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This research tests the notion that attitudes after a failed attempt to counterargue may be stronger than
attitudes after undirected thinking. Specifically, failed counterarguing may be accompanied by unique
metacognitions that serve to strengthen the attitude. The present research examines this issue by giving
participants a very strong message and instructing them to counterargue or simply think about the
message. Across several experiments, attitudes were as favorable when individuals were trying to
counterargue as when they were simply thinking, indicating that counterarguing failed to instill any extra
resistance. However, attitudes were held with greater certainty following failed counterarguing compared
with following undirected thinking. Furthermore, attitudes following failed counterarguing were more
predictive of subsequent behavioral intentions. The metacognitions that follow failed counterarguing are
addressed.

Currently popular models of persuasion such as the elaboration
likelihood model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Petty & Wege-
ner, 1999) and the heuristic systematic model (HSM; Chaiken,
Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Chen & Chaiken, 1999) recognize that
people can process the same message differently. For example,
some individuals might be relatively undirected in their thinking
and focus on whatever thoughts naturally come to mind. Alterna-
tively, other individuals might be directed in their thinking and
focus their efforts on trying to adopt or refute a message position
(Kruglanski, 1996; Kunda, 1990; Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979).

In the current research, we focus on attitudes that follow from a
failed attempt at counterarguing. We compare these attitudes to
those that result from relatively undirected thinking.1 We hypoth-
esize that in situations where both types of thinking lead to
equivalent levels of agreement with the message, the act of at-
tempting to counterargue, but failing, will have unique conse-
quences for the certainty with which people hold their attitudes.
Furthermore, this difference in certainty is proposed to be a result
of the metacognitions that stem from unsuccessful counterarguing
versus undirected thinking. Before explaining our attitude certainty
hypothesis and delving further into this topic, we review what is
known about counterarguing.

The Effects of Counterarguing on Postmessage Attitudes

Counterarguing is a thought process that can inhibit agreement
with an advocated position. For example, variables that have been

shown to increase counterarguing, such as forewarning of persua-
sive intent (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), inoculation (McGuire, 1964;
McGuire & Papageorgis, 1962), instruction to counterargue (Kil-
leya & Johnson, 1998), reactance (Brehm, 1966, 1972), and high
levels of message repetition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979), have all
been associated with relatively unfavorable attitudes toward an
advocated position. Although less agreement often results from
counterarguing, this does not mean it is an inevitable outcome.
There are often situations in which individuals, despite attempting
to counterargue a message, may lack the ability to do so. For
example, distraction that is present during a message can prevent
people from counterarguing (Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976). Or,
individual differences such as having insufficient knowledge or
experience in defending one’s position can hinder counterarguing
ability, as illustrated in McGuire’s (1964) classic work on cultural
truisms. For nontruism topics, perhaps the most obvious reason a
nondistracted person might fail in counterarguing is that the mes-
sage contains such compelling reasons for the advocated position
that it is very difficult or impossible to find genuine faults in the
arguments. In such situations, attempting to counterargue should
not reduce agreement relative to undirected thinking. Thus, coun-
terarguing is a process that can hinder persuasion, but only if
successful.

Effects of Successful Versus Failed Counterarguing: A
Metacognitive Perspective

The present research applies a metacognitive framework to
understand the consequences of unsuccessful or failed counterar-

1 Individuals can presumably try to refute or resist through other means
such as attitude bolstering (Lydon, Zanna, & Ross, 1988), source deroga-
tion (Pratkanis, Greenwald, Leippe, & Baumgardner, 1988; Zuwerink &
Devine, 1996), and selective avoidance (Frey, 1986; Gilbert, 1993). How-
ever, given the dominance of counterarguing in the resistance literature,
and the popularity of this in people’s naı¨ve theories of resistance (see Jacks
& Cameron, 2003) we focused on this in our initial research.
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guing for the certainty with which people hold their attitudes. By
failed counterarguing, we mean that following a message in re-
sponse to which people attempt to counterargue, attitudes are
significantly more favorable toward the advocated position than
they would have been had the individuals not received the message
(i.e., the counterarguing failed to prevent attitude change). Fur-
thermore, these individuals’ attitudes are no less favorable than
those of people who processed the same message carefully but did
not explicitly attempt to counterargue (i.e., the attempt at counter-
arguing did not inhibit agreement compared with undirected think-
ing).2 By metacognition, we refer to the idea that people can have
thoughts about their thoughts or thought processes (see Jost,
Kruglanski, & Nelson, 1998). Emerging work on metacognition in
persuasion supports the notion that people can reflect on and think
about the thinking they have done in response to a persuasive
message (e.g., Petty, Briñol, & Tormala, 2002). This reflection
about one’ s thoughts can have a unique impact that is separate
from the specific thoughts regarding the message itself. For ex-
ample, recent research on successful counterarguing suggests that
when people succeed at resisting a message (i.e., exhibit no atti-
tude change), they reflect on why their resistance attempt was
successful (Tormala & Petty, 2002). Furthermore, this reflection
has been shown to have implications for individuals’ certainty in
their attitudes. It is important to understand the certainty with
which attitudes are held because certainty contributes to the overall
strength of one’ s attitudes (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). Next, we
review prior work on successful counterarguing and attitude cer-
tainty and discuss the implications failed counterarguing may have
for the certainty with which attitudes are held.

Effects of Successful Counterarguing on Attitude
Certainty

Attitude certainty is defined as a subjective feeling of conviction
or validity in one’ s attitude and/or the extent to which an individ-
ual believes his or her attitude is correct (Festinger, 1950, 1954;
Gross, Holtz, & Miller, 1995). As a key determinant of attitude
strength, increased certainty has been shown to enhance the
attitude–behavior relationship (Fazio & Zanna, 1978), render at-
titudes more resistant to change (e.g., Bassili, 1996; Krosnick &
Abelson, 1992; Swann, Pelham, & Chidester, 1988), and produce
more persistent attitudes (Bassili, 1996).

Tormala and Petty (2002) found that successfully defending an
attitude through counterargumentation led individuals to become
more certain of their initial attitudes. Specifically, in a series of
studies, Tormala and Petty directed participants to generate coun-
terarguments to a message. In one study, for instance, a message
contained a mixture of both strong and weak arguments (so par-
ticipants would be successful in counterarguing it), but participants
were led to believe that the message was strong. Participants who
received the message and successfully counterargued the message
showed attitudes that were no more favorable toward the advocacy
than individuals who did not receive the message, indicating that
counterarguing was successful. However, individuals who suc-
cessfully counterargued the message were more certain of their
initial (unchanged) attitudes than were individuals in the no-
message control group.

Tormala and Petty (2002) suggested that people might become
more confident in their initial attitudes when they recognize they

have successfully counterargued a message perceived to be strong
because they can attribute success to the validity of their attitudes
(e.g., “ I was able to counterargue strong arguments, so my attitude
must be right!” ). However, if they did not attempt to counterargue
the message (the no-message control), certainty is not increased
because there is no successful counterarguing to reflect upon.
Given that individuals reflect on the implications of successful
counterarguing, it seems plausible that individuals might also
reflect on the implications of failed counterarguing.

Effects of Failed Counterarguing on Attitude Certainty

We hypothesize that failed counterarguing may lead to attitudes
held with greater certainty compared with attitudes formed by
processing the same message without intently focusing on finding
faults. Our key hypothesis is that forming or changing one’ s
attitudes, despite a search for fault in a message, may open the
gates to metacognitions that do not accompany comparable atti-
tudes that stem from processing that is not focused on finding
faults. For example, just as metacognitve inferences may accom-
pany successful counterarguing as a means of explaining that
success (e.g., “my initial attitude must be valid” ; Tormala & Petty,
2002), different metacognitive inferences may be associated with
failed counterarguing (e.g., “attitudes consistent with the advo-
cated position must be valid” ). These inferences about one’ s suc-
cess or failure in counterarguing would be less likely to occur
when people do not have a counterarguing goal.

In short, we posit that a failed attempt to find fault may lead to
enhanced certainty in the new (changed) attitude relative to effort-
ful processing of the same message that is not accompanied by an
explicit goal to counterargue. The logic is as follows. For a very
compelling message, regardless of whether people simply at-
tempted to think about the message, or attempted to generate
negative thoughts, they would presumably generate some favor-
able thoughts with regard to the advocacy. In both cases, people
would be aware that there were positive aspects of the advocacy.
However, if an individual engages in an explicit attempt to find
fault in a message, but finds that few or no counterarguments come
to mind, the person can also conclude that they possess few
negative thoughts about the advocacy. That is, individuals can
think to themselves, “Because I tried to generate negative thoughts
and came up with none (or very few), I now am sure that I have
few negative thoughts. Because I have few negative thoughts, I am
confident in my new attitude.” However, an individual who has not
aggressively considered potential faults in a message, but only

2 It is conceptually possible for people who fail to counterargue to have
less favorable attitudes than people who did not try to counterargue if they
make a simple inference that “ the position must be bad if I tried to
counterargue.” Or, people who fail to counterargue might have more
favorable attitudes than people who did not try to counterargue if they
make the inference that “ the position must be very favorable indeed if I
could not generate counterarguments.” However, if these attitude effects
were to occur it would complicate interpretation of attitude strength effects,
because attitudes of different extremity would be compared. Fortunately,
our pilot testing of topics and messages enabled us to hold the amount of
attitude change constant across the directed-negative thinking and undi-
rected thinking groups so that certainty effects could be examined uncon-
founded by extremity.
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considered the thoughts that generally came to mind (i.e., mostly
positive thoughts in the case of a message containing only very
strong arguments), may realize merely that the proposal has ad-
vantages and fail to realize that there are few drawbacks. Thus,
whereas both groups might think, “Wow, I had many positive
thoughts to this message,” only individuals who had tried but
failed to generate negative thoughts would likely have access to
the extra metacognition that “ I really have no negative thoughts
about this message!” We hypothesize that one consequence of the
recognition that the advocacy has many positive features and
possesses few drawbacks should be enhanced certainty in one’ s
message-congruent attitude compared with a focus on the positive
features alone.

