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Although a large literature has examined factors that determine Received 9 February 2025
how people’s attitudes change in the face of existing persuasive Accepted 20 October 2025
messages, less is known about how attitudes guide the production

. - . KEYWORDS
of such messages. This research examines whether ambivalence Attitude ambivalence;
moderates the degree to which people produce persuasive mes- attitude strength; advocacy;
sages in line with their own attitudes. Prior research on attitude persuasion; attitude-
strength would suggest that ambivalence undermines the influ- behavior consistency

ence of one’s attitude on the message they produce. However,
feeling conflicted could motivate people to reduce ambivalence,
potentially by producing more attitude-congruent messages.
Across two studies, we found that the effects of ambivalence on
attitude-message congruency depended on the target of persua-
sion. When persuading others, people tended to produce more
attitude-congruent messages when they experience relatively little
ambivalence. This effect of ambivalence, however, was attenuated
when people focused on convincing themselves. In Study 2, we also
found evidence that these effects on attitude-message congruency
in turn predicted people’s attitude clarity, but not correctness, after
writing a message. Implications of these findings for attitude
strength models are discussed.

Many issues, products, and people can produce mixed reactions in an individual. A voter
might support marijuana legalization but dislike how the state implements these drug
policies. Similarly, a person might enjoy the health benefits conferred by running but
loathe awaking early to exercise. People with ambivalent attitudes evaluate the attitude
object as having both positive and negative qualities (objective ambivalence; Kaplan,
1972; Thompson et al., 1995) and experience the attitudes as producing “conflicted” or
“mixed” reactions toward the attitude object (subjective ambivalence; Priester & Petty,
1996).

Ambivalence has been identified as influential in determining information processing and
behavior (for a review, see van Harreveld et al., 2015). Research on attitudinal ambivalence has
been largely consistent with an attitude strength perspective; attitudes are more influential to
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the extent that they are one-sided (i.e., univalent) rather than ambivalent (Fabrigar et al., 2005;
Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020). Ambivalence weakens an attitude’s impact, such as increasing
vulnerability to change (Armitage & Conner, 2000; Bassili, 1996; Luttrell et al., 2016, 2020)
and reducing attitude-behavior consistency (Armitage, 2003; DeMarree et al., 2014).

Other research has highlighted the motivational experience of ambivalence. Feeling
conflicted can be an aversive state that prompts the individual to reduce the tension of
ambivalence by strengthening the weak attitude (e.g., Newby-Clark et al., 2002; see also
van Harreveld et al., 2015). Such motives to bolster an ambivalent attitude can result in
selective processing of information that would potentially reduce evaluative conflict (i.e.,
pro-attitudinal information) and avoidance of information that would potentially exacer-
bate the conflict (i.e., counter-attitudinal information). Indeed, individuals who experience
greater ambivalence are more likely to process an attitude-consistent message (Clark
et al,, 2008; Maio et al., 1996) and less likely to process an attitude-discrepant message
(Clark et al., 2008). Conceptually parallel bolstering effects were also found on information
choices in a selective exposure paradigm (Sawicki et al.,, 2013). Participants reported
attitudes and ambivalence on a topic and then were free to choose from an information
buffet comprised of arguments that either supported or opposed an issue. Greater
subjective ambivalence about an issue increased the likelihood of making attitude-
consistent information choices (when the information was more likely to be unfamiliar
and, thus, more capable of reducing the ambivalence; see also Sawicki et al., 2011). This
evidence demonstrates that ambivalent attitudes can be predictive of behavioral out-
comes (e.g., information choices) under conditions that would alleviate the ambivalent
state.

Taken together, the evidence supports two apparently contradictory effects of ambiva-
lence (see also Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020). On the one hand, greater ambivalence is
associated with less attitude-consistent outcomes (i.e., behavioral intentions), and on
the other hand, greater ambivalence is associated with more attitude-consistent out-
comes (i.e., information processing and selection). The present research sought, in part, to
identify a type of moderator that would help to reconcile these two patterns.
Ambivalence should be (and appears to be) capable of both diminishing and enhancing
the link between attitudes and behavioral outcomes in different settings. But what is the
nature of these different settings?

We sought to identify a key moderating variable by examining ambivalence effects in
a domain for which ambivalence effects have been largely unexplored: persuasive mes-
sage generation. The rationale for selecting this outcome is twofold. Although a handful
of studies have examined ambivalence effects on attitude-behavior consistency, these
studies have measured intentions (Armitage, 2003; Armitage & Conner, 2004; DeMarree
et al., 2014) rather than actual behavior (cf. Sawicki et al., 2013). Having participants
generate persuasive arguments on a topic (a proxy for persuasive behavior) would allow
for an examination of the correspondence between attitudes and position of the message
they actively generated. That is, one would expect that a source would produce
a persuasive message that reflects their summary attitude, but the extent to which this
occurs may also depend on other qualities of the attitude like ambivalence.

