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ABSTRACT 

Communication has been considered one of the 
tools that are used to inform and influence individual 
and community decisions that enhance health and 
prevent disease.  This article discusses three types of 
factors – source, audience, and message – that have 
been found to influence the audience’s compliance to 
persuasion.  Recommendations are provided for the 
message designers who aim to change their target 
audience’s unhealthy or risky behaviors.  
 

บทคัดยอ 
การสื่อสารจัดเปนหนึ่งในหลายๆ เครื่องมือที่มีผูนําไป 

ใชแจงขาวสารและสรางอิทธิพลตอชุมชนใหพัฒนาสุขภาพ
และปองกันโรคภัยไขเจ็บตางๆ บทความนี้กลาวถึงตัวแปร 
3 ประเภท ไดแก ผูสงสาร ผูรับสาร และสาร ซึ่งมีผูพบวา
เปนตัวแปรที่สงผลใหผูรับสารเกิดการยอมรับและคลอย
ตามในสารเพื่อการจูงใจ ผูเขียนไดใหขอเสนอแนะตางๆ แก
ผูสรางสรรคขอความที่มุงหวังใหผูรับสารเปาหมายของตน
ปรับเปลี่ยนพฤติกรรมอันจะสงผลเสียตอสุขภาพหรือ
พฤติกรรมเสี่ยงตางๆ  
 

The well-being of human beings can be affected 
by various aspects of their behavior and social 
environments.  During the past decade, both un-
healthy and high-risk behaviors in the forms of 
consuming high fat food, cigarette smoking, alcohol 
use, and illicit drug use, and no condom use have 
been rapidly increasing, especially among the young 
people.  These phenomena have pointed to the re-
commendations for different types of preventive 
measures.  Communication is considered one of the 
tools that are used to inform and influence individual 
and community decisions that enhance health and 
prevent disease.  To create persuasive messages that 
effectively convince the target audience, it is required 
that designers of public health messages understand 
the source, message and audience factors that affect 
the audience’s compliance to persuasion.  

In terms of the source factors, the following are 
the elements that require particular attention from the 
message designers who aim to change negative 
health behavior.  

 
 

1.  Source credibility 
Credibility of the communication source plays 

an important role in persuasion (Berlo, 1969).  It 
influences the assurance of accuracy.  A number of 
research evidence reveal that a highly credible source 
increases the persuasiveness of the message.  When 
the source is evaluated poorly (perceived as in-
competent, biased, or dislikable), the effectiveness  
of messages significantly decreases.  Petty, Riester & 
Brinol (2002) argue that the source trustworthiness 
influences message elaboration since (1) individuals 
are motivated to hold the correct attitude, and (2) the 
amount and nature of the elaboration on which these 
attitudes are based vary.  Accordingly, message 
designers should employ only the source who is 
perceived to be highly credible by their target 
audiences.  

 
2.  Persuasive intent of the communicator 

Research strongly indicates that the audience’s 
perceived persuasive intent of the communicator 
would generate powerful threats to his or her 
freedom (White, 1959).  To avoid an audience’s 
reactance, messages should be crafted in such a way 
that does not portray the persuasive intent of the 
communicator.  

Below are six aspects of message factors that 
significantly affect the audience’s compliance to 
persuasive messages. 

1.  Affective versus cognitive appeals 
There is a wide range of appeals to be used   

in designing persuasive messages.  Appeals are 
typically categorized into two groups–affective and 
cognitive appeals.  In terms of cognitive appeals, 
Reinard (1998) reveals that testimonial assertion 
evidence is persuasive when the sources are 
identified and their qualifications briefly explained.  
Greatest influence occurs when full citations are 
indicated by the advocate.  However, his meta-
analysis shows that its effect on attitude change is 
small, and subject to limitations from potential 
mediating sources.  Whenever testimonial assertion 
evidence is used, message designers have to provide 
full citations regarding the sources.  