Overview of the Present Research

In the present research, we tested whether attitudes resulting
from failed counterarguing differ in the certainty with which they
are held compared with the same attitudes resulting from undi-
rected thinking. Specifically, we directed participants to focus on
either their general thoughts or their negative thoughts to a mes-
sage containing very strong arguments. Because we used very
strong arguments, counterarguing was expected to fail to inhibit
attitude change relative to a group that did not attempt to coun-
terargue. Our primary hypothesis was that although failed coun-
terarguing would lead to attitudes that were equivalent in valence
to those that followed undirected thinking, the former attitudes
would be held with greater certainty. This hypothesis was tested in
multiple experiments using a range of attitude objects.

Furthermore, because one consequence of attitude certainty is
that it has been shown to moderate the attitude–behavior and
attitude–intention relationships (Fazio & Zanna, 1978; Tormala &
Petty, 2002), we examined this consequence in Experiments 1–4.
To the extent that this occurs, it suggests that the certainty we have
produced is consequential. Finally, in Experiment 5, we tested
whether the underlying mechanism for the proposed certainty
effects is participants’ thoughts about the negative thoughts they
possess (i.e., metacognitions about their own negative thoughts).

Experiment 1

In our first experiment, the attitude object consisted of a novel
aspirin product. Because we were interested in differences in
attitude certainty that follow failed counterarguing versus undi-
rected thinking, we developed materials that would lead to com-
parable amounts of attitude change in the two groups. If the groups
differed in the valence or extremity of their attitudes, this would
complicate interpretation of the certainty results, as more extreme
attitudes are typically stronger on a variety of dimensions (see
Petty & Krosnick, 1995). Therefore, our messages included very
compelling arguments that elicited relatively few negative
thoughts, even when participants were asked to generate them. In
addition to the undirected and directed-negative (i.e., counterargu-
ing) conditions, we also included a condition in which participants
were asked to generate positive thoughts (directed-positive). The
inclusion of a directed-positive condition allows us to rule out the
possibility that directed thinking in general may lead to more
certainty. If directed thinking in general does not increase cer-
tainty, but there is something unique about failing to counterargue

a strong message, then we should only observe enhanced certainty
in the directed-negative condition. We also measured behavioral
intentions to examine whether the expected enhanced certainty
affected the correspondence between attitudes and intentions.

Method

Participants

Seventy-seven Ohio State University undergraduates served as partici-
pants in exchange for partial fulfillment of a requirement in their introduc-
tory psychology course. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four
conditions (control, undirected thinking, directed-positive thinking,
directed-negative thinking).

Procedure

On entering the lab, the students were told that they would be partici-
pating in a study on consumer research. Specifically, participants were
informed that they would provide their attitudes and opinions on a product
that was selected at random by the computer. In actuality, all participants
received an advertisement for the same fictitious brand of aspirin,
“Relieve.”

Participants in the control condition provided their attitudes in the
absence of any information about Relieve other than it was a brand of
aspirin. Participants in the three experimental conditions were given a
thinking instruction and were then exposed to an advertisement for the
product. Participants were told to either focus on their thoughts (undirected
thinking), positive thoughts (directed-positive thinking), or negative
thoughts (directed-negative thinking). Participants were told they should
type “NONE” if they did not have thoughts. This was intended to serve as
a subtle reminder of failure to generate thoughts in the undirected thinking
condition, or positive/negative thoughts in the respective directed thinking
conditions.

After the thought instructions, all experimental groups read an adver-
tisement that contained three cogent arguments designed to be difficult to
counterargue. Specifically, in a pilot study,19 participants were presented
with each of the three arguments and asked to list a negative thought or to
type “NONE” if they could not produce one. Across all participants, only
26% of thoughts generated were negative. The remaining 74% were
reported as “NONE,” indicating that participants did not have any natural
negative thoughts. Thus, the arguments were shown to be difficult to
counterargue (see Appendix for arguments).

After participants read the advertisement, each of the three arguments in
favor of the product was repeated, one at a time, on the computer screen.
Participants were instructed, depending on condition, to provide a thought,
positive thought, or negative thought. Participants were also informed that,
in the event they had none of the requested type of thought, to type
“NONE.” Following the thought listing, participants’ attitudes, attitude
certainty, and behavioral intentions were assessed. Participants were then
thanked and debriefed.

Independent Variable

Participants in the experimental groups were directed to focus on
thoughts, positive thoughts, or negative thoughts. Participants in the con-
trol condition did not receive an advertisement or a thought-listing task, as
these participants simply served to establish premessage attitudes. The
instructions for participants in the undirected condition were as follows:

You will be given information about a new aspirin that may be test
marketed in Columbus in the upcoming year.

A common method of gauging consumers’ response to products is
to assess what THOUGHTS people have about using the products.
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Therefore, you will be asked to focus on and list the THOUGHTS you
have about using the aspirin you read about.

Of course, you might not have any THOUGHTS about using the
aspirin you read about. If you do not have any THOUGHTS about the
aspirin you read about, we would like you to type the word NONE in
capital letters.

In the directed-positive condition the word positive was added before
each instance of the word thoughts, whereas in the directed-negative
condition the word negative was added before each instance of the word
thoughts.

Dependent Variables

Thoughts. Two judges, blind to the conditions from which the thoughts
came, coded the thoughts as positive, negative, neutral, or absent (i.e., a
“NONE” response). Interrater agreement across all studies was above 90%,
and disagreements were resolved through discussion. In all studies, we
report the average percentage of each type of thought generated across
participants. That is, we computed the percentage of each type of thought
by first calculating a percentage for each participant and then taking an
average across participants.

Attitude. Attitudes toward Relieve were assessed with four 9-point
semantic differential scales (good–bad, favorable–unfavorable, positive–
negative, and support–oppose). All scales ranged from 1 to 9, with nega-
tive descriptors anchored at 1 and positive descriptors anchored at 9. The
four scales were collapsed to form an aggregate measure of attitudes (� �
.97).

Attitude certainty. Attitude certainty was assessed with a composite of
two items (� � .93). Participants were asked, “How certain are you of your
feelings toward Relieve?” and “How convinced are you of your attitude
toward Relieve?” Both items were completed on 9-point scales, with 1 �
not at all and 9 � extremely.

Behavioral intentions. We informed participants that Columbus was
often used as a test market for products and that Relieve would be available
for trial use in the upcoming months. Participants were asked how likely
they would be to purchase Relieve, try a free sample, and/or purchase
Relieve at a sale price, once it became available in Columbus (� � .74). All
questions were answered on 9-point scales, with 1 � not at all likely and
9 � extremely likely. Behavioral intentions have long been accepted as the
best single predictor of actual behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975, 1981).

Results

Thoughts

Participants in the undirected thinking condition listed very few
negative thoughts (6.7%), some neutral thoughts (10%), and some
“NONE” responses (23.3%) but had primarily positive thoughts
(60%). Participants instructed to generate positive thoughts gen-
erated no negative thoughts (0%), gave some neutral thoughts
(3.5%) and “NONE” responses (24.6%), and also listed primarily
positive thoughts (71.9%). Participants instructed to generate neg-
ative thoughts tended to generate more negative thoughts (18.5%)
on average than those instructed to generate thoughts, t(36) �
1.97, p � .06, or positive thoughts, t(35) � 3.00, p � .005.
However, individuals instructed to generate negative thoughts
primarily gave “NONE” responses (75.9%), with no positive
thoughts (0%) and some neutral thoughts (5.6%).

Attitudes

There was a significant effect of condition on attitudes, F(3,
73) � 18.78, p � .01. Relative to the control group (M � 5.09,

SD � 1.38), participants who received the advertisement for the
product had more favorable attitudes toward the product, whether
their thinking was undirected (M � 7.68, SD � 1.16), t(38) �
6.42, p � .01; directed toward generating negative thoughts (M �
7.67, SD � 1.14), t(36) � 6.25, p � .01; or directed toward
generating positive thoughts (M � 7.28, SD � 1.37), t(37) � 4.97,
p � .01. An omnibus analysis of variance revealed that attitudes in
the treatment conditions did not differ from one another, F(2,
54) � .65, p � .53.

Attitude Certainty

There was a significant effect of treatment on attitude certainty,
F(2, 54) � 4.51, p � .02. Individuals instructed to generate
negative thoughts (M � 7.64, SD � 1.20) were more certain of
their attitudes than individuals who attempted to generate either
thoughts (M � 6.72, SD � 1.20), t(36) � 2.35, p � .02, or positive
thoughts (M � 6.50, SD � 1.26), t(35) � 2.82, p � .01. Individ-
uals instructed to generate thoughts and positive thoughts showed
equivalent certainty, t(37) � 0.57, p � .57.3

Behavioral Intentions

There were no differences in behavioral intentions between the
undirected (M � 7.28, SD � 1.31), directed-positive (M � 6.23,
SD � 2.23), and directed-negative (M � 7.20, SD � 1.58) groups,
F(2, 54) � 2.17, p � .12. However, congruent with our hypothesis,
the new attitudes of participants were more predictive of behav-
ioral intentions in the directed-negative condition (r � .80) than in
the undirected (r � .39, z � 1.94, p � .05, one-tailed) or directed-
positive condition (r � .31, z � 2.16, p � .05, one-tailed).4

Correlations in the latter two groups did not differ (z � .26, p �
.40, one-tailed).