Although decades of psychology research have closely examined the effects of
persuasive messages on recipients’ attitudes, little attention has been paid to how
sources construct such messages. Research has begun to examine the behavior of
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a persuasive source, but the focus to date has been on the effort given to the
persuasion attempt (Akhtar & Wheeler, 2016; Akhtar et al., 2013; Brifiol et al., 2012;
Gal & Rucker, 2010), intentions to persuade others (Akhtar & Wheeler, 2016; Akhtar
et al, 2013; Cheatham & Tormala, 2015), or the overall persuasiveness of generated
messages (Bohner & Schwarz, 1993; Forgas, 2007; Prislin et al., 2011) rather than the
type of content generated. One exception is Forgas (2007), who showed that people in
a negative mood produced more concrete persuasive arguments than people in
a positive mood. None of these studies considered the effects of a source’s ambiva-
lence on persuasive behavior. Thus, we aimed to examine the seemingly contradictory
patterns of ambivalence in an understudied domain involving actual behavioral
output.

Predictions of the current research

Generally, this research focuses on when a person’s summary evaluations (i.e., attitudes)
predict their behavior. Across studies, we examine the extent to which individuals’ global
attitudes about a topic (e.g., the extent to which a person supports gun control) are
congruent with the position people take in a persuasive message they generate (e.g.,
proportion of pro-gun control arguments). Overall, one might expect a person’s summary
attitude to determine message content. That is, their message should reflect how much
they personally evaluate the topic positively or negatively. For instance, someone who
supports gun control would presumably write a message comprised exclusively of pro-
gun control arguments. This would be what we call an “attitude-congruent message.”

However, just as ambivalence can undermine or amplify other forms of attitude-
consistent behavior, we suggest that it may also be associated with attitude-message
congruency. On one hand, according to an attitude strength perspective, ambivalence
signals a weak attitude, which is not as potent a guide of relevant action. Therefore, when
people feel more conflicted about an issue, their global evaluation should be less
predictive of the content of a persuasive message they generate. Conversely, according
to a bolstering perspective, when people feel more conflicted about an issue, they are
motivated to alleviate that unpleasant state, which can result in greater processing and
selection of attitude-consistent information in service of ambivalence reduction (Clark
et al., 2008; Sawicki et al., 2013). In the case of generating a persuasive message, remind-
ing oneself of attitude-consistent arguments could be one attempt at restoring confi-
dence when feeling ambivalent. This would mean that under certain contexts, relatively
ambivalent attitudes could have just as much or more predictive power as univalent,
unconflicted attitudes. When should the attitude strength versus bolstering pattern of
ambivalence emerge? We believe that such effects may depend on the extent to which
people engage in meta-cognitive reflection about the attitude itself. That is, in many
behavioral settings, the person’s focus is on the target of the behavior. When this is the
case, people rely on their attitudes to guide these behaviors to the extent that those
attitudes are relatively strong. Thus, when people focus on the behavioral target (e.g.,
generating arguments), traditional attitude strength patterns might emerge. In the cur-
rent case, more ambivalent attitudes would more weakly guide the message generation
process when the goal is focused squarely on making a compelling case for another
person.
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However, when people instead focus on considering the properties of their own
attitude, the dynamics may be different. In particular, engaging in meta-cognitive
reflection about their ambivalence would likely alert people to their need to resolve
the ambivalence, and bolstering motives may dominate. Paradigms like those used in
the selective exposure work described earlier might facilitate this kind of meta-
cognitive reflection, because people are being asked to choose between information
options that clearly support or oppose their current attitude. In the current setting,
however, where the person could focus on the target of the persuasive attempt in
addition to consideration of the properties of one’s own attitudes, we thought that
there would be an opportunity to examine each type of attitude effect (i.e., both
strength effects and bolstering effects).

Given the conditions that tend to encourage attitude strength effects versus those
that encourage bolstering motivations, we anticipated that the effects of ambiva-
lence on the production of persuasive messages would depend on the target of the
persuasive attempt. Although persuasion is often construed as the intention to
change another person’s attitude, an influential body of research has highlighted
the unique experience of generating arguments to shape one’s own attitude (Brifol
et al., 2012; DeMarree et al., 2014; Janis & King, 1954), which may prompt greater
meta-cognitive reflection. That is, when persuasion is other-directed, the persuader’s
focus is on the other person and on changing that person’s attitude. They may thus
draw upon their own attitude to guide their efforts to the extent that they have
a coherent, unambivalent opinion (i.e., an attitude strength pattern). However, when
focused on changing one’s own attitude, people may be more attentive to their
current degree of ambivalence and their desire to alleviate it. That is, when focused
on the self, ambivalence may be associated with a tendency to produce more
attitude-congruent messages as a way of bolstering the attitude. In both cases of
persuading the self and persuading another person, the common goal is to generate
arguments; however, we expect people in the self-persuasion condition should be
more likely to consider the relevant attitude and its features, specifically their current
level of ambivalence and desire for coherence. This is consistent with research on
self-persuasion and the ambivalence of desiring a different attitude (Maio & Thomas,
2007).

