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Defining Strategic Communication and Attitudinal Constructs

Strategic communication is fundamentally concerned with the purposeful and intentional use of
communication resources by an organization or individual to achieve specific goals, often involving
influencing the beliefs, feelings, and behaviors of target publics. This discipline encompasses
various fields, including public relations, marketing communication, political campaigning, and
organizational communication, all unified by the deliberate application of communicative strategies
to manage relationships and perceptions. The success of any strategic communication effort
hinges critically upon the attitudes held by the audience toward the message, the source, and the
proposed action itself. Attitudes, in this context, are enduring psychological tendencies expressed
by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor. They serve as essential
mediating variables, bridging external stimuli (the communication effort) and internal psychological
processing, ultimately predicting subsequent behavioral responses. Understanding the formation,
maintenance, and modification of these attitudes is paramount for communication professionals
aiming to optimize their campaigns and ensure goal attainment.

The relationship between strategic communication and audience attitudes is inherently reciprocal.
While communication aims to shape attitudes, existing attitudes simultaneously filter and interpret
incoming messages. If an audience holds a strong negative attitude toward a corporation, even the
most meticulously crafted message promoting corporate social responsibility may be dismissed or
viewed with skepticism, a phenomenon known as selective exposure and interpretation.
Conversely, highly favorable pre-existing attitudes can lead to a halo effect, where positive
sentiment toward the source enhances the perceived quality and trustworthiness of the message
content. Therefore, effective strategic communication requires comprehensive audience analysis,
moving beyond simple demographics to deeply probe the underlying attitudinal landscape,
including emotional dispositions, cognitive beliefs, and behavioral intentions related to the subject
matter. This foundational understanding allows communicators to segment audiences effectively
and tailor messages that resonate with established psychological frameworks, minimizing cognitive
dissonance and maximizing acceptance.

Crucially, attitudes are not monolithic; they possess attributes such as strength, accessibility, and
ambivalence, which significantly affect their stability and predictive power. A strong attitude is
typically resistant to change, highly accessible in memory, and exerts a powerful influence on
decision-making. Strategic communication often targets weak or ambivalent attitudes, as these are
more susceptible to influence through persuasive messaging. For example, in a political campaign,
efforts might focus intensely on undecided voters whose attitudes lack conviction, rather than
attempting to convert deeply entrenched opponents. Furthermore, attitudes toward strategic
communication itself--such as the perceived honesty or manipulative intent of public relations
practitioners--also influence how specific messages are received and processed. Negative meta-
attitudes about the communication discipline can create a significant barrier, requiring

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26664
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Strategic Communication: Attitudes and Best Practices

communication strategies that prioritize transparency and ethical conduct to build a foundation of
trust before persuasive goals can be addressed.

Theoretical Foundations for Attitude Change

Several established psychological models provide the theoretical architecture for understanding
how strategic communication influences attitudes. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)
stands as a cornerstone, proposing that persuasion occurs via two distinct routes: the central route
and the peripheral route. The central route involves high elaboration, where receivers critically and
thoughtfully evaluate the merits of the arguments presented in the communication. Attitude change
resulting from the central route is generally more enduring, resistant to counter-persuasion, and
predictive of behavior. Strategic messages targeting this route must be logical, evidence-based,
and highly relevant to the receiver's goals. Conversely, the peripheral route involves low
elaboration, where attitude change is driven by simple cues, such as the attractiveness or
perceived credibility of the source, the sheer number of arguments, or emotional appeals. While
peripheral route attitude change is often temporary, it is highly effective when audience motivation
or ability to process complex information is low, requiring communicators to carefully assess the
situational context and audience capacity before designing the message strategy.