As for affective appeals, research on the use 
of guilt appeals in persuasive messages shows      
that more explicit guilt appeals were less persuasive 
than were less explicit guilt appeals.  One possible 
explanation is that the course of action advocated    
by the guilt-appeal messages is not seen as guilt  
 



 

reducing, and so is not accepted.  Another alternative 
explanation is that more explicit guilt appeals might 
evoke other emotions that interfere with acceptance 
of the advocate’s viewpoint (O’Keefe, 1997).  Guilt 
arousal can be a very powerful tool of social 
influence.  Guilt-based persuasive appeals need not 
actually arouse guilt; they could instead try to draw 
people’s attention to the future feelings of guilt to   
be anticipated if the recommended action is not 
followed.  Reminding individuals of their commit-
ments or obligations may elicit thoughts of the guilt 
that would occur if the obligations went unfulfilled, 
and hence may spur obligation consistent action.  
Nevertheless, there is little evidence concerning   
how social-influence efforts might be constructed    
so as to make effective use of anticipated guilt.  
Although it is also not clear whether, or under     
what circumstances, social-influence efforts based  
on anticipated guilt can evoke the same negative 
reactions that efforts based on aroused guilt 
apparently do (O’Keefe, 1997).  Message designers 
who aim to use guilt appeals had better use anti-
cipated guilt.  To avoid anger or reactance accom-
panying guilt arousal, the source’s purposeful social-
influence efforts should not appear connected with 
guilt arousal.  

Research on the use of fear appeals show that 
fear appeals have enormous persuasive potential   
and can promote better health.  Their effectiveness 
depends largely on the structure of the messages.  
According to Hale and Dillard (1995), an effective 
fear appeal must include a severe threat, evidence 
suggesting the target is especially vulnerable to the 
threat, and solutions that are both easy to perform 
and effective.  Message designers should use both the 
problem-solution format for the message and the 
content that is negatively framed and vivid.  It should 
be known that fear appeals do not work in every 
circumstance.  Thus, when deciding whether to 
construct a fear appeal, one should be mindful of the 
age of the target audience.  

2.  Threat and inoculation appeals 
Messages that use explicit threat in advocating 

a position are likely to elicit greater reactance among 
the target audience than will those leaving the threat 
implicit (Burgoon, Alvaro, Grandpere, and Voulo-
dakis, 2002).  Whenever threat is incorporated in      
the messages, message designers should employ only 
implicit threat in order to minimize an audience’s 
reactance. 

On the other hand, threat in inoculation 
treatment directly rendered attitudes more resistant.  
For the low-and moderate-involving topics, threat    
is a fundamental variable, acting as a motivational 
catalyst in causing receivers to strengthen initial 
attitudes. In the context of health communication, it 
is proposed to use inoculation to promote resistance 
to risky behaviors in adolescents.  According to the 
inoculation theory (Papageorgis & McGuire, 1961), 
refutational pretreatments threaten people.  Due to 
the production of threat, refutational pretreatments 

motivate people to protect their attitudes, which elicit 
reactance to counterpersuasion.  Research conducted 
by Szabo and Pfau (2002) shows that central and 
peripheral inoculation treatments are equally effective 
in conferring resistance.  However, they revealed that 
differences in the relative effectiveness of inoculation 
treatments depending on issue involvement and need 
for cognition.  The results indicated that the greater 
ego involvement increases reactance, independent of 
the assimilation and contrast mechanism.  Threat and 
issue involvement play similar roles in the process of 
resistance.  Although past research on inoculation had 
assumed that the process of resistance is cognitive, 
the recent results indicated that both affective and 
cognitive appeals confer resistance to persuasion.  
However, the findings point to greater nuances in the 
efficacy of various inoculation appeals when con-
sidered in terms of the attack type.  Lee and Pfau 
(1997) found that cognitive inoculation treatments 
were effective in producing resistance against both 
cognitive and affective-positive attacks but not against 
affective-negative attacks.  Both affective-positive and 
affective-negative inoculation treatments produced 
resistance, but only against cognitive attacks.  To 
maximize resistance to persuasion for the campaigns 
using inoculation appeals, message designers need to 
ensure that the topics presented in their messages are   
not highly involved among their target audiences.  