For both studies, all measures, manipulations, and exclusions have been disclosed. Full
question wordings are available in the online supplement. Data and analysis scripts for
reproducing all results are provided on the project’s page on the Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/zajep/?view_only=13c0d5ca7e7249e8aeac1fbe9d08a29d).

Study 1

Study 1 was conducted to examine whether the target of persuasion determines whether
subjective ambivalence about an issue is associated with more or less attitude-message
congruency.’ Specifically, based on the theoretical account outlined previously, when
people are focused on persuading another person, greater ambivalence would be asso-
ciated with producing less attitude-congruent messages. However, when people are
focused on persuading themselves, greater ambivalence would be associated with more
attitude-congruent messages.
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Method

Participants and design

One hundred and eighteen adults participated in an online research study via Amazon'’s
Mechanical Turk during 2013. Although this sample size may seem relatively small for the
research aims, we conducted the study before norms in the field shifted to appreciate the
challenges posed by smaller samples. Furthermore, we have treated this study as a first
test of the predictions, strategically examining the pattern at a smaller scale before
replicating larger.? Also, to keep surveys brief, demographic information was not collected
as we had no strong a priori predictions about its relevance to the hypothesized effects.
Attitudes and strength-related attributes (e.g., ambivalence) regarding the topic were
measured, and the persuasion target (self vs. other) was manipulated to predict the
valence of message content. Fifteen participants opted not to write a message or wrote
a message unrelated to the topic (5 in the “persuade self” and 10 in the “persuade other”
condition) and were thus dropped from further analysis.

Procedure

The study was presented as an investigation of general impressions regarding social
issues. Participants first expressed their attitude and attitudinal qualities (ambivalence,
issue importance, knowledge, and certainty) toward gun control. People were then asked
to generate a persuasive message regarding the issue of gun control.

Predictor and independent variables

Attitude

Participants reported attitude favorability toward the issue of gun control using two
9-point scales (1 =opposed, bad; 9 =in favor, good). The attitude scales were correlated
(a=0.96) and were averaged to form a composite index of attitudes toward gun control
(M=5.70; SD = 2.87). In addition, we computed an index of attitude extremity by taking
the absolute deviation of attitudes from the scale midpoint (5).

Subjective ambivalence
Participants indicated the extent to which they had “mixed feelings about gun control”
using a 9-point scale (1 = not at all; 9 = very much; M = 3.49; SD = 2.59).

Target of persuasion

Participants were randomly assigned to condition (persuade other or self) and read
instructions designed to elicit the goal of persuasion. Because people generally evaluate
themselves favorably, we attempted to equate liking for the other (in persuade other
conditions) by asking participants to generate arguments they would use to persuade the
person they like most. Thus, depending on condition, the instructions read (persuade self
wording in brackets), “On the next screen, you will be asked to type some arguments that
you would use to convince the person that you like the most [yourself] about the issue of
gun control. Any thoughts, feelings, or beliefs about this topic may be included as long as
they might seem persuasive to the person that you like the most [youl.” Target of
persuasion was effects coded (—1: Other Focus, +1: Self Focus).




6 V. SAWICKI AND A. LUTTRELL

Dependent measure

Message valence

Participants were given unrestricted time to construct the persuasive message. The
content generated by participants was coded for arguments position toward the topic
of interest in the study. A coder who was unaware of condition classified each argument
within the message as pro-, anti-, neutral, or unrelated to the topic. We used the tradi-
tional formula for calculating favorability (frequently used to compute thought or infor-
mation selection favorability). The index of message position was calculated by
subtracting the number of anti-arguments from the number of pro-arguments and
dividing by the total number of issue-relevant arguments. This index ranged from —1
(wrote only anti-gun control arguments) to + 1 (wrote only pro-gun control arguments),
M=0.17, SD=0.86.

Attitude-message congruency

To quantify how much the valence of participants’ written messages corresponded with
the valence of their own attitudes, we first rescaled the attitude composite from a 1-9
scale to a —1 to +1 scale so that it matched the scale of our message valence measure. We
then computed the absolute difference between rescaled attitudes toward gun control
and the coded valence of participants’ messages. This resulted in an index of incongruency
such that higher values reflect more distance between attitudes and message valence.
Therefore, to more intuitively present the results, we reverse-scored the absolute differ-
ences, giving us a final measure of attitude-message congruency ranging from completely
incongruent (0) to completely congruent (2), M=1.30, SD = 0.65.