Discussion

Experiment 1 examined the impact of directed-negative thinking
versus undirected and directed-positive thinking. The attempted
counterarguing failed in the directed-negative condition, as these
individuals were more favorable toward the advocacy than indi-
viduals who were not exposed to the message, and they showed
favorable attitudes that were equivalent to those who were exposed
to the message but were not directed to counterargue. Thus, on the
basis of the attitude measure alone, it would appear that new
attitudes formed as a result of directed-negative, directed-positive,
or undirected thinking were functionally equivalent. However,

3 The control group is not included in the attitude certainty analyses
because the experimental and control groups had attitudes differing in
extremity. This analysis is focused on attitude certainty of similar attitudes,
and therefore certainty in the control group (M � 4.33, SD � 2.36) is not
pertinent. Nevertheless, it is not surprising that individuals who received
information about the product were more certain of their attitudes toward
that product than those who were unfamiliar with the product (i.e., control
participants).

4 All attitude–behavior tests were conducted using one-tailed tests be-
cause stronger attitudes are universally theorized to be more predictive of
behavior and behavioral intentions (for a review, see Krosnick & Petty,
1995). That is, one-tailed tests were theoretically driven and increased
power in each individual study.
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inspection of the certainty with which people held these equivalent
attitudes yielded significant differences. Individuals were more
confident of their attitudes when they had been directed to find
fault in the message than when they were directed to find merit or
were undirected in their thinking. The inclusion of the directed-
positive conditions also suggests that it is not directed thinking per
se that enhances attitude certainty, but rather that it was specifi-
cally focusing on finding fault in the message (and finding none)
that increased certainty in one’ s new attitude.

Furthermore, the differences in attitude certainty were conse-
quential. Specifically, the difference in certainty manifested itself
in differences in the predictive utility of the new attitudes. That is,
more confidently held attitudes were more predictive of behavioral
intentions, consistent with prior work on attitude certainty (Fazio
& Zanna, 1978). These results give initial support to the idea that
although failed counterarguing can lead to attitudes that are equiv-
alent on the surface, failed counterarguing can have effects on the
strength properties of the new attitudes.

Experiment 2

Experiment 2 was designed to explore a possible explanation for
our results based on reactance theory. Reactance theory (Brehm,
1966, 1972) suggests that when an individual feels his or her
personal freedom is threatened, he or she acts in a manner to
restore that freedom. In the present research, telling participants to
list negative thoughts and nothing else is essentially limiting their
freedom by providing them with a narrow set of options. To the
extent that participants felt that their personal freedom was com-
promised by the directed-thought technique, participants may have
been placed in a state of reactance. As a consequence of invoked
reactance, individuals might actually adopt the goal of accepting
the message. Although no research has tested the impact of reac-
tance on attitude certainty, it is possible that expressing more
conviction about one’ s attitude is one means of saying “you want
me to reject the message, but instead I will be extra confident that
the position you want me to reject is right!” If so, reactance might
have accounted for the results of our initial study. Although
participants in the directed-positive condition also had their op-
tions narrowed, if requesting favorability produced reactance, it
would presumably have made people want to reject the message or
express less certainty in the position advocated. Thus, reactance
provides a viable alternative for the effects we observed only in the
directed-negative thoughts condition.

On the other hand, reactance might not have been invoked in our
directed-negative thinking participants because although we re-
quested negative thoughts, we allowed the option of listing
“NONE” if no negative thoughts could be generated. We can test
the viability of the reactance explanation by requiring participants
to list negative thoughts without providing the explicit option of
listing “NONE.” By requiring participants to list negative thoughts
and not giving them the option to write “NONE,” we would clearly
be encroaching on their personal freedom. If reactance is respon-
sible for the increased certainty we observed in the failed coun-
terarguing conditions, then it should be equally prominent, if not
more pronounced, when people are required to list counterargu-
ments. However, if requiring participants to list negative thoughts
leads to less attitude change and less certainty, the reactance
hypothesis can be dismissed. Thus, in Experiment 2, in addition to

the directed-negative manipulation used in Experiment 1, we in-
cluded a condition in which participants were required to generate
counterarguments.

Method

Participants

One hundred four Ohio State University undergraduates served as par-
ticipants in return for partial fulfillment of a requirement in an introductory
psychology course. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four
conditions (control, undirected thinking, directed-negative thinking,
required-negative thinking).

Procedure

The procedure was identical to that of Experiment 1, with two excep-
tions. First, having demonstrated that it is not directed thinking per se that
increases certainty, we did not include a directed-positive condition. Sec-
ond, an additional condition was added in which participants were required
to list negative thoughts. This condition was identical to the directed-
negative condition except participants were not told that they could type
“NONE” if they had no negative thoughts. In addition to not giving
participants an option to fail, the computer program was set so that there
was no way participants could advance the screen without typing a re-
sponse. As in the previous experiments, participants were asked to report
their attitudes (� � .96), attitude certainty (� � .86), and behavioral
intentions (� � .75).

Results

Thoughts

Participants simply instructed to generate thoughts again had
relatively few negative thoughts (12.8%) and primarily positive
thoughts (53.9%), but they also gave some neutral (5.1%) and
“NONE” (28.2%) responses. Participants instructed to generate
negative thoughts but allowed to list “NONE” tended to generate
slightly more negative thoughts (19%) than individuals in the
thought condition, though this difference was not significant,
t(50) � 0.79, p � .43. Individuals allowed to type “NONE” mostly
gave “NONE” responses (81%). However, when participants were
required to list negative thoughts, they complied (83.3%), with
only a few thoughts being neutral (16.7%). Many of the negative
thoughts in this condition consisted of resistance strategies asso-
ciated with source derogation (“Did the aspirin company pay the
AMA for this rating?” ), skepticism (“Does it really work in min-
utes?” ), and attitude bolstering (“Maybe other aspirins are better
for other things.” ). Thus, when truly forced to attack the message,
participants began to implement strategies beyond pure counterar-
guing, presumably because the arguments were developed to min-
imize individuals’ ability to argue against them.

Attitudes

There was a significant effect of condition on attitudes, F(3,
100) � 17.86, p � .001. Compared with the control group (M �
5.29, SD � 1.16), participants who received the advertisement for
the product had more favorable attitudes toward the product
whether they attempted to generate thoughts (M � 7.13, SD �
1.47), t(50) � 5.01, p � .01, attempted to generate negative
thoughts (M � 7.82, SD � 1.48), t(50) � 6.84, p � .01, or were
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required to generate negative thoughts (M � 6.24, SD � 1.14),
t(50) � 2.96, p � .01. However, the attitudes of participants
required to generate negative thoughts differed significantly from
the attitudes of those instructed to generate thoughts, t(50) � 2.45,
p � .02, or negative thoughts, t(50) � 4.31, p � .01, but the latter
two groups did not differ from one another, t(50) � 1.67, p � .10.

Attitude Certainty

As in Experiment 1, our interest in attitude certainty focuses on
the two conditions in which attitudes were equivalent and most
favorable toward the advocacy, namely when participants were
undirected in their thinking or directed to generate negative
thoughts but given a chance to fail. There was a significant effect
of treatment on attitude certainty, t(50) � 3.35, p � .01. Repli-
cating the findings of Experiment 1, participants who attempted to
generate negative thoughts (M � 7.33, SD � .85) were more
certain of their attitudes than individuals who simply attempted to
generate thoughts (M � 6.17, SD � 1.54).5

Behavioral Intentions

As in Experiment 1, there was no difference in mean behavioral
intentions of participants in the undirected (M � 6.81, SD � 2.21)
and directed-negative (M � 7.45, SD � 1.69) conditions, t(50) �
1.18, p � .25. However, participants tended to show stronger
attitude–behavioral intention correlations when they had failed to
generate negative thoughts (r � .74) than when they attempted to
generate thoughts (r � .46; z � 1.53; p � .06, one-tailed).

Discussion

Experiment 2 replicates and extends the findings of our previous
study. As in Experiment 1, directing people to focus on their
negative thoughts toward a message resulted in attitude change
equivalent to that seen in participants directed to simply think
about the message. A different pattern was obtained when people
were required to list negative thoughts. Although these individuals
still showed more favorability toward the advocacy than people
who did not receive a message, they were significantly less favor-
able than the other treatment groups. Furthermore, they had more
negative thoughts than individuals given the option to fail.

Although the forced negative thoughts group was generally
successful in accomplishing the task (i.e., they generated the
requested negative thoughts), they still changed their attitudes,
though not to the same extent as individuals who had the option of
failing to counterargue. Of greatest interest, the pattern of results
obtained renders the reactance interpretation of our certainty find-
ings unlikely. That is, when participants were required to list
negative thoughts and not given an explicit option to fail, they
listed significantly more negative thoughts. If requiring negative
thoughts induces reactance, this group should have shown the most
favorable attitudes and/or the most certainty, but it did not.

Replicating the findings of the first two experiments, when
attitudes were formed as a result of a failed directed-negative
thinking attempt, participants exhibited more certainty in their new
attitudes. As in Experiment 1, this certainty had implications for
the attitude–behavior relationship. Thus, our initial experiments
demonstrate that attempted counterarguing that is unsuccessful can

produce new attitudes that are stronger than the same new attitudes
that stem from undirected thinking about the identical message.

Experiment 3

Although the previous studies clearly demonstrate that directed-
negative thinking produced stronger attitudes relative to undirected
thinking, the generalizability of this finding remains unclear. Per-
haps most important, the previous experiments used a single topic,
toward which participants were generally neutral. It remains to be
seen whether the same effect would hold for a counterattitudinal
topic toward which attitudes are initially negative. It could be, for
instance, that a counterattitudinal topic would invariably lead to
less agreement when individuals are instructed to generate nega-
tive thoughts, as in the required thought condition in Experiment 2.
In addition, the aspirin topic we used is not one of particular
relevance or importance to our participants. Thus, we wanted to
see whether the effects would hold for issues that people felt were
personally relevant and involving (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979).