3.  Language intensity 
Based on the information-processing theory, 

there should be little, if any, persuasive effect of 
language intensity on attitudes when the message is 
weak, discrepancy is near zero, or when the source is 
evaluated poorly.  Counterargument plays a complex 
moderating role.  When counterarguing is slight to 
moderate, intensity will enhance attitude change, 
while when counterarguing is extensive, it will inhi- 
bit attitude change.  For credible source delivering a 
strong, discrepant message, intensity will enhance 
attitude change when counterarguing is low, but 
inhibit persuasion when counterarguing is high.  
Greater intensity in low-discrepancy messages can 
enhance attitude change.  In high-discrepancy 
messages, greater intensity can enhance attitude 
change for low-ego involved receivers, but decreases 
attitude change for high-ego-involved receivers.  The 
reinforcement expectancy theory reveals that source 
evaluation mediates the effect of intensity on attitude 
change, but in high discrepancy messages, greater 
intensity decreases attitude change, regardless of ego-
involvement.  Therefore, message designers should 
provide their audience with only slight to moderate 
counterarguing and low-discrepancy messages in 
order to maximize the potential of intense language.  

4.  Powerful versus powerless language 
Powerless language is conceptualized as the 

frequent use of words and expressions that convey    
a lack of forcefulness in speaking.  It reflects an 
abundance of hedges, hesitation forms, polite forms, 
and questioning intonations.  A meta-analysis (Burrel 
& Koper, 1998) testing the effectiveness of powerful/ 



 

powerless language on attitude change and source 
credibility reveals that powerful language is more 
persuasive and more credible than powerless language.  
Unfortunately, there is no sufficient data to test for 
the source’s and receiver’s gender and commu-
nicative context as moderating variables.  Thus, 
message designers should use powerful rather than 
powerless language. 

 
5.  Message sidedness 

One-sided message is defined as a message 
only presenting arguments in favor of a particular 
proposition.  A two-sided message is a message that 
presents the arguments in favor of a proposition by 
also considers the opposing arguments.  Based on the 
Inocuation Theory, a two-sided message is more 
effective in both the short and long term.  The meta-
analysis results are consistent with the Inoculation 
Theory’s expectations about the effects of sidedness 
of messages.  The introduction of a weakened form 
of counterargument is sufficient to increase the 
attitude change.  A follow-up research exploring the 
effect of this message design on source credibility 
shows that type of message not only changes 
attitudes but also the receiver’s evaluation of the 
source as well (Allen, 1998).  The implementation of 
these findings for application to message design is 
that a communicator should use only a two-sided 
message with a recognition and refutation of the 
available counterarguments.  

6.  Explicit versus implicit conclusion 
Based on the meta-analysis conducted by 

Cruz (1998), explicit conclusions were found to be 
slightly more persuasive than implicit conclusions. 
Nevertheless, the heterogeneity of effect sizes 
preclude any confidence in that result.  It is possible 
that the most critical difficulty in interpreting the 
previous research stems from ambiguity about the 
messages used in previous research.  In addition, 
variation in the implicitness of the messages used 
from study to study may have obscured the roles of 
source credibility, conclusion comprehension, and 
involvement as mediating and moderating variables.  
The author proposed a causal model of conclusion 
drawing on attitude change.  This model illustrates 
that conclusion comprehension and perceived 
position of the source mediate the relationship 
between conclusion drawing and attitude change. 

Based on the above results, designers of 
persuasive messages should use explicit conclusions 
in messages wherever their position is unknown to 
the audience.  Based on Linder and Worchel (1970), 
another potentially effective strategy is to use 
initially implicit but ultimately explicit conclusions 
since they were found to be more persuasive than 
initially explicit conclusions.  

In addition to source and message factors, 
message designers must also identify their target 
audience and determine the best ways to convince 
them.  The followings are several characteristics of 

the audience factors that influence the audience’s 
responses to persuasive messages. 