Results

Centered regression analyses were performed on attitude-message congruency with
attitude ambivalence, target of persuasion, and the corresponding two-way interaction
term as predictors (Aiken & West, 1991). Results supported the predicted Ambivalence x
Target interaction was significant, b= 0.05, t(99) =2.14, p =.035, 95% Cl: [.004, .103], £
= .05 (Figure 1). Given the relatively small sample size, neither simple slope was statisti-
cally significant, but the pattern was such that for other-directed persuasion, increasing
ambivalence corresponded to weaker attitude-message congruence, b =-0.05, t(99) =
-1.43, p=.16, 95% Cl: [-0.12, 0.02]. For self-directed persuasion, however, increasing
ambivalence corresponded to stronger attitude-message congruence, b=0.06, t(99) =
1.59, p=.12,95% Cl: [-0.01, 0.13]. We also computed Johnson-Neyman intervals using the
interactions package for R (Long, 2024), identifying regions of ambivalence in which the
target manipulation significantly (p <.05) affected attitude-message congruency. When
ambivalence was below 1.78 on the 1-9 scale (0.66 standard deviations below the mean),
people generated significantly more attitude-congruent messages when targeting
another person than when targeting oneself. In this study, there was no level of ambiva-
lence at which this effect significantly reversed. At the highest possible level of ambiva-
lence (9), messages are more attitude-congruent when targeting oneself than when
targeting another person, albeit not significantly so, b=0.23, t(99) =1.53, p=.13, 95%
Cl: [-0.07, 0.54].



SELF AND IDENTITY e 7

== QOther Focus = + Self Focus

2.01
>
2

-
21'5 — _______---
= -—--
2 2z-"
— iy

8 ------"_-_
[} -----— Ry
P10
v
n
Q
=
Q
s
205
£
<

0.0

25 5.0 75
Ambivalence

Figure 1. Ambivalence X target interaction (Study 1).
Note. Predicted values for attitude-message congruency in Study 1 based on subjective ambivalence
regarding gun control and target of persuasion (other versus self).

In a follow-up analysis, we also examined the extent to which participants wrote
arguments that took a position in favor or against the issue versus neutral arguments,
as rated by coders in the measure of message valence. The average proportion of neutral
arguments in a message was 0.06. Put another way, on average, 94% of people’s on-topic
points carried either a positive or negative valence (or a “pro” or “anti” stance). Therefore,
the task appears to have evoked participants’ grappling with the issue’s pros and cons
rather than simply striking a largely neutral stance.

Discussion

Study 1 showed that the effects of ambivalence on attitude-message congruency depended
on the target of persuasion. The pattern was such that when people aimed to influence
others, they produced relatively attitude-consistent content when they felt relatively uncon-
flicted about their attitude. This pattern is consistent with the traditional view of attitude
strength in which attitudes associated with strength-enhancing properties are more likely to
guide behavior (i.e, attitude-consistent message construction). However, an opposite pat-
tern emerged when persuasion was directed at the self. In this case, people constructed
a more attitude-congruent message when they felt relatively conflicted about their initial
attitude, likely because pro-attitudinal, self-directed arguments would help them resolve
ambivalence. It is conceivable that people who possess a univalent attitude feel secure
enough to consider and refute opposing viewpoints (consistent with defensive confidence,
Albarracin & Mitchell, 2004). Study 1 also helps clarify that these message generation effects
stem from ambivalence and not other attitude attributes like certainty (see Footnote 3).
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In sum, Study 1 provided some evidence that ambivalence was associated with both
more and less attitude-message congruency depending on whether the persuader
focused on changing the attitude of another person or his or her own attitude.
Nevertheless, the small sample size for this first study did not provide sufficient statistical
power to test all simple effects, so we conducted another study to assess the replicability
of these patterns.

Study 2

Study 2 was conducted to conceptually replicate and address some possible weaknesses
of Study 1. While we have initial evidence that feeling conflicted can motivate or
attenuate attitude use in persuasive argumentation, there is a potential alternative
explanation for the two distinct patterns of ambivalence. The manipulation of persuasive
target might have implied different goals in addition to directing persuasion to oneself
versus someone else. Participants may have interpreted the “convince yourself” instruc-
tions to mean that they should change their underlying opinion and take a more extreme
stance whereas “convince someone else” might evoke the goal of communicating the
(un)conflicted attitude as is. Thus, in Study 2, instructions were clarified such that all
participants were asked to argue that their stance was correct (and generate these
arguments either for another person or for oneself). These modified instructions should
reduce any differential implications across persuasive target condition to switch valence
during persuasion.

Of greatest interest, we also sought to examine motives behind persuasive behavior,
namely one’s goal to express their own attitude versus resolve their own ambivalence.
Thus, we also assessed attitude certainty after participants generated their arguments. As
we outlined earlier, engaging in self-persuasion should make one’s attitude and asso-
ciated ambivalence salient and highlight the need to resolve any feelings that one’s
attitude is weak. Indeed, Study 1 found that self-persuasion instructions tended to
make people generate more attitude-congruent messages when they were relatively
ambivalent. Thus, in Study 2, we sought to examine whether engaging in such attitude-
consistent argumentation would ultimately be reflected in expressing more confidence in
one’s attitude.