To address these issues, Experiment 3 used a counterattitudinal
attitude topic (implementation of senior comprehensive exams), to
examine whether our findings generalize to a new topic and one
counterattitudinal in nature. Personal relevance of the issue was
also varied to examine whether the effects are confined to issues of
low relevance or importance.

In Experiment 3 we also assessed elaboration, or amount of
thinking. Past research has demonstrated that higher elaboration is
associated with stronger attitudes (see Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith,
1995). Thus, it could be that directed-negative thinking may entail
more effort in general. To test this possibility, we included mea-
sures to assess the amount of thinking participants reported doing
in the various conditions.

Finally, there are also some methodological questions about the
generalizability of the effect. Specifically, in the previous studies,
participants were specifically asked to type the word none if they
did not have negative thoughts. Although we do not believe this is
key to obtaining our effect, it is possible that explicitly having
participants type “NONE” makes the fact that they do not have
negative thoughts more salient than it naturally would be. Al-
though the effect would still be of conceptual interest if this were
the case, the effect would be less likely to occur in the real world
if this methodological detail were required for the effect to emerge.
We addressed this issue by allowing and telling participants they
could skip the thought listing if they did not have a negative
thought to type. Thus, we still made it clear that they did not have
to type a negative thought, to avoid making the task forced, but we
no longer asked them explicitly to type the word none. This change
was implemented in all of the remaining experiments.

5 We did not compare the negative forced group with either of these
groups because this group did not exhibit equivalent attitudes (i.e., they
were significantly less favorable to the advocacy). Thus, their certainty
refers to a different attitude. Nevertheless, these individuals were not very
confident of their new attitude (M � 5.33, SD � 1.56). This likely
stemmed from their lack of confidence in the counterarguments that they
were required to generate (Petty et al., 2002). In fact, these individuals
were no more certain than individuals who received no message (M �
5.00, SD � 2.13).

224 RUCKER AND PETTY



Method

Participants

One hundred six Ohio State University undergraduates served as partic-
ipants in return for partial fulfillment of a requirement in an introductory
psychology course. Participants were assigned randomly to the conditions
of a 2 (issue relevance: low, high) � 3 (instruction set: control, undirected
thinking, directed-negative thinking) between-subjects factorial design.

Procedure

Participants were informed that they would provide their attitudes and
opinions on a campus issue. All participants then received information
about a proposal to implement senior comprehensive exams at the Ohio
State University. In essence, participants were told that a policy of senior
comprehensive exams would require seniors to take and pass an exam in
their major area before they could graduate. After receiving the information
about the exams, participants in the experimental groups were told they
would be receiving the message arguments and were instructed to focus on
either their thoughts or their negative thoughts, and then were given a very
strong message in favor of instituting the exams (see Appendix). Partici-
pants in the control group received no additional information about the
exams. All participants then completed measures to assess their attitudes,
attitude certainty, and behavioral intentions. We also included items to
measure elaboration and the perceived relevance of the issue.

Independent Variables

Relevance. In the low-relevance conditions, participants were told that
the senior comprehensive exam policy was proposed to be implemented in
10 years. In the high-relevance conditions, participants were told that the
senior comprehensive exam policy was proposed to be implemented in 2
years. This manipulation has been used in numerous prior studies (e.g.,
Petty & Cacioppo, 1979; for a review, see Petty, Cacioppo, & Haugtvedt,
1992).

Instruction set. Participants were told to focus on and list either
thoughts or negative thoughts toward the senior comprehensive exam
policy. However, rather than having participants explicitly type “NONE” if
they had no thoughts as in previous studies, participants were simply told
they could skip the thought listing if they did not have the requested
thoughts.

Dependent Variables

Thoughts. As in the previous studies, thoughts were coded as positive,
negative, neutral, or absent with respect to the advocated position.

Attitude. Attitudes toward senior comprehensive exams consisted of an
aggregate measure that used the same attitude items as in the previous
experiments (� � .98).

Attitude certainty. Attitude certainty was assessed by asking partici-
pants, “How certain are you of your attitude toward senior comprehensive
exams?”6 and “How convinced are you of your attitude toward senior
comprehensive exams?” Both items were completed on 9-point scales, with
1 � not at all and 9 � extremely, and combined to form a single index
(� � .73).

Behavioral intentions. Participants were informed that the senior com-
prehensive exam policy would soon be put to a vote and were asked how
they would vote and how they would tell their friends to vote. Both
questions were answered on 9-point scales where 1 � “Definitely vote
against” and 9 � “Definitely vote in favor.” and were aggregated to form
a single index (� � .97).

Elaboration. To assess elaboration, participants were asked how much
they thought about the message, how much attention they gave to the
message, and how deeply they thought about the message. These items and

variants of these items have been found to be sensitive to elaboration in
past research (e.g., Tormala, Petty, & Briñol, 2002). Each item was
assessed on a 9-point scale and the items were aggregated to form a
composite measure (� � .86).

Relevance. Relevance was assessed by asking participants, “How per-
sonally involved did you feel with the topic you read about?” Participants
responded on a 9-point scale anchored at 1 � not at all, 9 � very much.

Results

Relevance

There was a main effect of the relevance manipulation such that
participants reported the exams as more relevant to them in the
high-relevance condition (M � 7.27, SD � 2.17) compared with
the low-relevance condition (M � 5.29, SD � 2.41), t(104) �
4.39, p � .01.

Elaboration

There were no main effects or interactions for elaboration (all
ps � .26). In fact, individuals reported high levels of elaboration
regardless of whether they were in the low-relevance (M � 7.21,
SD � 1.54) or high-relevance (M � 7.02, SD � 1.46) condition.
Likewise, individuals reported relatively high levels of elaboration
regardless of whether they were undirected in their thinking (M �
6.94, SD � 1.68) or directed to generate negative thoughts (M �
7.30, SD � 1.30). In prior work where a manipulation of relevance
affected the extent of elaboration (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1979),
no instructions were given to participants about generating
thoughts. In contrast, in the current research, it was desirable for all
participants to engage in the same level of elaboration and to vary
perceived personal relevance independent of the extent of thinking.
Instructing the participants to generate thoughts (or negative
thoughts) accomplished this comparable level of thinking across
all groups.

Thoughts

Table 1 shows the average of participants’ thoughts as a func-
tion of condition. As in the previous studies, participants’ predom-
inant thoughts were positive in the undirected thinking conditions,
whereas participants’ dominant response was a nonresponse in the
directed negative conditions. Overall, participants had more neg-
ative thoughts when the message was of high versus low relevance,
t(66) � 3.73, p � .01. However, within each level of relevance, the
number of negative thoughts did not significantly differ from one
another as a function of the thought instruction set ( ps � .28).

Attitudes

There was a main effect of relevance on attitudes such that
individuals were more negative toward the comprehensive exam
proposal when it was high in relevance (M � 4.31, SD � 2.16)
compared with when it was of low relevance (M � 5.69, SD �
2.10), F(1, 100) � 8.36, p � .01. There was also a significant main

6 In the prior studies, this measure had asked how certain participants
were of their feelings toward the attitude object, but we replaced feelings
with attitude to more directly tap the variable of interest.
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effect of instruction set, F(2, 100) � 9.93, p � .01, such that
relative to the control groups (M � 3.72, SD � 2.23) individuals
who received a message had more favorable attitudes, whether
they attempted to generate thoughts (M � 5.76, SD � 1.85), or
negative thoughts (M � 5.87, SD � 2.64). Means for specific cells
are displayed in Table 1. There was no interaction between rele-
vance and instruction set, F(2, 100) � 0.06, p � .95. Thus,
although individuals in the high-relevance conditions were more
opposed to the exams overall, the effect of attempted counterar-
guing was similar in high- and low-relevance conditions in that the
attempted counterarguing group showed the same extent of favor-
ability toward the issue (relative to the control condition) as the
instructed thought group.

Attitude Certainty

As in our prior experiments, our interest in attitude certainty
focuses on the conditions in which attitudes were equivalently
favorable toward the issue, namely, when participants attempted to
generate thoughts or attempted to generate negative thoughts in
response to a message. There was a single main effect such that
individuals were more certain of their attitudes when they had been
directed to consider their negative thoughts toward the message
(M � 7.29, SD � 1.27) than when they were undirected in their
thinking (M � 6.18, SD �1.51), F(1, 64) � 11.23, p � .01. There
was no main effect for relevance, F(1, 64) � 1.73, p � .19, nor
was there any interaction between instruction set and relevance,
F(1, 64) � 0.50, p � .48, indicating that the difference in certainty
was unaffected by level of personal relevance.7

Behavioral Intentions

There was a main effect only on behavioral intentions such that
individuals had more positive intentions in the low-relevance
condition than in the high-relevance condition, F(1, 64) � 5.61,
p � .02. More importantly, as in previous experiments, partici-
pants showed stronger attitude–intention correlations when they
tried but failed to generate negative thoughts (r � .87) than when
they attempted to generate thoughts (r � .72; z � 1.66; p � .05,
one-tailed).

Discussion

Experiment 3 makes multiple contributions to the understanding
of failed counterarguing compared with undirected thinking. First,

we replicated our basic findings for a new message topic, senior
comprehensive exams, that was counterattitudinal to participants,
especially in the high relevance version. Thus, our results can be
generalized beyond neutral topics, beyond uninvolving topics, and
beyond the consumer domain.

Increasing personal relevance influenced the number of negative
thoughts generated, and individuals in the high-relevance condi-
tion were less favorable toward the proposal than were individuals
in the low-relevance conditions. However, it was still the case that
less than half of their thoughts regarding the message were nega-
tive, and the message was still strong enough to produce more
favorable attitudes than the no-message control. Furthermore, at-
titudes were held with greater certainty when participants had been
explicitly instructed to generate negative thoughts than when they
processed the same high-relevance message and showed the same
amount of attitude change under mere thought instructions. Thus,
our results suggest that relevance per se does not moderate the
effect, at least in a situation in which the message arguments are
very strong and the message is not so counterattitudinal or impor-
tant that people will use any means (e.g., source derogation,
emotional reactions) to reject it (e.g., Zuwerink & Devine, 1996).
Furthermore, elaboration did not differ as a function of condition,
suggesting that the enhanced certainty effects are not the result of
differential elaboration.

