their goals and sense of agency 

what will allow the recipient to develop a true emotional connection with them and remain 

invested in the narrative as the recipient vicariously experiences the characters’ joys and 

tribulations (Slater & Rouner, 2002; Laer et al. 2014). Since emotions indicate the status of 

progress toward a goal (Bench & Lench, 2013), without an identifiable goal, there cannot be a 

corresponding emotional response. What transportation entails then is caring for a character’s 

striving to achieve her goals, whether these are compatible with our own goals or not. Characters 

do not even need to be likable, as long as we can understand where they come from (McKee, 

2010).

The plot refers to the sequence of events in the story that lead the characters from one 

state at the beginning of the story to a different one by the ending. For Laer et al. (2014), plot 

induces a state of transportation to the extent that it sparks the creation of mental imagery. This 

proposition would be sufficient for short narratives, but as a narrative grows in length, the 

likelihood that a recipient will remain engaged will diminish, regardless of the richness of the 

story descriptions, unless he can remain emotionally attached to the characters throughout their 

journey. Since emotions fade with time (Bench & Lench, 2013) the solution is to introduce 

conflict, situations that will prevent the characters from achieving their goals. The more affective 

responses this conflict causes, the better, since, as with analytical persuasion, the battle of a 

storyteller is with boredom as an indicator that the current goal stopped being attractive (Bench 
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& Lench, 2013). The valence of the affective responses is important, nonetheless, since a story 

too sad, too scary, or too sugary, may discourage certain audiences. Thus I propose that the 

recipient will remain transported not only by an increased sense of presence resulting from the 

creation of imagery but also by the number of speculative thoughts a recipient generates as a 

response to the developments of the narrative. 

Finally, plot verisimilitude refers to the apparent truthiness of the story. Of course, fiction 

often breaks the rules of what is possible with against-the-odds coincidences, historical 

inaccuracies, or a complete departure from the laws of biology or physics, as it happens in the 

genres of fantasy and science fiction. Not-withstanding these genres, the more cogent, plausible, 

and life-like the events portrayed in a story feel, the more transported a recipient will be (Laer et 

al., 2014). Bruner (1987) proposes two cognitive modes of thinking to explain this apparent 

contradiction: a paradigmatic mode, concerned with explaining general causes using verifiable 

reference in a rigorous system of description, and a narrative mode, concerned with the human-

like intention of a particular experience. Insofar as the recipient will not question the characters’ 

actions and the consequences of these actions as illogical or incongruent with their personality, 

he will forgive inconsistencies of the story with the real world.

The medium

The medium can increase transportation by easing and speeding the creation of mental 

imagery and thus intensifying the illusion of presence within the story world (Biocca, 2002).

For Green and Brock (2002), print narratives are more transporting than motion pictures 

because reading involves the ability to self-pace, and involves a higher cognitive effort and less 

imaginative restrictions than movies with their “concrete, complete, and fast-flowing” (p. 330) 
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images. I argue that if propensity to be transported relies on the recipient’s ability to interpret a 

story (Green & Brock, 2002), and therefore on the readers’ semantic memory and familiarity 

with the story topic (Laer et al., 2014), print narratives cannot be as immersive as motion 

pictures, because these provide much more detailed information than a print narrative can in the 

same amount of time, and thus, introduce a viewer to unfamiliar objects or situations much more 

efficiently and without disrupting the pace of the narrative by calling the attention of the 

recipient to the medium in the way a lengthy description would (Biocca, 2002). Moreover, a 

motion picture can create a greater sense of immediacy and thus provoke a greater emotional 

response through the use of light, music, and dialogue than a printed text can with prose. 

Notwithstanding this, print narratives are a better medium to rely concepts difficult to visualize 

such as the depiction of inner conflict (McKee, 2010).