Finally, we made two key improvements over the prior study to increase statistical
power. First, Study 1's sample size was rather small for testing a two-way interaction. The
prior study uncovered a relatively small effect ( =0.05), so we aimed to collect data from
at least 300 participants in Study 2, which would provide 80% power to detect regression
terms as small as # = 0.026 (a =.05). Second, we implemented a more refined measure of
subjective ambivalence, replacing the single-item measure from Study 1 with the more
common three-item scale (Priester & Petty, 1996).

Method

Participants and design

Three hundred four adults participated in an online research study via Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk in 2018. Fifteen people failed to generate arguments and could not be included in the
analyses (N =289). Attitudes and ambivalence regarding the topic were measured, and
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persuasion target (self or other) was manipulated. Our focus was once again on the valence
of people’s messages and how strongly they overlapped with the valence of their own
attitudes.

Procedure

The study was presented as an investigation of general impressions regarding social issues.
Participants first expressed their attitude and attitudinal ambivalence toward mandatory
concussion testing of football players. People were then asked to generate a persuasive
message either directed at themselves or another person regarding the issue of mandatory
concussion testing of football players.

Predictor and independent variables

Pre-message attitude

After reading a brief description of the topic, participants reported their attitudes toward
mandatory concussion testing of football players using two 9-point scales (1 = opposed,
bad; 9 = in favor, good). The attitude scales showed strong internal reliability (a =.93) and
were averaged into an index of participant attitudes (M =7.77; SD = 1.56).

Pre-message subjective ambivalence

Participants reported their degree of ambivalence using established measures (Priester &
Petty, 1996) of three 10-point scales paired with the statement “With regard to mandatory
concussion testing of football players, | feel ...” (1 =completely one-sided reactions, no
indecision, no conflict at all; 10 = completely mixed reactions, maximum indecision, max-
imum confiict). Responses to these items were internally consistent (a=.90) and were
averaged to form an index of ambivalence (M =3.23; SD = 2.26).

Target of persuasion

Participants were randomly assigned to condition (persuade other or self). Depending on
condition, the instructions read: “Whether you lean toward supporting concussion testing
or opposing concussion testing of all football players, in the form below, type a brief
persuasive essay to convince [someone else/yourself] that you are right about this issue.
Try to develop an approach that would influence [that person’s/your own] stance on the
issue.” Target of persuasion was again effects coded (—1: Other Focus, +1: Self Focus).

Dependent measures

Message valence

The content generated by participants was coded identically to Study 1. This index ranged
from —1 (wrote only anti-concussion testing arguments) to +1 (wrote only pro-concussion
testing arguments), M =0.86, SD = 0.38.

Attitude-message congruency
This variable was computed just as it was in Study 1. Once again, higher values reflect
more attitude-congruent messages, M=1.72, SD=0.32.
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Post-message attitude certainty

After generating their persuasive messages, participants reported how certain they were
in their own attitudes toward mandatory concussion testing. We administered four items
adapted from Petrocelli et al.'s (2007) two-component measure of attitude certainty. Two
items assessed the “clarity” component (e.g., “To what extent does your opinion of
mandatory concussion testing reflect your true thoughts and feelings?”), and two items
assessed the “correctness” component (e.g., “How certain are you that your attitude
toward mandatory concussion testing is the correct attitude to have?”). Responses were
given on 7-point scales.

Results

Attitude-message congruence
Centered regression analyses were performed on attitude-message congruence, with
ambivalence, target of persuasion condition, and the corresponding two-way interaction
as predictors. The data once again supported the Ambivalence x Target of Persuasion
interaction, b=0.02, t(285) =2.67, p=.008,  =.03, 95% Cl: [0.005, .033] (Figure 2). For
other-directed persuasion, the pattern is again consistent with attitude strength predic-
tions: increasing ambivalence corresponded to weaker attitude-message congruence, b =
—0.10, t(285) =—-9.62, p < .001, 95% Cl: [-.12, —.08]. For self-directed persuasion, however,
ambivalence was not as strongly associated with attitude-message congruence, b = —-0.06,
t(285) = —6.69, p < .001, 95% Cl: [-0.08, —0.04].

We also computed Johnson-Neyman intervals, as in Study 1. Results found that people
produced significantly more attitude-congruent messages when persuading themselves

== QOther Focus = ' Self Focus
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Figure 2. Ambivalence X target interaction (Study 2).
Note. Predicted values for attitude-message congruency in Study 2 based on subjective ambivalence
regarding mandatory concussion testing and target of persuasion (other versus self).
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(vs. persuading others) when ambivalence was higher than 3.49 (0.11 standard deviations
above the mean) on the 1-10 scale. In this study, there was no level of ambivalence at
which other-directed messages were more attitude-congruent than self-directed ones. In
a follow-up analysis, we examined the extent to which participants wrote arguments that
took a position on the issue versus neutral arguments. The average proportion of neutral
arguments in a message was 0.03. On average, 97% of people’s on-topic points carried
either a positive or negative valence (or a “pro” or “anti” stance). Across both studies,
neutral arguments were very uncommon.