This study also ruled out the possibility that our effects require
participants be given the option of recording “NONE” when they
had no negative thoughts. To examine this, we modified the
procedure so that participants only had to skip listing a thought,
and the earlier results were replicated. Thus, this methodological
procedure is not responsible for our effects.

Experiments 1–3 demonstrate not only that counterarguing can
lead to enhanced certainty relative to undirected thinking, but also
that this increased certainty has implications for predicting behav-
ioral intentions. Furthermore, there is evidence that the observed
increase in the attitude–behavioral intention correlations as a func-
tion of our manipulation is due, at least in part, to the differences

7 The certainty effect held for each relevance condition even when the
data were not collapsed. When relevance was high, individuals were more
certain in the directed-negative condition (M � 7.17, SD �1.48) compared
with the undirected condition (M � 5.79, SD �1.24), t(27) � 2.71, p �
.01. Likewise, when relevance was low, individuals were more certain in
the directed-negative condition (M � 7.38 SD �1.11) compared with the
undirected condition (M � 6.47, SD �1.65), t(37) � 2.01, p � .05.

Table 1
Percentage of Thoughts and Means (SDs) for Attitudes, Certainty, and Behavioral Intentions as a Function of Relevance and
Instructional Set in Experiment 3

Relevance and instructional set

Thoughts (%) Rating scales

Neutral Positive Negative None Attitudes Certainty Intentions

Low relevance
Undirected (n � 19) 10.5 63.2 7.9 18.4 6.30 (1.75) 6.47 (1.65) 5.97 (2.04)
Directed-negative (n � 20) 2.5 0.0 15.0 82.5 6.48 (2.54) 7.38 (1.11) 5.95 (2.79)

High relevance
Undirected (n � 14) 0.0 46.4 25.0 28.6 5.02 (1.79) 5.79 (1.24) 5.00 (1.61)
Directed-negative (n � 15) 6.7 0.0 40.0 53.3 5.07 (2.63) 7.17 (1.48) 4.20 (2.60)
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in certainty. Specifically, collapsing across Experiments 1–3 for
maximum power, there was a direct effect of our manipulation on
certainty. Despite the fact that, across all three studies, individuals
instructed to generate negative thoughts had attitudes comparable
to those instructed to generate thoughts, t(156) � 0.71, p � .48,
individuals instructed to generate negative thoughts were more
certain of their attitudes (M � 7.38, SD � 1.12) than were
individuals instructed to generate thoughts (M � 6.32, SD � 1.45),
t(156) � 5.15, p � .01. Furthermore, the average attitude–
behavioral intention correlation was greater in the directed nega-
tive thought condition (r � .87, p � .01) than in the undirected
thinking condition (r � .65, p � .01; z � 3.42, p � .01,
one-tailed).

To examine whether the enhanced certainty contributed to the
observed increases in attitude–behavior consistency, we con-
ducted a series of regression analyses. In the first regression
analysis, we examined the joint impact of attitudes and our ma-
nipulation in predicting behavioral intentions. To examine this, we
dummy coded our instruction manipulation as 0 (instructed to
generate thoughts) or 1 (instructed to generate negative thoughts).
Attitudes and the instruction manipulation were entered in the first
step of the regression analyses, and the interaction term was
entered in the second step. Replicating the simple correlation
analysis reported earlier, both attitudes (� � .78, p � .01) and the
Attitude � Instruction Set interaction (� � .39, p � .04) predicted
behavioral intentions. Specifically, attitudes were more predictive
of behavioral intentions when individuals had been instructed to
generate negative thoughts versus thoughts.

Next, we examined whether attitude certainty moderated the
attitude–behavioral intention relationship (as found by Fazio &
Zanna, 1978). To examine this, we entered attitudes and certainty
in the first step of a hierarchical regression, and entered their
interaction in the second step. The results of this analysis revealed
that both attitudes (� � 0.78, p � .01) and the Attitude �
Certainty interaction (� � 1.01, p � .01) predicted behavioral
intentions. Specifically, attitudes became more predictive of be-
havioral intentions as certainty increased. Finally, in the third step
of the hierarchical regression analysis we entered the Attitude �
Instruction Set interaction and found that it no longer explained
any additional variance (� � .23, p � .28). In essence, once the
Attitude � Certainty interaction was controlled for, the Attitude �
Message Instruction interaction became nonsignificant, suggesting
that the increased certainty contributed to the observed increase in
attitude–behavioral intention correspondence in the directed-
negative condition.

Experiment 4

Although the results of the previous experiments provide evi-
dence that the increased certainty stemming from failed counter-
arguing has consequences for predicting behavior, it also raises an
interesting question. Would the observed increase in the attitude–
behavioral intention correspondence occur if certainty was not
measured? That is, it is possible that by measuring certainty we
were alerting participants to the fact that they were more certain,
and thus they felt inclined to act in accordance with their attitudes.
If measuring certainty is necessary to produce more consequential
attitudes, the effects may have reduced utility in the real world. On
the other hand, if attitudes become stronger after failed counter-

arguing (i.e., more predictive of intentions) even if certainty is not
measured, it suggests that the strength consequences flow more
naturally from failed counterarguing and thus have greater impor-
tance in natural situations. To address this issue, in Experiment 4
we examined the impact of thought instruction on the correspon-
dence between attitudes and intentions without measuring
certainty.

In the prior experiments, we used either a novel brand of
aspirin—one about which people had to form an initial attitude, or
a relatively unfamiliar issue—the institution of senior comprehen-
sive exams. It could be that the effects are confined to situations of
attitude formation. Thus, it seemed important to examine these
effects for an issue for which people held prior attitudes. To
address this issue, Experiment 4 used a known consumer product,
recognized by over 92% of participants in pilot testing: Cheer
laundry detergent. The use of a well-known consumer product
would demonstrate that the consequences of our effect hold even
for a domain in which participants have some prior knowledge and
a prior attitude. Furthermore, we used actual advertising content
adapted from Cheer’ s products and Web site,8 which allowed us to
convincingly demonstrate that individuals can encounter strong
messages in real life that elicit few negative thoughts, even when
they are told explicitly to try to generate them.

Method

Participants

One hundred twenty-three Ohio State University undergraduates served
as participants in return for extra credit in an introductory marketing
course. Participants were randomly assigned to control, undirected think-
ing, or directed-negative thinking conditions.

Procedure

Participants in the experimental conditions were given an advertisement
for Cheer laundry detergent, based on arguments used on Cheer’ s Web site
and advertising campaigns. Participants were instructed to list either
thoughts or negative thoughts. As in Experiment 3, participants were told
they could skip the item and did not have to type “NONE.” Control
participants were simply asked to provide their attitude toward Cheer
without receiving any message. Finally, to examine whether the conse-
quences of failed counterarguing on prediction of behavioral intentions
were independent of assessing certainty, certainty was not measured in this
study.

Dependent Variables

Thoughts. Thoughts were coded as positive, negative, neutral, or ab-
sent with respect to Cheer.

Attitude. Attitudes toward Cheer were assessed with the same attitude
items used in the previous experiments (� � .98).

Behavioral intentions. To assess behavioral intentions, participants
were asked “Will you use Cheer?” and “Will you purchase Cheer?” Both
questions were answered on 9-point scales on which 1 � definitely will not
and 9 � definitely will, and were aggregated to form a measure of
behavioral intent (� � .98).

8 Contact Derek D. Rucker for the arguments used in Experiments 4
and 5.
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Results

Thoughts

On average, participants instructed to generate negative
thoughts generated no positive thoughts (0.0%), some negative
thoughts (13.5%), and a few neutral thoughts (4.0%), but mostly
gave no response (82.5%). Participants in the uninstructed thinking
condition had relatively few negative thoughts (5.7%) and primar-
ily positive thoughts (52%), with some neutral (23.6%) and some
nonresponses (18.7%). The amount of negative thoughts did not
differ significantly as a function of condition, t(81) � 1.65, p �
.10.

Attitudes

There was a significant effect of condition on attitudes, F(2,
120) � 9.29, p � .01. Compared with the control group (M �
5.86, SD � 1.79), participants who received the advertisement for
the product had more favorable attitudes toward the product
whether they were undirected in their thinking (M � 7.23, SD �
1.09), t(79) � 4.15, p � .01, or directed to generate negative
thoughts (M � 7.07, SD � 1.70), t(80) � 3.13, p � .01. As in prior
studies, the attitudes of participants instructed to generate negative
thoughts did not differ significantly from the attitudes of those
instructed to generate thoughts, t(81) � 0.49, p � .63.

Behavioral Intentions

Even though certainty was not measured, participants exhibited
stronger attitude–behavioral intention correlations when they had
attempted to generate negative thoughts (r � .84) than when they
attempted to generate thoughts (r � .60; z � 2.28; p � .01,
one-tailed). There was no difference in mean behavioral intentions
of participants in the undirected (M � 6.61, SD � 1.88) and
directed-negative (M � 5.95, SD � 2.27) conditions, t(81) � 1.45,
p � .16.

Discussion

Experiment 4 demonstrated that individuals whose attitudes
changed (relative to a control group) after a failure to generate
negative thoughts showed signs of attitude strength that were
greater than individuals who changed to the same degree after
undirected thinking. More specifically, these individuals showed
greater attitude–behavioral intention consistency, even though cer-
tainty was neither mentioned nor measured. This study also sug-
gests that enhanced attitude strength after the consideration of the
faults in a message can occur for arguments that are found in the
real world, and for attitude objects with which people have prior
familiarity.

