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Introduction to Attitudes toward Marketing Messages

Attitudes toward marketing messages represent the core psychological evaluations consumers

form regarding specific communications designed to promote a product, service, or idea. These

attitudes are defined as relatively enduring organizations of beliefs, feelings, and behavioral

tendencies directed toward the marketing stimulus itself, serving as crucial precursors to the

ultimate attitude toward the brand (Abrand) or the advertised product. Understanding these initial

evaluations is paramount for advertisers, as the immediate consumer reaction to an advertisement

or promotional piece dictates the likelihood of further processing and subsequent purchase

behavior. A favorable attitude toward the message (Aad) facilitates acceptance, while a negative

or indifferent attitude often results in message avoidance, counter-arguing, or complete processing

failure, highlighting why this psychological construct is a central focus of persuasion research.

The field of consumer psychology distinguishes carefully between the attitude toward the specific

execution of the marketing communication (the message or ad itself) and the generalized attitude

toward the object being promoted. While closely linked, the two are not identical; a consumer may

find an advertisement highly entertaining and creative, thus possessing a strong positive Aad, but

still harbor negative attitudes toward the underlying brand based on prior experience or reputation.

Conversely, a highly credible, albeit dull, message might generate a neutral Aad but successfully

reinforce an already positive Abrand. The marketing message acts as an intermediary variable,

initiating the cognitive and affective processes that ultimately lead to brand evaluation and,

critically, influencing the depth of processing the consumer applies to the substantive claims

contained within the communication.

Research into message attitudes draws heavily upon established social psychological frameworks,

particularly those addressing attitude formation, stability, and change. These models posit that

attitudes are complex structures influenced by three primary components: the cognitive component

(beliefs and knowledge about the message content), the affective component (feelings and

emotional responses evoked by the execution), and the conative component (the behavioral

intention or tendency, such as the intent to search for more information or ignore the ad). A formal,

high-detail analysis of attitudes toward marketing communications requires exploring how these

three components are differentially activated depending on the consumer's level of involvement,

the complexity of the message, and the specific context in which the advertisement is encountered,

forming the basis for dual-process theories of persuasion.

Foundational Models of Attitude Structure

The psychological structure of attitudes toward marketing messages is often conceptualized using

the Tripartite Model, also known as the ABC model, which asserts that attitudes comprise three

interwoven dimensions: Affect, Behavior (or Conation), and Cognition. The Cognitive component
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encompasses the consumer's rational beliefs about the message, including evaluations of the

truthfulness of claims, the quality of the arguments presented, and the perception of the source's

expertise. For example, upon viewing a pharmaceutical ad, the cognitive component registers

beliefs about the drug's efficacy and side effects. The Affective component relates to the emotional

responses generated by the message execution, such as feelings of warmth, humor, irritation, or

anxiety. This component is highly susceptible to non-substantive elements like music, imagery, and

aesthetic design, often providing a shortcut to positive evaluation when cognitive motivation is low.

The Conative component, sometimes referred to as the Behavioral component, represents the

consumer's predisposition to act or their intentions relating to the message or the advertised

object. This does not necessarily mean an immediate purchase; rather, it could involve the

intention to clip a coupon, visit a website, discuss the ad with a friend, or simply pay closer

attention the next time the ad appears. According to this model, effective marketing messages

strive for consistency among these three components, although the order in which they manifest

varies significantly based on the product category and the consumer's involvement level. The

traditional Learning Hierarchy (Cognition → Affect → Conation) applies to high-involvement

purchases where consumers research heavily before developing feelings, while the Low-

Involvement Hierarchy (Cognition → Conation → Affect) suggests that passive learning leads to

tentative actions before strong feelings are formed.

Furthermore, attitude theory emphasizes the principle of attitude consistency, which suggests

that individuals strive for harmony among their beliefs, feelings, and intentions. When a marketing

message introduces information that contradicts existing beliefs, it creates a state of cognitive

dissonance, motivating the consumer to either reject the message, selectively reinterpret the

information, or alter their existing attitude to restore equilibrium. For instance, if a consumer

strongly believes a product category is environmentally harmful, a message promoting a "green"

version of that product must overcome significant resistance. The stability and predictive power of

an attitude toward a marketing message are directly correlated with the degree of internal

consistency achieved among the ABC components, implying that persuasive messaging must

address all three dimensions for long-term effectiveness.

Cognitive Processing and Dual-Process Theories

The most influential framework for understanding how consumers process marketing messages

and form attitudes is the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), proposed by Petty and Cacioppo.