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) extends the study of attitudes by focusing specifically on
the prediction of behavior, asserting that behavioral intention is the immediate precursor to actual
behavior. TPB posits that intentions are determined by three key factors: attitudes toward the
behavior (the degree to which the person has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the behavior
in question), subjective norms (perceived social pressure to engage or not engage in the behavior),
and perceived behavioral control (the belief that one has the capacity and opportunity to perform
the behavior). Strategic communication campaigns often leverage all three components
simultaneously. For instance, a health campaign might improve attitudes toward vaccination by
highlighting its benefits (attitude), use testimonials from respected community members (subjective
norms), and provide clear information on where and when to get vaccinated (perceived behavioral
control). Effective strategic communication must therefore address not just the desirability of the
outcome, but also the perceived feasibility and social acceptability of the required action.

Another critical framework is the concept of Cognitive Dissonance Theory, which suggests that
individuals strive for internal consistency. When a person holds two conflicting cognitions (beliefs,
attitudes, or behaviors), this creates an uncomfortable psychological tension (dissonance) that they
are motivated to reduce. Strategic communication can intentionally induce small amounts of
dissonance to prompt attitude or behavioral change. For example, a campaign might highlight the
discrepancy between an individual's self-perception as an environmentally conscious person and
their actual wasteful behavior. To resolve this dissonance, the individual is motivated to either
change their behavior (the desired outcome) or rationalize the existing behavior (the undesired
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outcome). The success of this approach depends on the communicator's ability to provide a clear,
low-effort path toward dissonance reduction through the desired attitude or behavioral shift, making
the proposed change the most attractive resolution to the internal conflict.

The Tripartite Structure of Attitudes

Attitudes toward strategic communication objects (e.g., a product, a policy, or an organization) are
typically conceptualized using the Tripartite Model, which divides the attitudinal construct into
three interconnected components: cognitive, affective, and conative (or behavioral). The cognitive
component refers to the beliefs, thoughts, and knowledge a person holds about the attitude object.
This includes objective facts, subjective evaluations of attributes, and perceived consequences.
For instance, a consumer's cognitive attitude toward a new electric vehicle might include beliefs
about its battery range, safety features, and environmental impact. Strategic communication
heavily relies on informational appeals, statistics, and expert endorsements to shape and reinforce
these cognitive structures, ensuring the audience possesses accurate and favorable perceptions of
the relevant attributes.

The affective component encompasses the emotions, feelings, and overall evaluative judgment
associated with the attitude object. This component is often developed through classical
conditioning, direct experience, or vicarious learning, and it operates independently of pure logic. A
person might acknowledge a product's technical superiority (cognitive component) but still dislike it
intensely due to a negative past experience or an emotional association with the brand's image
(affective component). Strategic communication aimed at the affective component utilizes
emotional appeals--such as humor, nostalgia, fear, or inspiration--to create positive emotional
associations that bypass rigorous cognitive scrutiny. In crisis communication, managing the
affective component is crucial, as immediate public outrage or sympathy often dictates the initial
response and subsequent willingness to forgive or trust the organization.

Finally, the conative component relates to the behavioral intentions, commitments, and actions
related to the attitude object. While not synonymous with actual behavior, it represents the
predispaosition or likelihood of acting in a certain way, such as purchasing a product, voting for a
candidate, or sharing a message. Strategic communication often uses calls to action (CTAS) to
translate favorable cognitive and affective attitudes into measurable conative responses. Crucially,
research indicates that the consistency among these three components determines the overall
strength and stability of the attitude. A highly stable attitude is one where positive beliefs align with
positive feelings and a strong intention to act favorably. When inconsistencies exist--for example, a
person believes a healthy behavior is good but has no intention of performing it--strategic
communicators must address the specific component that is lagging to achieve holistic attitude
alignment and subsequent behavioral change.

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26664
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Strategic Communication: Attitudes and Best Practices

Factors Shaping Attitude Formation and Change

The effectiveness of strategic communication in shaping attitudes is modulated by a complex
interplay of source, message, channel, and receiver characteristics. Source credibility is perhaps
the most influential external factor. Credibility is generally bifurcated into expertise (the perceived
knowledge and skill of the source) and trustworthiness (the perceived honesty and integrity of the
source). A highly credible source, whether an expert scientist or a respected community leader,
enhances message acceptance, particularly when the audience is processing information
peripherally or lacks strong prior attitudes. Strategic communicators must carefully select
spokespersons who are perceived as both knowledgeable about the subject and genuinely
concerned with the audience's welfare, as a perceived conflict of interest or lack of transparency
can severely undermine trustworthiness and lead to message rejection.