Experiment 5

Having clearly established that failing to counterargue can lead
to more certain attitudes that are consequently more predictive of
behavioral intentions, in Experiment 5 we focused on understand-
ing the mechanism behind the enhanced attitude certainty effect.
Although Experiment 1 ruled out directed thinking per se as a
general contributor to attitude certainty (because directed positive

thinking failed to enhance certainty), Experiment 2 ruled out
reactance as a contributor (because required negative thinking
failed to enhance certainty), and Experiment 3 demonstrated that
self-reported elaboration is constant across thought instructions, it
remains to be demonstrated what is responsible for the effects.
That is, why does considering one’ s negative thoughts lead to
greater attitude certainty than undirected thinking? We hypothe-
sized earlier that the mechanism has to do with individuals’ meta-
cognitions about the number of negative thoughts they have re-
garding the topic, with participants perceiving themselves to have
fewer negative thoughts when they actually attempted to generate
negative thoughts than when they were undirected in their think-
ing. Other mechanisms may be possible, however.

One salient possibility derives from the subjective ease of gen-
erating various types of thoughts. For example, past research has
shown that individuals hold their attitudes with greater certainty
when they perceive it was easy to generate thoughts in favor of
their attitudes and difficult to generate thoughts against their
attitudes (e.g., Haddock, Rothman, Reber, & Schwarz, 1998; Had-
dock, Rothman, & Schwarz, 1996; Schwarz et al., 1991). In one
relevant study, Haddock, Rothman, and Schwarz (1996) instructed
participants to generate either three or seven favorable or unfavor-
able thoughts in response to a position they supported. When
instructed to generate favorable thoughts, participants were more
certain of their attitudes when asked to generate three versus seven
favorable thoughts. However, when instructed to generate thoughts
against their attitudes, participants were more certain of their
attitudes when asked to generate seven versus three unfavorable
thoughts. These findings can be explained by the perceived ease or
difficulty associated with the task. On the one hand, generating
three favorable thoughts is easier than generating seven, and this
ease may translate into enhanced certainty in an individual’ s
attitude (i.e., “ It was easy to generate thoughts in favor of my
attitude, so my attitude must be right!” ). On the other hand,
generating seven unfavorable thoughts is more difficult than gen-
erating three, and this difficulty can translate into greater certainty
that an individual’ s initial attitude is correct (i.e., “ It was difficult
to generate thoughts against my attitude, so it must be right!” ).
These effects might further be explained by the fact that people
would be more confident in their thoughts in favor of their atti-
tudes when they were easy, rather than difficult, to generate, and
less confident in their thoughts against their attitudes when they
were difficult, rather than easy, to generate (Tormala et al., 2002).

Subjective ease might explain the results of the present research
in the following manner. Individuals in the instructed negative
thoughts condition might perceive that generating negative
thoughts is more difficult than individuals who did not make a
deliberate attempt to generate negative thoughts (i.e., individuals
who were undirected in their thinking). Such individuals might
reason that if it is so difficult to generate negative thoughts against
the advocacy, then their thoughts against the advocacy must not be
very good and/or the advocacy must be very good. Thus, they can
be certain in their new attitudes that are consistent with the
advocacy. Another alternative is that individuals who attempt to
generate negative thoughts might actually infer that generating
positive thoughts is easy. That is, even though they may not have
put as much effort into generating positive thoughts, the experi-
enced difficulty of generating negative thoughts could potentially
lead them to infer that generating positive thoughts would be easy,
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and they might hold this view even more strongly than individuals
who actually did generate positive thoughts (i.e., individuals un-
directed in their thinking). If they infer that generating positive
thoughts to the advocacy is easy, they would have confidence in
these positive thoughts and infer that the advocacy must be good.
If so, their attitude in support of the advocacy must be good as
well. To assess the ease possibility, we included measures of ease
of positive and negative thought generation in our final
experiment.

The other critical mediating mechanism tested in the following
experiment is the one we suggested initially: that failing to coun-
terargue a message would affect the metacognitions people have
about their own negative thoughts about the message. It could be
that it is not the ease or difficulty of counterarguing that is salient,
but the perceived absence of negative thoughts that is critical to the
effect. When people attempt to find fault in a message but realize
the number of negative thoughts they could generate is very few or
none, they are able to directly draw a firm conclusion about the
negative aspects and counterpoints to the message. People are able
to conclude, “ I considered the faults in the message but could not
generate any negative reactions. Thus, I really have no negative
thoughts about this message.” People who accept the message
largely because of the presence of positive thoughts have not
explicitly considered potential drawbacks. Thus, as mentioned
earlier, only individuals who had considered their negative
thoughts would be likely to make the inference that they truly have
few negative thoughts about the message. This perception of a lack
of negative thoughts, we hypothesize, helps crystallize conviction
and certainty in the newly formed or changed attitude. According
to this view, it is not individuals’ subjective ease in generating
negative thoughts that determines certainty, but rather it is indi-
viduals’ perceptions of the extent to which negative thoughts are
available. Alternatively, both subjective ease and individuals’ per-
ceptions of their own negativity may be partly responsible for the
differences in certainty. To examine these possibilities, we as-
sessed participants’ own perceptions of how many negative
thoughts they had about the attitude object. We also assessed
participants’ perception of the number of positive thoughts that
they had about the attitude object, as this might contribute to the
certainty effects as well (i.e., the absence of negative thoughts
might lead people to infer they have many positive thoughts, and
this perception might increase certainty).

Method

Participants

Participants were 133 Ohio State University undergraduates, who par-
ticipated in exchange for partial fulfillment of a requirement in an intro-
ductory psychology course. Participants were randomly assigned to con-
trol, undirected thinking, and directed-negative thinking conditions.

Procedure

Participants were again exposed to the Cheer advertisement used in
Experiment 4. However, this time we included certainty measures as well
as measures to assess the potential mediators of interest. The measures of
behavioral intentions used in Experiment 4 were not included because we
had already demonstrated the behavioral consequences in the prior studies

and in this experiment turned to focus on the intervening variable (or
variables) responsible for our certainty effect.

Dependent Measures

Attitudes. Attitudes were measured with the same items as in prior
studies (� � .97).

Certainty. Attitude certainty was assessed with the same items as in
Experiment 3 (� � .89).

Subjective ease. To assess participants’ subjective ease associated with
generating negative thoughts and positive thoughts, we asked participants,
“How difficult was it to generate negative thoughts in response to this
message?” and, “How difficult was it to generate positive thoughts in
response to this message?” These measures were adapted from those used
with success in previous research on ease effects (see Haddock et al.,1998;
Tormala et al., 2002).

Perceived number of thoughts. Participants’ perceptions of how many
negative thoughts they had were assessed by asking the following ques-
tions: “How many negative thoughts do you have toward Cheer?” ; “What
is the number of negative thoughts you have toward Cheer?” ; and “How
many negative thoughts could you generate toward Cheer?” (� � .86).
Participants’ perceived positive thoughts were assessed with the same three
items, but the word negative was replaced with the word positive (� � .82).
All scales consisted of 9 points and were anchored at 1 � no negative
[positive] thoughts and 9 � many negative [positive] thoughts.

Results

Actual Thoughts

Participants generated a small number of negative thoughts
when instructed to consider their negative thoughts (M � 8.1%),
but the extent of negative thinking did not differ significantly from
that shown by individuals instructed to simply list thoughts (M �
3.4%), t(86) � 1.17, p � .25. Participants instructed to generate
negative thoughts mostly gave no response (91.1%), with a few
neutral responses (.8%). Individuals instructed to generate
thoughts mostly generated positive thoughts (48.1%), with some
neutral thoughts (6.2%) and many nonresponse options (41.9%).

Attitudes

There was a significant effect of condition on attitudes, F(2,
130) � 17.88, p � .01. Compared with the control group (M �
5.91, SD � 1.73), participants who received the advertisement for
the product had more favorable attitudes toward the product than
no-message controls, whether they were undirected in their think-
ing (M � 7.20, SD � 1.24), t(86) � 4.00, p � .01, or directed to
generate negative thoughts (M � 7.61, SD � 1.17), t(88) � 5.45,
p � .01. The attitudes of participants in the treatment conditions
did not differ, t(86) � 1.58, p � .12.

Attitude Certainty

Individuals directed to generate negative thoughts were more
confident in their new attitudes (M � 7.56, SD � 1.24) than
individuals who were undirected in their thinking (M � 7.00,
SD � 1.43), t(86) � 1.95, p � .05.

Mediation

For successful mediation to be present, statistical analyses must
first reveal a direct effect of the independent variable on the
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proposed mediator (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Therefore, we first
examined direct effects for each of our proposed mediators.

Subjective ease. There were no effects of thought instruction
on how easy participants perceived it to be to generate negative
thoughts (� � .02, p � .86) or positive thoughts (� � �.09, p �
.43). However, consistent with past research on ease of retrieval
effects (Haddock et al., 1996, 1998), we found that, collapsed
across the thought instruction conditions, the more difficult par-
ticipants reported the generation of negative thoughts to be, the
more certain they were of their attitudes (� � .24, p � .03).
Likewise, the easier participants reported the generation of positive
thoughts to be, the more certain they were of their attitudes (� �
�.55, p � .001). These results suggest our measures of perceived
ease appropriately assessed ease, as they replicated past research
on the topic. However, these results also suggest that perceived
ease was not a salient consequence of the type of processing
manipulation (i.e., directed-negative vs. undirected thoughts) and
could not contribute to the certainty effects that resulted from this
manipulation.

Perceived number of thoughts. There was no effect of instruc-
tion set on individuals’ perceptions of the number of positive
thoughts they had (� � .15, p � .17). There was, however, a
significant effect of instruction set on individuals’ perceptions of
the number of negative thoughts they had (� � �.25, p � .02).
Individuals who were instructed to generate negative thoughts
believed that they had fewer negative reactions to the product
(M � 1.72, SD � .89) than individuals uninstructed in their
thinking (M � 2.32, SD � 1.39).