ELM is a dual-process theory asserting that attitude change occurs via two distinct routes: the

Central Route and the Peripheral Route. The choice between these routes is contingent upon the

consumer's motivation (e.g., relevance, involvement) and ability (e.g., prior knowledge, distraction)

to elaborate on, or deeply process, the message arguments. High motivation and ability lead to

central route processing, requiring significant cognitive effort, whereas low motivation or ability
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results in peripheral route processing, relying on mental shortcuts or heuristics.

When consumers engage in the Central Route, they meticulously evaluate the quality, veracity,

and relevance of the substantive claims presented in the marketing message. Attitude formation in

this route is driven by argument scrutiny; consumers generate positive or negative cognitive

responses (support arguments or counterarguments) based on the strength of the evidence.

Attitude changes resulting from central processing are typically strong, enduring, highly resistant to

counter-persuasion, and predictive of future behavior because they are deeply integrated into the

consumer's belief system. Marketers targeting the central route must prioritize clear, logical, and

factual evidence, making this approach standard for high-risk, expensive, or highly technical

products where consumers inherently invest time in research.

Conversely, the Peripheral Route relies on easily processed, non-argument-related cues,

functioning as mental heuristics or simple decision rules. Examples of peripheral cues include

source attractiveness, message length (the "length equals strength" heuristic), background music,

or the sheer number of arguments presented, regardless of their quality. Attitude changes

stemming from peripheral processing are generally weaker, temporary, highly susceptible to

counter-persuasion, and less predictive of long-term behavior. This route is highly effective for low-

involvement products or services where consumers lack the motivation or time to process detailed

information. The success of the peripheral route emphasizes that the execution style and affective

elements of a marketing message can often be more impactful than the factual content, provided

the consumer is not highly motivated to scrutinize the claims.

Source and Message Characteristics in Attitude Formation

The characteristics of the message source significantly impact the consumer's attitude toward the

marketing communication, often serving as powerful peripheral cues or enhancing the

effectiveness of central arguments. Source Credibility is a composite variable encompassing

expertise and trustworthiness. Expertise refers to the perceived knowledge or skill of the source

regarding the product category, while trustworthiness relates to the perceived honesty and

objectivity of the source. A highly credible source, such as a doctor endorsing a health product, is

more likely to induce favorable cognitive responses in central processing. However, if the

consumer is processing peripherally, high credibility acts as a positive heuristic, leading to

immediate acceptance without detailed evaluation of the message content--a phenomenon known

as the sleeper effect, where the impact of the message arguments increases over time while the

influence of the source fades.

Beyond credibility, Source Attractiveness--including physical appeal, similarity to the receiver,

and likability--is a potent peripheral cue, particularly effective for products related to social

acceptance or self-image. Consumers often adopt attitudes and behaviors endorsed by attractive
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sources because they identify with the source, seeking to emulate their perceived attributes.

Furthermore, the characteristics of the message content itself are crucial. Messages can be one-

sided (presenting only positive attributes) or two-sided (presenting both positive and minor

negative attributes). Two-sided messages, when executed correctly, often enhance source

credibility and inoculate the audience against future counter-persuasion, making them highly

effective when the audience is highly educated or initially holds opposing views.

The strategic use of emotional appeals, such as fear appeals, also dictates attitude formation.

Fear appeals attempt to motivate behavior change by highlighting the negative consequences of

inaction. The effectiveness of a fear appeal adheres to the Protection Motivation Theory, which

suggests success depends on the consumer perceiving both a high threat severity and high

response efficacy (the belief that the recommended action will mitigate the threat). If the fear

generated is too intense or the recommended solution is perceived as ineffective, the consumer

may resort to defensive avoidance, rejecting the message and forming a negative Aad. Therefore,

the optimal marketing message balances persuasive source attributes, appropriate argument

quality, and strategically controlled emotional content tailored to the audience's current level of

involvement and risk perception.

The Critical Role of Affect and Emotion

The affective component of attitude toward marketing messages often operates independently of,

or concurrently with, cognitive processing, particularly in the peripheral route. Affective transfer

describes the process by which the feelings evoked by the advertisement's execution (e.g., music,

cinematography, humor) are transferred directly to the evaluation of the ad (Aad), which

subsequently influences the evaluation of the brand (Abrand). This mechanism is especially vital

for frequently purchased, low-risk goods where cognitive processing is minimal. If an ad generates

positive feelings, the consumer is more likely to simply associate those positive feelings with the

brand, bypassing the need for detailed comparison of product attributes.

A powerful technique leveraging affect is Classical Conditioning, where a neutral stimulus (the

brand/product) is repeatedly paired with an unconditioned stimulus that naturally elicits a positive

emotional response (e.g., pleasant music, attractive scenery). Over time, the neutral stimulus

acquires the capacity to elicit that same positive response, resulting in a favorable attitude.