Post-message certainty

To test whether generating attitude-consistent messages served to strengthen partici-
pants’ attitudes, we examined whether the previously reported effects on attitude-
message congruency further predict post-message attitude certainty. The study included
items regarding two facets of attitude certainty — clarity and correctness — which are
highly related but nevertheless distinct constructs (Petrocelli et al., 2007). We submitted
these items to a confirmatory factor analysis, specifying separate clarity and correctness
factors, and the data strongly fit such a model, RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.003, CFI/=1.00.
Indeed, the two-factor model fit significantly better than a unidimensional model (RMSEA
=0.154; CFI=0.981), X*(1) = 15.45, p < .001. We thus considered these dimensions sepa-
rately, although they are strongly correlated, r=0.76.

We ran two additional linear regression models, treating post-message clarity as the
outcome variable and controlling for post-message correctness (and vice versa). In each
case, attitude-message congruency was included as a predictor, along with all predictors
from the previous model: initial attitude ambivalence, persuasion target condition, and
the ambivalence x condition interaction. The results show that the more people’s mes-
sages were congruent with their own attitudes, the more clear they were about their
attitudes after the message generation procedure, b = 0.84, t(283) = 5.01, p <.001, 95% Cl:
[0.51, 1.17] (Figure 3)4 Notably, these results also show that post-message clarity is
independently predicted by lower initial ambivalence, b =-0.06, t(283) =-2.44, p=.02,
95% Cl: [-0.11, —0.01]. Also, as expected, post-message correctness has a strong unique
association with post-message clarity, b =0.55, t(283) = 12.95, p <.001, 95% Cl: [0.47, 0.64].

These effects, however, are unique to clarity; attitude-message congruency did not
uniquely predict post-message correctness, b =.03, (283)=.18, p =.86.

Finally, we conducted a mediation analysis using the mediation package for R (Tingley
et al, 2014). Specifically, we tested the ambivalence X condition interaction on post-

Initial .
Ambivalence | b=.02" Attitude b=.84" | Post-Message
. > Message ;
x Persuasion Clarity
Congruency
Target

Figure 3. Indirect effect on post-message clarity.
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.
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message clarity via attitude-message congruency, controlling for post-message correct-
ness. Estimates of the indirect effect were tested using Quasi-Bayesian Confidence
Intervals with 10,000 iterations. As anticipated, results supported the indirect effect, b=
0.02, p=.009, 95% ClI: [.004, .030]. That is, these data show that the previously reported
ambivalence x condition interaction on attitude-message congruency ultimately predicts
greater post-message attitude certainty.

Combined AnalysisAmbivalence x Target interaction

Although the same two-way interaction appeared in each study, the strength of
evidence for each simple effect varied somewhat between studies, due partly to the
relatively small sample size in Study 1. Because the measures and procedures between
studies were nearly identical, however, we combined the data in order to offer
a stronger test of our hypotheses. Because ambivalence was on two different scales
in each study, we rescaled the ambivalence responses from Study 1 (1-9) to the 1-10
scale used in Study 2. The key Ambivalence X Target interaction was not significantly
moderated by topic, p=.10, so we moved forward with analyses collapsing across
study.

Across all of these data, results support the Ambivalence x Target interaction on
attitude-message congruency, b=0.03, t(388) =3.33, p<.001, 95% Cl: [0.01, 0.05]. The
interaction is such that we find evidence for the expected attitude strength pattern when
people wrote messages to persuade another person; less ambivalence was associated
with more attitude-congruent messages, b = —0.09, t(387) = —6.59, p < .001, 95% Cl: [-0.11,
—0.06]. This strength pattern, however, is significantly attenuated when people aim to
persuade themselves; but still we find a marginally significant effect of ambivalence on
attitude-message congruency, b=-0.03, t(388)=-1.94, p=.05, 95% CI: [-0.05, 0.00].
From a different perspective, using Johnson-Neyman intervals, messages were more
congruent with attitudes when persuading another person (vs. oneself) at levels of
ambivalence below 1.99 (0.57 standard deviations below the mean). On the other hand,
attitude-message congruency was higher for self-focused (vs. other-focused) messages at
levels of ambivalence above 5.61 (0.91 standard deviations above the mean).

Attitude x Ambivalence x Target interaction

We also took this opportunity to conduct an alternative analysis of these data. That is,
another way to test our hypotheses is to assess how much ambivalence and our manip-
ulation moderate the correlation between participants’ attitudes and the valence of their
messages. Although we favor our main approach of indexing attitude-message con-
gruency as a dependent measure because it is more parsimonious, combining data
from the two studies affords a higher-powered test of a three-way interaction. Indeed,
this alternative approach offers a unique advantage, assessing the role of attitude extre-
mity in the effects we evaluate while also considering how the effects apply across
a valence continuum.