Having demonstrated that our manipulation influenced per-
ceived negative thoughts, we followed the remainder of the crite-
rion set forth by Baron and Kenny (1986) to establish mediation.
Specifically, the proposed mediator should be correlated with the
dependent variable after controlling for the independent variable,
and the effect of the independent variable on the dependent should
drop when the mediator is included in a simultaneous regression.
As can be seen in Figure 1, this set of criteria is met. When
perceived number of negative thoughts was included in the model,
the relationship between the independent variable and the depen-
dent variable was no longer significant (� � .12, p � .25), but the
relationship between perceived negative thoughts and certainty
was (� � �.33, p � .01). A formal test of mediation consisting of
computing a 95% confidence interval around the indirect effect
(i.e., the path through the mediator) also revealed that the indirect
effect was significantly different from zero (95% CI � .02–.57;
see Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

Together, these analyses suggest the observed difference in
certainty can be attributed to a difference in the perceived number

of negative thoughts individuals believe they possess about the
attitude object. Trying to generate negative thoughts and failing
leads people to believe that they have fewer negative thoughts than
people who are undirected in their thinking, and this in turn
increases certainty in their new attitudes. The perception that there
are few negative thoughts is less likely to occur to individuals who
merely engage in thinking, and thus they are less confident in their
new attitudes. What is important is the perception of individuals’
negative thoughts rather than their actual negative thoughts. Par-
ticipants’ actual negative thoughts did not differ as a function of
instruction set and therefore could not account for the differences
in certainty.

Discussion

Although it seemed plausible that attempting to counterargue
could be associated with greater subjective difficulty in generating
counterarguments than merely thinking, this was not found to be
the case. Thus, perceived difficulty was not a likely mediator of the
attitude certainty effect we observed. This might have occurred
because participants in the uninstructed thinking condition also
assumed it would be difficult to counterargue, or individuals in the
directed-negative thought condition were focused more on the
absence of negative thoughts rather than on how difficult it was to
generate them. In either case, subjective ease or difficulty was not
responsible for the observed certainty effects. Furthermore, indi-
viduals’ perceptions of the extent of their positive thoughts toward
the product did not differ as a function of the instruction set. Thus,
even though people in the directed-negative thoughts condition did
not list as many positive thoughts as those in the undirected
thinking condition, they perceived that they had as many positive
thoughts. This suggests that failing to generate negative thoughts
and actually generating positive thoughts both lead to similar
conclusions about an individual’ s positive thoughts.

What did differ between participants in the experimental groups
was their metacognitions about the number of negative thoughts
available. Individuals who attempted to generate negative thoughts
(but failed) perceived themselves to have fewer negative thoughts.
It is important to note that it is this perception of one’ s negative
thoughts rather than the actual number of negative thoughts listed,
which did not differ, that mediated the relationship between
thought instruction and attitude certainty. Thus, the metacognitions
people have about their own negative thoughts appear to be re-
sponsible for the increased attitude certainty that follows the
failure to counterargue a persuasive message. Just as the perceived
presence of negativity is very diagnostic for people’ s evaluations

Figure 1. Mediational model of certainty effects in Experiment 5. Value in parentheses indicates the direct
effect of instruction set on attitude certainty before the mediator was included in the model. * p � .05. ** p �
.05. ***p � .01.
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(Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994; Peeters & Czapinski, 1990), so too,
apparently, is the perceived absence of negativity.

The fact that individuals’ perceived positive thoughts did not
differ as a function of instruction set also helps rule out an
alternative interpretation of our mediator, namely that perceived
negative thoughts is simply another index of certainty being influ-
enced by the manipulation, and not the key intervening variable.
Because individuals’ perceptions of their positive thoughts did not
differ as a function of the instruction set, this seems unlikely to be
the case. If our measures of perceived thoughts were simply
proxies for certainty, then both perceived positive and perceived
negative thoughts should have differed as a function of instruction
set. However, if these measures are sensitive to the unique meta-
cognitive information about peoples’ negative thoughts, as we
have proposed, then only the perceived negative thoughts should
have differed as a function of instruction set, as was found in the
present study. Our measure of perceived negative thoughts is also
not a proxy for actual negative thoughts, as the latter was not a
mediator of the certainty effect. In addition, the correlation be-
tween perceived and actual negative thoughts was relatively small
(r � .29, p � .01), providing further evidence that perceptions of
negative thoughts and actual negative thoughts are distinct
constructs.

General Discussion

Across multiple experiments, we consistently found that when a
persuader had very strong arguments to present, instructing people
to try and find fault in a message led to attitudes equivalently
favorable as those resulting from undirected thinking, but pro-
duced new attitudes that were held with more conviction and
certainty. The utility of this strategy is especially apparent in
Experiments 3 and 4. In Experiment 3, we showed that the effect
could occur for a counterattitudinal issue that was of high personal
relevance to students (the implementation of senior comprehensive
exams). In Experiment 4, we showed that the effect could occur for
a real consumer product about which people had prior attitudes. In
each case, participants came to adopt more favorable attitudes,
whether they were instructed to think about the information or
counterargue it, but these attitudes were more likely to translate
into behavioral intentions when they were encouraged to generate
negative thoughts during exposure.

The present research expands our knowledge of the conse-
quences that can follow failed counterarguing, and makes impor-
tant contributions to a small but growing literature on metacogni-
tion (Bless & Forgas, 2000; Nelson & Narens, 1994; Petty et al.,
2002). As demonstrated in Experiment 5, it was not the actual
number of negative thoughts of individuals that caused failed
counterarguing to lead to more certainty, but rather it was individ-
uals’ perceived extent of negative thoughts. Having attempted, but
failing, to find fault in a message allows people to infer that they
have few reasons against accepting the message. Individuals can
say to themselves, “ I changed my attitude even though I tried to
find faults in the message. I now know I truly have few negative
thoughts about the message and my new attitude is a good one.”
Simply changing one’ s attitude toward a message, in the absence
of an explicit attempt to counterargue, does not give rise to the
same thoughts about one’ s negative thoughts.

Whereas a substantial amount of research and writing has
stressed the importance of attitude strength (see Petty & Krosnick,
1995), research on creating strong attitudes has primarily focused
on increasing the extent of issue-relevant elaboration as a means to
do this (e.g., Chaiken, 1980; for a review, see Petty et al., 1995).
In this regard, the present findings are especially noteworthy, as
elaboration was shown to be constant across conditions. In Exper-
iment 3, we found that participants’ self-reported elaboration did
not differ as a function of instruction set. Although self-reported
elaboration has been found to function similar to actual elaboration
(e.g., Tormala et al., 2002), to further rule out the possibility of
differential elaboration, we conducted a pilot study to examine
whether instruction set influenced type or amount of thoughts
participants generated in an open-ended thought listing. In this
study, 75 participants were randomly assigned to focus either on
their thoughts or negative thoughts while reading about Cheer
laundry detergent (see Experiment 4). After participants read about
the product, we measured their attitudes and attitude certainty.
After the completion of these measures, participants completed an
open-ended thought listing on which they were told to list all
thoughts they had, regardless of the type of thought they were told
to focus on. As in the present experiments, attitudes were equiv-
alent regardless of thought instruction, but attitude certainty was
greater for those in the directed-negative thinking condition. More
important, there was no difference in the valence of thoughts
generated or the total number of thoughts generated in the open-
ended thought listing (all ps � .40).9 Given the convergent evi-
dence (from self-reported elaboration and actual listed thoughts)
that elaboration was equivalent in the groups instructed to generate
negative thoughts and those undirected in their thinking, the
present research provides an entirely new means to create stronger
attitudes. That is, challenging message recipients to find fault in
the message can strengthen new attitudes in a manner different
from that of elaboration, assuming the message is such that people
are unable to counterargue it.

In summary, the present experiments contribute to the study of
attitude change and persuasion by (a) revealing consequences of
failed counterarguing for attitude strength, and (b) highlighting the
importance of metacognition. By focusing on these metacognitive
processes, we have established a heretofore unrecognized means of
creating new strong attitudes.

Boundary Conditions of the Effect

Although the present research has found that trying but failing to
counterargue a message can lead to increased attitude certainty,
attempted counterarguing should not always confer this property to
attitudes. In fact, as discussed earlier, past research has found that
successful counterarguing is typically associated with reductions
in attitude change relative to more undirected processing (e.g.,
Killeya & Johnson, 1998; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979). In the next
section, we discuss potential boundary conditions of our effect and
comment on when attempted counterarguing may influence atti-

9 We examined valence of thoughts by both comparing the raw number
of each type of thought (i.e., positive, negative, neutral) between conditions
as well as comparing various thought indexes (e.g., positive–negative).
None of these comparisons resulted in significant differences in amount of
thoughts between directed-negative and undirected participants.
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tudes (as in previous research) as opposed to solely influencing
certainty.

Strength of Arguments

In the present research, we developed arguments that elicited
relatively few negative thoughts, even when participants were
specifically asked to focus on and consider their negative thoughts
about the message. In essence, we created “super-strong” argu-
ments. In prior studies examining attitude change, arguments were
labeled as strong if they elicited mostly favorable thoughts and few
counterarguments when people were simply instructed to think
about them (for details on argument strength pretesting procedures,
see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In the current research, however, we
wanted arguments that were strong enough that people would be
generally unable to generate many plausible counterarguments to
them even when directed to try. It is not clear that the strong
arguments used in prior research would meet this criterion.