1.  Emotions while processing persuasive mes-
sages 

Based on the categorical perspective (Ekman, 
1992; Izard, 1977), distinct emotional states (e.g., 
sadness, happiness, anger, disgust, and fear) are 
discrete and unique.  In terms of the role of affect in 
the cognitive process, Mitchelle, Brown, Morris-
Villagran, and Villagran (2001) reveal the interaction 
effect of message strength and audience’s emotion on 
recall, such that each group (angry, sad, and happy 
participants) acted differently in terms of percentage 
of correctly recalled items.  Sad participants recalled 
the same amount, regardless of message strength, but 
happy participants recalled more about the strong 
message than the weak message.  Angry participants, 
on the other hand, recalled far less about the strong 
message than the weak message.  In addition, an 
apparent interaction effect of message strength and 
emotion on thought relevance was suggested by the 
pattern of means.  Happy participants had far more 
relevant thoughts when they read the strong message 
than the weak message, which was opposite of the 
sad and angry participants.  The sad group had less 
relevant thoughts overall than the angry group.  This 
interaction provides evidence for the discrete 
perspective of emotions.  However, in general, sad 
and angry participants followed similar patterns in 
terms of cognitive processing, and happy participants 
acted in an opposite manner with some of the 
dependent variables.  Although anger and sadness are 
discrete and unique, they are quite similar to one 
another than they are to happiness.  In addition, these 
findings provided evidence that all three groups were 
able of distinguishing weak and strong messages.  
They were persuaded by strong messages, and not  
by weak ones.  Although these findings show that 
happy, sad, and angry people might process per-
suasive information differently, they were all able 
and motivated to do so.  

Besides the interactive effect between message 
strength and emotion indicated above, negative 
emotion is found to have a main effect on persuasive 
message processing.  That is, it can increase or 
decrease message scrutiny.  The affect interpretation 
hypothesis (Bohner & Weinerth, 2001) posits that 
negative emotion can evoke different cognitive 
elaboration, depending on the persuasion context.  
Message recipients use their emotion as information 
to answer different questions.  Depending on their 
own vested interest or on features of the persuasion 
context, the question asked may be (1) whether the 
issue is problematic or (2) the persuasive attempt is 
legitimate, resulting in opposite effects of emotion on 
processing effort: 

a. Message recipients who were likely to 
question the legitimacy of the message, either since 
they had a vested interest in not being influenced or 
because they had been cued to the communicator’s  
 



 

propagandist manner, seem to have interpreted their 
negative affect as telling them, “Do not process the 
message, because it represents an illegitimate 
influence attempt.” In this case, negative emotion 
decreases message scrutiny.  Thus, message using 
strong argument would not result in greater per-
suasion than weak argument.  

b. Those who were unlikely to question the 
legitimacy of the message, either since they lacked 
vested interest or because they had no reason to be 
suspicious about the communicator’s intentions, 
seem to have interpreted their emotion as indicating, 
“Do process the message, because its content may be 
problematic.” In this case, negative emotion 
increases message scrutiny.  Thus, message using 
strong argument would result in greater persuasion 
than weak argument (Bohner & Weinerth, 2001).  
Along the same line, a research conducted by 
Wegener, Petty, and Smith (1995) reveals that 
positive emotion has a main effect on processing of 
persuasive messages.  That is, it can increase or 
decrease message scrutiny.  There were significant 
three-way interactions among emotion, hedonic 
expectancy/content, and argument quality.  The 
information processing activity of happy individuals 
were more persuaded by strong than weak arguments 
to a greater extent when the message was uplifting 
than when it was depressing. On the contrary, for sad 
individuals, the hedonic qualities of the message had 
little impact on the message processing, and the trend    
in processing was toward processing depressing 
content more than the uplifting one.  Furthermore, 
happy individuals generated more favorable thoughts 
in response to strong than weak arguments to a 
greater extent when the message was uplifting than 
when the message was depressing.  On the other 
hand, sad individuals generated more favorable 
thoughts in response to strong than weak arguments 
to the same extent regardless of whether the message 
was depressing or uplifting.  

The hedonic contingency hypothesis (Wege-
ner & Petty, 1994) provides an explanation for the 
above findings.  A happy mood can be associated 
with a greater message processing activity since 
individuals in a happy mood are more attentive than 
neutral or sad individuals to the hedonic con-
sequences of their actions.  This is because most 
behaviors in which happy individuals could engage 
would make them feel worse.  Thus, they must 
choose very carefully if they are going to stay happy 
or feel better.  As hedonic rewards are more con-
tingent on scrutiny of the hedonic consequences of 
actions in happy than sad moods, individuals should 
be directed toward consideration of those con-
sequences more in happy than sad states.  

