
Hovland-Yale theory of persuasion  
 

Article 1: What is the Hovland-Yale theory of persuasion?  
 
Hovland wanted to find out what factors were most like to affect a change in attitude 
and then a change in behaviour. This is given that behaviour will follow on from a change in 
attitude. They concluded that there were 3 main factors involved when persuading 
someone to change their attitude and behaviour. They were:  
 

The source 
The Source Credibility theory states that people more likely to be persuaded when a source 
presents itself as credible, for example Bochner and Insko found that people were more 
likely to trust a sleep expert than a non-sleep expert, on matters surrounding sleep. 

The message 
The Hovland-Yale model says the content of the message is an important factor. 
O’Keefe’s meta-analysis of research on one-sided and two-sided messages found that 
two-sided messages influence attitudes more than one-sided messages, as long as the two 
sided argument was eventually gave a solid opinion. So an argument is more effective if 
you show both sides of the argument, but then show why your opinion is correct. Messages 
need to be repeated in order to be seen as more effective because this increases the 
familiarity and liking of the message itself. Fear-induced messages are more effective if 
the message causes low to moderate fear rather than high fear. 

The audience 
The audience strongly affects how likely someone is to be persuaded, for example McGuire 
found that more intelligent audiences are more likely to be persuaded by valid arguments 
because they have a longer attention span and can understand the arguments better. For 
example, medical treatments that have been tried and tested.  

The cultural differences of an audience can also affect how persuasive an argument can 
be. For example, Wang et al found Americans prefer products that offered ‘separateness’ 
whereas Chinese prefer products that offered ‘togetherness’. This suggests different 
cultures would be more influences by messages which back up their opinions. 

 
 



Fear arousal theory of persuasion  
 

Article 2: Fear appeals and the fear arousal theory of persuasion   
 
Fear appeals (devised from the fear-arousal theory) are messages that try to persuade 
people about the potential harm that may happen to them if they do not accept the 
messages’ recommendations (Tannenbaum et al., 2015). 
 
Researchers were able to show that high fear messages may not be that effective. If a 
message is so frightening, then it creates a degree of emotional tension which the 
individual cannot deal with through changing their behaviour. They can suddenly go into 
denial by acting like they have never engaged in such a behaviour (a defence mechanism) 
or they may show suppression (defence mechanism) where they cannot cope with the 
fear so they mess around rather than paying attention. If fear arousal is too high, then 
they are less persuaded however, this can often be mediated if the communicator getting 
across the message offers reassurance and a way to deal with their high fear levels. 
People may not pay attention to low levels of fear either, because there is no motivation 
to change. As the level of fear increase, so does the audience’s attention.  
 

 

 
 