Message characteristics are equally vital. The quality of the arguments, the framing of the issue,
and the use of evidence all impact cognitive processing. High-quality messages are logically
sound, supported by verifiable data, and directly relevant to the audience's needs. Message
framing--the way an issue is presented--can dramatically alter attitudes. For instance, framing a
health message in terms of gains (e.g., "Using sunscreen helps you maintain youthful skin") is
often more effective for preventative behaviors, while framing in terms of losses (e.g., "Not using
sunscreen increases your risk of skin cancer") is often more powerful for detection behaviors.
Furthermore, the use of narrative and storytelling, rather than purely statistical data, often
enhances engagement and memorability, making the message more accessible and emotionally
resonant, thereby strengthening both the cognitive and affective components of the attitude.

Receiver characteristics introduce significant heterogeneity into the attitude formation process.
Personal factors such as prior knowledge, involvement level, personality traits (e.g., need for
cognition), and pre-existing values act as filters. Individuals with a high need for cognition are
more likely to engage in central route processing, requiring detailed, substantive arguments, while
those with low involvement may rely heavily on peripheral cues. Prior knowledge can lead to
resistance if the message contradicts established beliefs, necessitating strategies like inoculation
theory, which involves exposing the audience to weak counter-arguments and then refuting them,
thereby "immunizing" their existing favorable attitudes against stronger future attacks. Successful
strategic communication demands meticulous audience segmentation based on these
psychological characteristics, allowing for the precise targeting of messages that align with the
audience's capacity and motivation to process information.

Measuring and Monitoring Attitudinal Shifts

Accurate measurement is indispensable for assessing the efficacy of strategic communication
campaigns and understanding attitudes toward the communication itself. Measurement tools must
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capture the multidimensional nature of attitudes, addressing cognitive beliefs, affective responses,
and conative intentions. The most common technique involves self-report measures, typically
using Likert scales or semantic differential scales administered via surveys. Likert scales ask
respondents to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with a series of statements
related to the attitude object (e.g., "l believe this organization is trustworthy"). Semantic differential
scales require respondents to rate the object on a bipolar adjective scale (e.g., good/bad,
reliable/unreliable). Careful design of these instruments is crucial to ensure high reliability and
validity, avoiding leading questions and ensuring the constructs are operationalized correctly.

Beyond traditional surveys, strategic communicators increasingly employ implicit measures to
capture attitudes that individuals may be unwilling or unable to consciously report. Implicit attitudes
are automatic, unconscious evaluations that can often predict spontaneous behavior better than
explicit self-reports, especially on sensitive topics. Techniques such as the Implicit Association
Test (IAT) measure the strength of automatic associations between the attitude object and positive
or negative attributes. While complex to administer and interpret, implicit measures offer deeper
insights into deeply held biases and non-conscious preferences that traditional persuasive appeals
might fail to address effectively. Combining both explicit and implicit measurement techniques
provides a robust, holistic assessment of the audience's psychological state.

Monitoring attitudinal shifts requires both baseline data collection and continuous tracking
throughout and after a communication campaign. Pre-campaign measurements establish the initial
state of the target audience, allowing communicators to set realistic goals for attitude change.
During the campaign, tracking studies reveal whether messages are successfully penetrating the
audience and influencing the desired components of the attitude structure. Furthermore, media
monitoring and social listening tools offer real-time, unstructured data on expressed public
sentiment (affective attitudes) and conversational themes (cognitive beliefs) related to the
organization or issue. Analyzing this longitudinal data allows for agile adjustments to the
communication strategy, ensuring that resources are allocated efficiently toward addressing areas
where attitudinal resistance remains high or where negative affective responses are
disproportionately strong.