We submitted the data to a multiple regression analysis predicting the position taken
in participants’ messages (i.e., “message valence”), entering attitudes, ambivalence, target,
and topic (i.e., study) and all corresponding two-, three-, and four-way interaction terms as
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predictors. Attitudes were mean-centered within study, and the other three predictors
were coded as in the previous combined analysis. A full set of results from this model can
be found in Table S1 in the supplement. Here, we focus on the results most directly
relevant to our research question.

The results support an Attitude x Ambivalence x Target three-way interaction, b=0.03, t
(376) = 4.28, p < .001, 95% Cl: [0.01, 0.04], £ = 0.09 (Figure 4). With other-directed persuasion,
the Attitude x Ambivalence interaction was in the predicted direction, b =—.02, t(376) = —2.64,
p =.009, 95% CI [-0.04, —0.01]. When persuading another person, the relationship between
one’s attitude and the valence of their message content was stronger when ambivalence was
relatively low (1 SD below the ambivalence mean), b=.11, t(376) = 4.16, p < .001, 95% Cl [0.06,
0.16] than when it was relatively high (1 SD above the ambivalence mean), b=-.01, t(376) =
—0.30 p =.77, 95% Cl [-0.08, 0.06].

== [ ow Ambivalence (-1 SD) = ' High Ambivalence (+1 SD)

Other Focus |

1.01

0.51

0.01

-0.51

|
)
(=]

Self Focus

Message Position
=]
'
)

0.51

0.04

-0.51 e

-1.01

2.5 5.0 75
Attitudes

Figure 4. Attitude x ambivalence x target interaction (both studies).
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With self-directed persuasion, the Attitude x Ambivalence interaction was in the oppo-
site direction, b=.03, t(376) =3.53, p<.001, 95% CI [0.01, 0.04]. Here, the relationship
between one’s attitude and the valence of their message content was stronger when
ambivalence was relatively high (1 SD above the ambivalence mean), b = .21, t(376) =7.91,
p <.001, 95% CI [0.16, 0.26] than when it was relatively low (1 SD below the ambivalence
mean), b =.08, t(376) = 2.82, p =.005, 95% Cl [0.02, 0.13].

Notably, this analysis found a significant four-way interaction, b =—-0.01, t(376) = —2.06,
p=0.04, 95% Cl: [-0.02, 0.00], showing that the key Attitude x Ambivalence X Target
effect is more pronounced in Study 1 (Gun Control). See online supplement for full
analyses of this effect for each study separately.

General discussion

Although much attention has been paid to the myriad conditions that sway a persuasive
target, less is known about psychological influences on the content generated by
a persuasive source. Although a message might reflect a source’s evaluation of that
issue, not all attitudes guide behavior equally well. Consistent with research on attitude
strength, the current research showed that attitudinal qualities determine the impact of
the source’s evaluation on persuasive behavior. Two studies provided evidence that
attitudinal ambivalence is related to the construction of persuasive messages. When
people were focused on persuading another person, they wrote messages that were
more closely aligned with their personal attitudes when they had relatively unambivalent
attitudes, consistent with attitude strength predictions. However, we found a reversed
(Study 1) or attenuated (Study 2) pattern when participants focused on convincing
themselves. We expected that increased ambivalence might lead to increased attitude
use (the pattern found in Study 1), however, we found the traditional ambivalence effect
was at least tempered, if not reversed, when generating arguments for self-persuasion.
Importantly, this research integrates two seemingly paradoxical perspectives on atti-
tudinal ambivalence. On one hand, research indicates that having a weak attitude under-
mines an evaluation’s influence (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). On the other hand, emerging
evidence has highlighted the motivational consequences associated with ambivalence
(Clark et al., 2008; Sawicki et al., 2013). Because of the drive to resolve ambivalence, feeling
conflicted can propel attitude-consistent behavior more than a less conflicted attitude
lacking that motivational push. In fact, new evidence highlights how ambivalence can
correspond with greater intentions to take extreme attitude-consistent action (Siev &
Petty, 2024). The current research identified a key moderator that determines whether the
extent to which ambivalence determines attitude use in persuasive content. Namely,
whether the persuader focused on another person (or that person’s attitude) rather than
one's own attitude changed the strength of the ambivalence effects on message genera-
tion. Importantly, producing more attitude-congruent messages appears to be an effec-
tive technique for bolstering a weak attitude, specifically enhancing a sense of attitude
clarity rather than correctness. It is worth noting that our strong bolstering hypothesis
predicted that people trying to convince themselves would produce more attitude-
consistent messages when they were relatively ambivalent. Our results, however, show
the strength effect merely attenuated. There are a few possible explanations for these null
effects. It is possible that experiencing high ambivalence makes it difficult to generate
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a congruent message when the person’s current mixed knowledge base has not been
persuasive on its own (hence the current state of ambivalence). It also might be that the
motivation to bolster varies across these individuals and some conflicted people might
accept ambivalence as a reasonable way to understand a given issue. It is also possible
that a more direct instruction of meta-cognitive reflection would better elicit the bolster-
ing side of high ambivalence regardless of target of persuasion (i.e., instructing partici-
pants to consider how engaging in the message generation task might affect their current
attitude). Similarly, it may be that persuading oneself is a peculiar scenario that activates
several motivations. First, focusing on oneself may indeed activate bolstering motivations
that urge one to settle on a clear opinion. However, the same self-reflection exercise may
mirror recent work on sharing one’s attitude with a partner trained to provide high-quality
listening. This work finds, for example, that being listened to can free a person to
appreciate and tolerate their ambivalence (ltzchakov et al., 2017). Finally, the self-
persuasion instructions ask participants to convince themselves that they are right,
which may activate myriad lay theories about persuasion that nudge people to present
extremely one-sided arguments Together, our attenuation effects are plausibly strong
evidence that self-persuasion attenuates influences that would otherwise produce an
attitude strength effect.