Due to the efficacy of argument strength 
indicated above, it is recommended that message 
designers use strong arguments in their campaign 
messages.  They should also make their messages 
legitimate among their target audience by avoiding  
 

portraying the source as propagandists.  In addition, 
uplifting content rather than depressing should be 
used.  All of these strategies would enable message 
designers to maximize the potential for successful 
persuasion.  

2.  Attitude accessibility 
Based on Roskos-Ewoldsen (1997), accessible 

attitudes of an audience serve the knowledge function 
for the audience.  Attitude accessibility has impacts 
on the processing of persuasive messages.  First, 
individuals are more likely to attend to the message 
when the accessibility of their attitude toward the 
topic of a message increases.  Second, the research 
finding suggests that the accessibility of the 
individual’s attitude toward the topic of the message 
influences the manner in which the message is 
processed.  That is, when an individual is presented 
with a message concerning an attitude-evoking topic, 
the activation of that attitude will result in an 
affective reaction to the message.  An affective 
reaction to the topic of the message should lead to a 
judgment that this is an important message and 
motivate systematic processing of the message 
content.  In addition, accessible attitudes toward any 
significant features of the message may increase the 
likelihood that the message will be centrally pro-
cessed.  For example, message recipients with more 
accessible attitudes toward the source of a message 
were more persuaded by a message attributed to     
the source than were subjects with less accessible 
evaluations of the source (Roskos-Ewoldson & 
Fazio, 1992).  

Third, accessible attitudes were more likely  
to result in biased processing when the information 
was ambiguous and open to multiple interpretations.  
However, individuals can override this biasing effect 
when they are highly motivated and given sufficient 
opportunity.  In terms of its influence on the con-
sequences of persuasive messages, a number of 
studies have found that highly accessible attitudes  
are more predictive of behavior than are less 
accessible attitudes.  Not only are individuals more 
likely to act consistently with highly accessible 
attitudes, they are also more likely to be satisfied 
with their decisions that are based on accessible 
attitudes.  Furthermore, the MODE model suggests 
that attitude accessibility exerts an influence on more 
spontaneous behavior than deliberative behavior 
(Roskos-Ewoldsen, 1997). 

To maximize the potential of attitude accessi-
bility, message design should use the following 
strategies to increase the accessibility of attitudes.  
First, providing the audience with diagnostic evidence 
since its demanding systematic processing would 
result in more accessible attitudes.  Second, it is 
suggested to repeatedly present consistent messages 
since audience’s making repeated attitude judgments 
that are consistent with one another would result in 
more accessible attitudes.  Third, message designers 
should attempt to present their messages as recently    
 



 

as possible.  The more recently a concept has been 
activated, the more accessible that construct is from 
the memory (Roskos-Ewoldsen, 1997). 

3.  Involvement 
An audience’s ego involvement and need for 

cognition facilitate his or her cognitive effort. Szabo 
and Pfau (2002) reported that an audience’s greater 
ego involvement increases resistance to influence, 
independent of the assimilation and contrast mecha-
nism.  In addition, they found that issue involvement 
both directly and indirectly contributed to resistance 
to influence through various paths.  It was positively 
related to resistance and to number of responses to 
counterarguments, but only with moderate-and high-
involving topics.  Issue involvement seemed to play 
two main roles in the process of resistance.  First, it 
directly made final attitudes more resistant to attacks 
for all topics.  Second, it was positively related to 
Phase 2 attitudes and negatively related to Phase 3 
attitudes (Szabo & Pfau, 2002).  

Based on the above evidence, the issue to     
be presented in the campaign should be carefully 
selected.  It would be beneficial to conduct a forma-
tive research to identify the issues with which their 
target audience is not moderately or highly involved.  

4.  Need cognition 
The audience’s need for cognition is found to 

have impacts on message processing.  Those who 
have a high level of need for cognition tend to prefer 
cognitive appeals to affective appeals.  According to 
the Elaboration Likelihood Model, those having high 
need for cognition are likely to have a stronger 
motivation to process information centrally than 
those having a lower need for cognition (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1981).  Message designers should identify 
the average of their target audience’s need for 
cognition, and then select the persuasive appeals that 
are appropriate.  