Thus, the effects reported in the present studies may only be
observed when the arguments are pretested to be especially strong.
In fact, in our initial attempts to develop strong arguments, we
found ourselves off the mark, and replicated the findings of Killeya
and Johnson (1998), wherein people instructed to try and counter-
argue were able to do so and thus showed resistance to persuasion.
It was only through the forging of stronger arguments that we were
able to find equivalent attitude change for individuals undirected in
their thinking and those instructed to generate negative thoughts.
However, it is important to note that this super-strong type of
argument is not mythical, and is still likely to be encountered in
everyday life, as the arguments used in Experiments 4 and 5
demonstrate. Nevertheless, it seems likely that the more knowl-
edge and confidence people have in their prior attitudes, the less
likely it is that persuaders can develop veridical arguments that
cannot be counterargued.

Audience Receptivity

Of course, even if persuaders use the strongest arguments avail-
able to them, the audience must presumably still be willing to
change. Given that participants can produce resistance responses to
very strong arguments toward a consumer product when required
to do so (see Experiment 2), we expect that participants often resist
strong messages that attack positions to which they are highly
committed and are knowledgeable about (see Zuwerink & Devine,
1996). In such situations, individuals may draw from an entire
arsenal of resistance strategies to prevent attitude change, such as
attitude bolstering, source derogation, emotional reactions, and/or
selective avoidance (Frey, 1986; Gilbert, 1993; Lydon, Zanna, &
Ross, 1988; Pratkanis et al., 1988; Zuwerink & Devine, 1996).

Furthermore, in the case of very strong prior attitudes based on
extensive issue-relevant knowledge, individuals may naturally de-
fault to counterarguing on their own accord. That is, for a highly
valued attitude, participants may naturally have a goal to resist and
direct their thinking toward the generation of counterarguments,
even if instructed to simply generate thoughts. If this occurs, then
such individuals in an undirected thoughts condition would be very
similar to those in a directed counterarguing condition, and thus
differences between these conditions would be unlikely. Thus, our
findings may be most likely to occur in situations where strong

arguments are available to prevent successful counterarguing,
where individuals do not initiate other resistance strategies, and
where an instruction to counterargue actually has an effect on the
amount of attempted counterarguing.

Level of Elaboration

We think it is likely that the certainty effect we observed is most
likely to occur under levels of moderate to high elaboration, as
opposed to low levels of elaboration, consistent with prior work on
metacognitive processes in persuasion (e.g., Briñol & Petty, 2003;
Tormala et al., 2002). First, the metacognitive process we have
discussed relies on individuals being able to conclude that they
truly possess few negative thoughts about the message. If individ-
uals were not to take the task seriously, or did not put effort into
considering their negative thoughts, they would be unlikely to
reach this conclusion about their own negative thoughts. Individ-
uals might think, “ I may not have listed any negative thoughts, but
I really didn’ t put much effort into considering my negative
thoughts; I might actually have quite a few.” Or, they might not
have any thoughts about their thoughts, thereby undermining the
certainty effect.

On a similar note, if individuals attribute their inability to
generate negative thoughts to external factors rather than the
validity of their attitude, they may also not demonstrate the cer-
tainty effects observed in the present study. For example, if mes-
sage recipients are distracted when trying to counterargue, they
may still fail to counterargue, but they may be unlikely to conclude
that they lack negative reactions to the message. That is, they may
attribute failure to distraction, not to the validity of their new
position. Thus, the reduced counterarguing that distraction induces
may lead to enhanced persuasion, but not to increased attitudinal
confidence. In fact, if failure to counterargue is associated with
distraction, failure may be associated with decreased attitude cer-
tainty compared with the same change induced under thought
conditions. Specifically, if individuals recognize that the distrac-
tion prevented them from counterarguing, they may engage in a
sort of metacognitive correction and perceive themselves as having
more negative reactions than they listed. This could be investigated
in future research.

Extremity Versus Strength

One interesting question is why a failed attempt to counterargue
a message did not produce even more extreme attitudes than
undirected thinking. Given the results of Experiment 3, this is
unlikely to be due to a ceiling effect. In that study, attitudes in the
high-relevance condition that followed failed counterarguing were
only at the midpoint of the scale, so there was clearly room for
additional change. Although differences in extremity could poten-
tially occur, and are sometimes considered a manifestation of
strength (e.g., see Abelson, 1995), we believe that one reason
differences in certainty are more likely to result is that the meta-
cognitive process we have discussed is applied after the valence of
the attitude has been decided. That is, we think individuals might
first decide what their attitude toward the topic is, and then make
a judgment about how certain they are in that attitude. Further-
more, the inference that one has few negative thoughts may be
applied at the point of deciding the certainty of one’ s attitude
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rather than at the point of deciding the valence of one’ s attitude.
An individual might think, “ I know I have a positive attitude
toward this product, and because I have few negative thoughts
about this product I am certain my attitude is correct.” Although
this is only conjecture at this point, this might explain why cer-
tainty effects are more likely than extremity effects in this
paradigm.

Future Directions

When Is Counterarguing Futile?

Some persuaders may view instructing individuals to generate
negative thoughts as a gamble with one of two resultant outcomes.
One outcome is beneficial: The counterarguing does not inhibit
attitude change but, because of the inferences that can be made
about individuals’ negative thoughts, strengthens the changed at-
titude. A second outcome is clearly deleterious: The counterargu-
ing leads to less attitude change, backfiring against the persuader.
Although we can only speculate at this point, the outcome of
counterarguing is likely to hinge on whether people subjectively
believe that their counterarguing was unsuccessful or successful.
These attributions are likely to depend on factors such as the
individuals’ ability to actually generate counterarguments, the
perceived number and quality of the counterarguments generated,
and confidence in the counterarguments generated.

Other Forms of Resistance and Directed Thinking

The present research examined attitude certainty effects only as
a function of directed-negative thinking (i.e., counterarguing).
However, there are other means of attempting to resist a message,
such as reacting emotionally, source derogation, attitude bolster-
ing, and selective avoidance. It is not clear whether failing to resist
a message through these mechanisms would lead to similar effects
on attitude certainty. For example, consider an individual who
attempts to resist a message by discrediting the source, but subse-
quently is unable to do so. Resistance of this sort does not address
whether the merits of the message are strong or weak. This type of
failed resistance seems unlikely to lead an individual to the meta-
cognitive perception that they have no legitimate negative reac-
tions to the message itself. Therefore, failed resistance based solely
on attempts at source derogation may not lead to attitude certainty
consequences similar to those observed in the present experiments.
Thus, contrasting failed resistance through counterarguing with
failed resistance through other mechanisms may help us under-
stand when this effect is most likely to occur.

In this article, we focused on attitude change after undirected
versus directed-negative thinking. However, thinking can also be
directed at finding merit in a message. This notion was entertained
in Experiment 1, in which we found that directed-positive thinking
did not lead to any more certainty than undirected thinking. How-
ever, because the arguments were very strong, participants’ at-
tempts to generate positive thoughts were successful. A line of
future inquiry could focus on failed favorable thinking compared
with undirected thinking. One possibility is that attitude certainty
will increase when people fail at their goal of generating favorable
thoughts. This might occur if failure leads to metacognitions
associated with individuals’ perceived positive reactions. For ex-

ample, individuals might be exposed to a message that is in favor
of using drugs but uses highly specious arguments. If people were
encouraged to find merit in the proposal, they may have consid-
erable difficulty in generating positive thoughts. The realization
that a person has few positive thoughts might produce a similar
increase in strength compared with undirected thinking about the
same message. People might reason, “Well, I always thought drugs
were bad, and now I know there really isn’ t anything good about
them either!”

Conclusion

The present research examined the consequences of failed coun-
terarguing on attitude certainty and subsequent ability of attitudes
to predict behavioral intentions. On the basis of the five experi-
ments presented, it is clear not only that failing to counterargue a
strong message yields new attitudes equivalent to those occurring
when a direction to counterargue was not present, but also that
failure in one’ s attempts to counterargue can lead to metacogni-
tions about individuals’ own negative thoughts. These metacogni-
tive inferences can lead to more confidently held attitudes that are
more predictive of behavioral intentions. Thus, going against in-
tuition, a communicator may sometimes reap benefits from en-
couraging an audience to find fault in the message, provided
resistance of this sort is likely to prove futile.
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Appendix

Arguments Used in Experiments 1–3

Arguments in Favor of Relieve Aspirin

Clinically proven to work in minutes and to outlast other brands of
Aspirin by 2 hours

Received a perfect score of 10 on the American Medical Association’ s
efficiency test (where 1 � poor and 10 � excellent)

Safe, does not lead to harmful side effects that can occur with other
Aspirins (e.g., stomach upset and damage)

Arguments in Favor of Senior Comprehensive Exams

Increased University Standing: Senior comprehensive exams are a sign
to educators, employers, and students of integrated thinking and advanced
thinking. The top 10 universities in the nation have all adopted senior
comprehensive exams, and the exams will soon be required for a university
to receive national accreditation. Adopting the exams means that OSU will

continue to be nationally accredited; will continue its tradition of excel-
lence; and will continue to attract top students, faculty, and staff.

Increased Federal Funding: Universities that implement senior compre-
hensive exams are given additional funding by a new government program
that rewards performance-based education. For OSU, this means funds to
renovate and improve teaching facilities. For students, this means that at
least a 5% tuition decrease would accompany the passing of the exam
proposal. In addition to an immediate 5% tuition decrease, the government
program provides funds to ensure that students’ tuition will not be raised
for a period of at least 5 years.
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Correction to Chen et al. (2004)

The article “Self-Verification Motives at the Collective Level of Self-Definition,” by Serena Chen,
Karen Y. Chen, and Lindsay Shaw (Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 2004, Vol. 86,
No. 1, pp. 77–94), contained an error.

On page 88, under the heading Degree of Correspondence Between Self and Desired Ratings, in the
third paragraph, the fourth sentence, “On the other hand, if the self-minus-desired score for this
attribute had been positive, the sign would have been left untouched,” is misleading and should be
ignored.
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