Crafting the Message

The Transportation-Imagery Model explains how a recipient can become more receptive 

to persuasive messages containing counter-attitudinal arguments by conveying the message in 

the form of an engaging story. Social Cognitive Theory explains how the acquisition of new 

beliefs from narratives occurs, and thus how persuaders can take advantage of the persuasive 

power of narratives to curve intention.

According to this theory, there are two ways to acquire knowledge: through direct 

experience, which involves costly trial-and-error experiences, and through social modeling, 

observing behaviors and the consequences of these behaviors performed by others (Bandura, 

1999 & 2004). Social modeling is a much faster and efficient way to learn because it involves 

“learning from the successes and mistakes of others” (Bandura, 2004, p. 78), saving us time and 
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resources. When the modeling occurs through the use of fictional characters in media, Bandura 

(2001) calls it “symbolic modeling,” an even more efficient way to model behavior because of its 

vast reach and spreadability—the potential of audiences to circulate content within their social 

network (Jenkins, 2013).

Recipients of modeling do not simply mimic the portrayed behaviors, but extract the rules 

governing such behaviors (Bandura, 1999) and compare them to their own perception of reality 

in a process called vicarious verification. From the Grammarly (2016) commercial, we learn that 

Lily avoided embarrassment by using the product to correct her misspells. Vicarious verification 

through symbolic modeling becomes then the principal mechanism for acquisition of knowledge 

that may induce a change of behavior (Bandura, 2001).

It is time now to craft a message using the theoretical principles viewed so far. The 

conditions of our original example, the mother trying to stop her little son’s tantrum, are those of 

a recipient who will not consider any proposition expressed in an overtly persuasive message 

because he is not motivated enough to elaborate on the content. He either cannot relate to his 

mother’s wishes or understand them, perhaps because he is too young, perhaps because of pre-

existing biases, and sees them as an imposed external regulation contrary to his concept of self. 

The mother still needs to understand the components of his attitude and assess the function that 

attitude serves before attempting to change it. The function of his attitude is utilitarian and thus, 

letting the child know of a bigger reward or punishment as a consequence of his behavior will 

render the current function ineffective. An engaging narrative, in which the child is shown via 

symbolic modeling, rather than told, of the possible consequences of engaging in rowdy 

behavior, may do the work: Good children receive Christmas presents. Bad children get coal.
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Our child and mother example can be extrapolated for situations in which biases prevent 

elaboration by diminishing a recipient’s capability to interpret the contents of a message, even 

when the message is highly relevant, and thus an overtly persuasive message will not do. A video 

in an article by Mathis-Lilley (2017) shows a white police officer’s outrageous abuse of authority 

when arresting a young, African American school teacher. As the article suggests, the police 

officer’s behavior may be explained by racism. What can be done to change this attitude?

From the explanation that the officer gives to the teacher to justify his actions, “why are 

so many people afraid of black people? Violent tendencies…It is the black community that’s 

being violent,” we learn the function of his attitude: knowledge. He behaves that way because he 

wrongly believes that African American people are inherently violent and more so than other 

groups. His duty is to protect innocent people from crime; thus, his aggression is justified.

As Social Judgment Theory predicts, because of his bias, which may be part of his 

concept of self as a “protector of the innocent,” the police officer will probably not accept any 

proposition contrary to his beliefs, and thus he will not elaborate on propositions the like of 

“most African American people are law abiding, non-violent citizens and thus should be treated 

with compassion and respect.”

His bias could be reinforced because, as a police officer, he normally deals with violent 

incidents, some of which involve African-American people. He probably sees white people 

committing crimes too, but because he is white, his close network must be probably white too. 

He must see white people under non-violent circumstances much more often than he sees black 

people behaving non-violently. Hence he does not develop a bias toward whites as criminals 
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from direct experience the same way he does for black people. The portrayal of black people as 

predators in media (Vera & Feagin, 2007) can only reinforce his biased attitude.