5.  Age 
The age of the target audience inhibits the 

effectiveness of fear appeals.  Based on Boster and 
Mongeau (1984), fear appeals are more effective for 
older audiences since they are more likely than 
younger audiences to perceive a greater threat to their 
health and well-being.  The age of the target audience 
influences the audience’s perceived vulnerability to 
the threat.  Typical younger people feel as though 
death and disease happen to elders or perhaps to 
other young people, but not to themselves (Irvin & 
Millstein, 1986).  As harmful physical consequences 
of failing to comply with message recommendation 
are unlikely to influence the young people, health 
communication campaigns targeting adolescents to 
promote better health should emphasize negative 
social consequences of risky behaviors, while those 
targeting older population could emphasize either 
physical or social consequences.  

6.  Perceived freedom 
The Theory of psychological reactance pre-

dicts that when an individual’s perceived freedom    
is threatened by a proscribed attitude or behavior,  

the individual will experience a motivating pressure 
toward reestablishing the threatened freedom (Heil-
man & Toffler, 1976).  One way to restore the free-
dom is to engage in the forbidden behavior or to 
embrace the attitude threatened by the proscription 
(Brehm, 1966).  Adolescents are thought as a group 
of population more likely to experience reactance 
when they perceive a threat to freedom than any 
other groups since they tend to have a desire for 
independence and individuality, and have begun to 
build confidence in their ability to decide for 
themselves.  

As research strongly indicates that a 
participant’s awareness of the communicator’s per-
suasive intent will result in less message acceptance 
(McGrane, Toth, & Alley, 1990), and that the less 
explicit the intent, the more receptive the participation 
will be to the influence (Weinstein, Grubb, & Vautier, 
1986). It is, therefore; recommended to design 
messages with implicit persuasive intent in advocating 
a position.  In addition, as peers play an important role 
in the initiation of risky behavior (Botvin & Botvin, 
1992), persuasive message should focus on using 
peers as sources of information and as positive 
models that aid in resisting pressure to engage in 
risky behaviors.  It should be noted that reactance-
arousing messages must be avoided.  

In sum, three types of factors have been found to 
influence audience’s compliance to persuasion.  The 
first factor involves two audience’s characteristics – 
age and level of need for cognition.  In terms of age, 
social rather than physical consequences should be 
focused as results of their engaging in unhealthy or 
risky behaviors for persuasive messages that target a 
young audience.  On the other hand, both social and 
physical consequences can be used for persuasive 
messages that target an older audience.  In terms of 
need for cognition, cognitive appeals should be used 
for audiences with a high need for cognition while 
affective appeals are more effective for audiences 
with a low need for cognition.  

The second factor involves two source’s charac-
teristics – source credibility and persuasive intent.        
In terms of source credibility, it is recommended that 
those who are perceived by the target audience as highly 
credible but not as propagandist such as peers should   
be used as source of the persuasive messages.  In 
addition, positive role models should be used to assist 
audience in resisting pressure to engage in risky 
behaviors.  In terms of the source’s persuasive intent,    
it is suggested that implicit rather than explicit 
persuasive intent should be conveyed by source of      
the persuasive messages.  

The third factor involves six aspects of messages – 
content, issue, appeal, presentation, conclusion, and 
language.  In terms of content, it is recommended that 
message designers use uplifting messages with 
diagnostic evidence, but avoid reactance-arousing 
messages.  In terms of issue, issues with which the 
target audience are highly or moderately involved 
should be avoided.  In terms of fear appeal, messages 



 

should be vivid, negatively framed, and provide 
solutions that can be easily performed by the target 
audience.  In terms of presentation, message designers 
should use two-sided rather than one-sided messages.  
In addition, their messages should be consistently 
presented.  In terms of conclusion, it is suggested that 
key messages must be explicitly concluded.  Finally, 
intense and powerful language is more persuasive than 
powerless language, but the former should be used 
with slight to moderate counter-arguing and low-
discrepancy messages.  

Due to lack of prior research comparing the 
effectiveness of message, source, and audience 
factors, definite conclusion regarding relative 
importance of these factors cannot be made.  However, 
it is believed that message designers who follow       
the above recommendations based on the existing 
research findings on factors influencing the audience’s 
compliance to persuasion will more or less succeed in 
changing their target audience’s unhealthy or risky 
behaviors.  
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