Marketing messages heavily rely on emotional appeals--such as nostalgia, warmth, or humor--to

achieve this conditioning. Humorous ads, for instance, are often highly effective because they

capture attention, reduce counter-arguing, and create a positive affective state that is readily

associated with the advertised product, even if the humor detracts slightly from the clarity of the

product claims.

Furthermore, the concept of emotional contagion highlights how narratives within marketing
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messages can evoke empathy and deep emotional engagement, leading to more stable attitudes.

When a consumer feels they have experienced the emotions portrayed by characters in an ad, the

message becomes more personally relevant, increasing the depth of processing even in situations

that might otherwise involve peripheral route processing. Messages that successfully evoke strong,

positive feelings--such as those promoting charitable causes or family values--generate attitudes

that are highly resistant to change because they are rooted in fundamental human emotions rather

than mutable cognitive beliefs about product features.

Distinguishing Aad and Ab: The Transfer Effect

A fundamental distinction in consumer psychology is the separation between Attitude toward the

Ad (Aad) and Attitude toward the Brand (Ab). The Aad is the consumer's predisposition to respond

favorably or unfavorably to a specific advertising stimulus during a particular exposure. It is a

temporary evaluation of the communication vehicle itself. In contrast, Ab is the consumer's

enduring evaluation of the product category or brand, built up over time through experience, word-

of-mouth, and exposure to multiple communications. The relationship between these two

constructs is hierarchical, with Aad acting as a crucial mediator variable in the persuasion process,

particularly when the consumer lacks prior knowledge about the brand.

The Aad-Ab transfer effect posits that a positive attitude toward the advertisement often

translates into a positive attitude toward the brand, especially under conditions of low involvement.

When consumers are not motivated to conduct extensive information search, they rely on readily

available cues. A highly entertaining or emotionally resonant ad provides a strong positive cue,

leading to the simple inference: "If I like the ad, I must like the brand." This transfer mechanism

explains why large budgets are often allocated to creative execution rather than purely

informational content, especially for goods characterized by high competition and minimal

differentiation. The positive feelings generated by the ad bypass the need for cognitive justification

of the brand choice.

However, the transfer effect is not absolute and can be moderated by several factors. If the

consumer possesses a strong, well-established prior negative Ab, even a highly positive Aad is

unlikely to significantly alter the brand evaluation; the consumer may enjoy the ad but dismiss the

brand. Furthermore, if the advertisement is perceived as highly manipulative, deceptive, or

excessively irritating, it can generate a negative Aad that actively damages a previously neutral or

positive Ab. This negative transfer is amplified when the ad's execution style is deemed

inappropriate for the product category or when the source is perceived as lacking integrity,

demonstrating that the efficacy of the Aad-Ab link is dependent on the congruence between the

message, the source, and the consumer's existing perceptual schema.
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Measurement and Strategic Implications

Accurate measurement of attitudes toward marketing messages is essential for assessing

communication effectiveness and optimizing campaign strategy. Explicit measures typically involve

self-report techniques such as the Semantic Differential Scale, where respondents rate the

message on bipolar adjective pairs (e.g., Interesting/Boring, Believable/Unbelievable, Warm/Cold),

or Likert Scales, which assess agreement with various statements regarding the ad's content and

execution. Effective attitude measurement must capture all three components (Cognitive, Affective,

Conative). For instance, cognitive responses are measured by thought-listing protocols

immediately following exposure, while affective responses are often tracked using scales of

emotional intensity or specific lists of feelings evoked.

In addition to explicit measures, researchers increasingly employ Implicit Measures to bypass

conscious bias and social desirability effects. Techniques such as the Implicit Association Test

(IAT) measure the strength of automatic associations between the brand and positive or negative

attributes following message exposure. Furthermore, physiological measures, including

electroencephalography (EEG) to track brain wave activity, galvanic skin response (GSR) to

measure emotional arousal, and eye-tracking, provide non-conscious data regarding attention

allocation and emotional engagement with the marketing message, offering a richer, real-time

assessment of the consumer's attitude formation process.

The strategic implications derived from attitude research are multifaceted. Marketers must first

conduct diagnostic research to determine the typical level of consumer involvement for their

product category. For high-involvement goods processed via the central route, the strategy must

focus on delivering strong, verifiable arguments and utilizing highly credible sources, ensuring that

the cognitive component of the attitude structure is positively reinforced. For low-involvement

goods processed peripherally, resources should be allocated to maximizing the positive affective

component of the message--using attractive sources, compelling music, and humorous or warm

execution styles--to ensure a positive Aad that effectively transfers to a favorable Ab. Ultimately,

successful marketing communication requires a precise alignment between the message strategy,

the processing route likely to be employed by the target audience, and the desired attitude

outcome. ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
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