Study limitations

Despite attempts to standardize instructions across persuasion target (other versus self), it
is possible that the participants had different interpretations across conditions. For
example, one possibility is that some participants in the self-persuade condition
approached the task of generating arguments more as a thought listing exercise, com-
pared to the other-persuade condition. If so, the arguments generated in the self-
persuasion conditions may have less more cogent and persuasive than in the persuade
other conditions. In a post-hoc analysis, we coded the messages for persuasiveness using
Copilot (Microsoft, 2025), an artificial intelligence tool powered by large language models.
We tested whether these persuasiveness scores differed across targets of persuasion
using an independent samples t-test. We found no mean differences in the persuasive-
ness of messages resulting from self-persuasion (M =3.36 SD=0.74) versus other-
persuasion (M =3.4 SD =0.82), t(388) = —0.23, p = 0.82. However, without checks on parti-
cipants’ own interpretations, the experience of self-persuasion could have been inter-
preted to mean changing an attitude or reinforcing the current one. In addition, this
experimental induction of self-persuasion might differ from the organic experience of
desiring another attitude (e.g., wanting to like exercise more or to feel more negatively
toward an unhealthy habit; DeMarree et al., 2014), more so than the difference between
genuinely wanting to versus being instructed to persuade another person.

Future directions

Although this research provided evidence that persuasive behavior might depend on the
nature of the communicator’s existing attitude, it remains to be seen whether these
effects ultimately have consequences for persuasive success. The present results suggest
more nuanced predictions for future research. That is, whereas prior studies have shown
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how some sources generate messages that are more persuasive (assessed by coders’
subjective ratings or by the message’s ability to change attitudes; Bohner & Schwarz,
1993; Forgas, 2007; Lees et al., 2023; Prislin et al., 2011), the present research documents
effects on message content, which reflects a persuasion strategy that might be more
effective in some situations than in others. Finally, it is worth noting how little is known
about the behavior of a persuasive source. We have examined but one characteristic (i.e.,
attitude ambivalence) of the source that might determine message construction. The
same features that influence attitude change in a target may influence the message
generated by a source of persuasion. Variables relating to the source (e.g., need for
cognition), target (e.g., perceived similarity), and message (e.g., content delivered in
person or online) should also influence generated persuasive content. Thus, this research
represents a first step in understanding the multitude of factors that shape the content of
a persuasive message.

Notes

1. Because of the predicted motivational effects of ambivalence, in the current research, we
focus on the potentially tense state of feeling mixed (subjective ambivalence) rather than the
relative positivity versus negativity of the evaluative response (objective ambivalence).

2. We did not have an a priori estimate for the size of the predicted 2-way interaction.
Nevertheless, our sample size in this study (N =118) provided 80% power to detect a small-
medium 2-way interaction (=0.07) in a multiple regression model using a two-tailed
analysis where a=.05. Generally, we took the approach of “test small and replicate big”
and doubled this initial sample size in Study 2. Furthermore, we later present analyses across
the data from both studies to further address any concerns about power.

3. To test whether the effects of ambivalence might be more proximally related to other
relevant attitude attributes such as knowledge, confidence, or importance, three regression
analyses were run that included the model reported in the main text plus parallel terms that
substituted knowledge, confidence, or importance for ambivalence. In all three cases, the
predicted Ambivalence x Target interaction emerged, ps < .06. Across analyses, the Strength
Feature x Target interaction was nonsignificant, ps > .61. The ambivalence effects appear not
to be driven by these other strength - related attitude attributes.

4. The effect of attitude-message congruency on post-message clarity, however, was not
moderated by condition, p=.92. That is, post-message clarity (controlling for correctness)
was greater to the extent that people produced attitude-congruent messages when the
message was directed at the self, b=1.00, t(284) =4.86, p <.001, 95% Cl: [0.60, 1.41], and
when it was directed at another person, b =1.03, t(284) = 5.06, p <.001, 95% Cl: [0.63, 1.43].
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