The Link Between Attitudes and Behavioral Outcomes

The primary goal of most strategic communication is not merely to change attitudes but to
ultimately drive behavior, whether that involves purchasing a product, adopting a healthy lifestyle,
or supporting a political cause. While the relationship between attitude and behavior is strong, it is
not always a direct one. The Attitude-Behavior Gap refers to instances where favorable attitudes
do not translate into the desired actions. This gap is often explained by the presence of strong
situational constraints, competing motivations, or a lack of perceived behavioral control, as
highlighted by the Theory of Planned Behavior. For instance, a person may have a positive attitude
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toward environmentally friendly products but refrain from buying them due to high cost or lack of
availability (situational constraint).

Attitude strength and accessibility are key moderators of the attitude-behavior link. Strong, highly
accessible attitudes--those that come to mind quickly and are based on extensive direct
experience or deep cognitive processing--are far more likely to predict consistent behavior than
weak, newly formed attitudes. Strategic communication can strengthen this link by increasing the
accessibility of the attitude, perhaps through repeated exposure or linking the attitude object to
highly salient personal values. Furthermore, the specificity of the attitude must match the specificity
of the behavior being predicted. An attitude toward "environmentalism" is too general to predict a
specific behavior like "recycling plastic bottles." Therefore, effective campaigns focus on cultivating
highly specific attitudes toward the target behavior itself to maximize predictive accuracy.

The role of social influence further complicates the attitude-behavior relationship. Even when an
individual holds a favorable attitude, subjective norms--the perceived expectations of important
others--can override personal preferences. Strategic communication, therefore, often includes
normative appeals designed to establish that the desired behavior is widely accepted, approved, or
even expected within the relevant social group. Highlighting the prevalence of the desired behavior
(descriptive norms) or the social approval associated with it (injunctive norms) helps to align the
individual's private attitude with public action. By addressing both the internal psychological
evaluation (attitude) and the external social environment (norms and control), strategic
communication attempts to create a comprehensive psychological environment conducive to the
desired behavioral outcome.

Ethical Considerations and Resistance to Persuasion

Attitudes toward strategic communication are deeply intertwined with ethical considerations,
particularly concerning perceived manipulation and transparency. Public skepticism toward
communication efforts, especially those perceived as purely self-serving (e.g., propaganda or
greenwashing), can lead to strong negative meta-attitudes about the profession itself, creating a
default resistance to future messages. Ethical strategic communication prioritizes authenticity and
truthfulness, ensuring that persuasive attempts are based on factual information and that the
source and intent of the communication are clearly disclosed. Failure to adhere to these standards
can result in a significant loss of organizational credibility, making future attitude modification
efforts exponentially more difficult.

Understanding attitude resistance is crucial for anticipating public response. Resistance arises
when individuals are motivated to defend their existing attitudes against perceived threats.
Strategies for resistance include counter-arguing (generating arguments against the message),
selective exposure (avoiding contradictory information), and psychological reactance (a negative
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motivational state aroused when one feels their freedom to think or act is threatened). Strategic
communication must be designed to minimize the perception of coercion. Using non-threatening
language, offering choices rather than demands, and employing two-sided messages
(acknowledging valid counter-arguments before refuting them) can significantly reduce reactance
and foster a more open environment for attitude change.

Ultimately, the longevity and ethical standing of strategic communication depend on respecting the
autonomy of the audience. While technigues exist to influence attitudes implicitly or peripherally,
responsible practice dictates that communication should ideally encourage central route
processing whenever feasible, especially for high-stakes decisions. This involves providing
sufficient, high-quality information to allow the audience to make an informed, reasoned judgment.
Attitudes formed through thoughtful deliberation are not only more ethical but also inherently more
stable and resistant to external manipulation, yielding more reliable, long-term behavioral
outcomes for both the organization and the public it serves.
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