To change the police officer’s attitude and therefore stop his racist behavior, the 

“knowledge” function of his attitude (i.e. Blacks are inherently violent, I need to protect innocent  

white people from them) needs to be rendered ineffective by introducing ambiguity. In other 

words, he needs to learn of situations in which African American people behave like everyone 

else and how hurtful behavior inspired by racism can be. Because of his strong bias, he may not 

be motivated enough to reflect on new knowledge expressed through overtly persuasive 

messages. That is, no matter how many times he hears that “Black Lives Matter” or his 

supervisors say that he should treat black people with respect, he won’t listen to it, because he 

cannot relate to the message (he has no emotional connection with black people), he cannot 

understand the core of the message (that all people deserve to be treated with respect and 

compassion), and because he sees it as an imposed regulation from “liberals” that do not share 

his knowledge. While the behavior is reprehensible, simply accusing him of being racist and 

calling for punishment may affect his behavioral intention temporarily, but not permanently 

because guilt and punishment work as introjected regulations and do little to internalize proper 

behavior. The police officer needs to learn that his beliefs are wrong so, as the Theory of 

Reasoned Action predicts, the expected consequences of his behavior will change. Because he 

will not elaborate, the new beliefs should be acquired through modeling under conditions of 

narrative transportation to reduce the possibility of counter-arguing. That is, through an engaging 

story that could help him “understand the inner-workings of others and [thus] relate to others 

more successfully.” (Dill-Shackleford, Vinney, Hopper-Losenicky, 2016, p. 640).
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The story should then include identifiable African-American characters, who lead an 

honorable, non-violent life, and have clear goals with which someone with a racist attitude could 

still relate, as he would with a member of his own community, effectively simulating the 

experience of belonging to the same group (Dill-Shackleford et al. 2016). After developing an 

emotional connection with the character’s goals, conflict should arise in the form of someone 

with a racist attitude thwarting the character’s goals who eventually learns of the pain he causes 

and changes his behavior. From modeling that shows that otherness does not imply a threat and 

that a racist attitude causes unnecessary pain, the police officer could then learn how to treat 

people with respect and compassion.

Real life examples of how modeling can influence behavior are the success of soap 

operas such as Ven Comingo, which increased enrollment in adult literacy by 63% and 

Acompañame, which increased visit to family planning clinics by 32% during the time they aired 

in Mexico (Slater, 1999). In the United States, shows like Will & Grace helped change viewers 

the perception of LGBT people (Sobel, 2015).

Conclusions

Several theories have been proposed to explain the mechanisms that lead to persuasion. 

As Slater (1999) proposes, these theories “are complementary and not competing” (p. 335) yet 

their principles do not apply to all circumstances since not all recipients are equally motivated to 

elaborate on the contents of a message. The model considered in this paper parted from an in-

between stages approach to reconcile major theories of persuasion and thus serves as a guide for 

communicators to decide which principles to apply under which circumstances.
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Figure 7: The complete model of transtheoretical persuasion.

Under a state of narrative transportation, narrative persuasion can be more effective in 

inducing change than rhetorical strategies contained in overtly persuasive messages. However, 

not all propositions can easily be transformed into a story, and not all stories will induce a state 

of transportation in all audiences, therefore the importance of knowing when an overtly 

persuasive message that uses an analytical or affective approach, or a combination of both, can 

more efficiently result in compliance.
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Whenever a recipient is highly motivated to elaborate because he finds high personal 

relevance on the matter and can interpret the message as intended, a message crafted with an 

analytical approach may suffice. When a recipient’s motivation to elaborate is low, but the 

likelihood of biased processing is low as well, a message crafted with an affective approach, that 

will lead to persuasion through the use of heuristics, may be necessary and suffice insofar as the 

need for internalized regulations of the advocated behavior is also low. When the likelihood to 

elaborate is low, and the likelihood of biased processing or the need for internalized regulations 

are high, narrative persuasion should be the preferred route.
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