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Here are a five facts that professional persuaders have
learned about modern propaganda:’

Ads that contain the words new, quick, easy, improved,
now, suddenly, amazing, and introducing sell more products.

In supermarkets, merchandise placed on shelves at
eye level sells best. Indeed, one study found that sales
for products at waist level were only 74% as great
and sales for products at floor level were only 57% as
great as for those products placed at eye level.

Ads that use animals, babies, or sex appeal are more
likely to sell the product than those that use cartoon
characters and historical figures.

Merchandise placed at the end of a supermarket aisle
or near the checkout aisle is more likely to be pur-
chased.

Bundle pricing—for example, selling items at 2 for $1
instead of 50¢ each—often increases the customer’s
perception of product “vyalue.”

Why do these five techniques work? When you
think about it, it makes little sense to purchase an
item because it happens to be placed at the end of a
supermarket aisle or on a shelf at eye level. You may
not really need this conveniently located product, or
the item you really want may be located on a top
shelf. It makes little sense to be convinced by an ad
because it uses a baby or contains certain words; such
“information” is of little value in determining the qual-
ity of the product. A subtle rewording of the price
does not add any value to the product. But that is the
point—we consumers often don’t think about the rea-
sons we make the decisions we do. Studies show that
about half of purchases in a supermarket are impulse
buys and that upwards of 62% of all shoppers in dis-
count stores buy at least one item on an unplanned
basis.?

We often respond to propaganda with little thought
and in a mindless fashion. Consider the experiments
on mindlessness conducted by Ellen Langer and her
colleagues.® Langer’s collaborators walked up to per-
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sons busily using a university copy machine and said:
“Excuse me: may I use the Xerox machine?” What
would you do in such a situation? If you are like
most people, it would depend on your mood. On
some occasions you might think: “Sure, why not? I'm a
helpful person.” At other times, you might say to your-
self: “Is this person nuts or what? I got here first and
have lots of work to do.” Indeed Langer’s results indi-
cate that both types of thinking were going on—a lit-
tle over half of the people complied with this request.

Now, here’s the interesting part. Langer found that
she could get almost everyone to agree to let another
person cut in front of them at the copy machine by
adding one detail to the request—a reason for why the
machine was needed. This makes sense. It takes a
cold heart to deny someone, perhaps panic-stricken
with an urgent need, the simple use of a copy ma-
chine. The odd thing about Langer’s study is that al-
though some of the reasons given made no sense at
all, nearly everyone let the person cut in. For exam-
ple, on some occasions Langer’s collaborators would
say, “Excuse me: May I use the Xerox machine, be-
cause I have to make copies.” When you think about
it, this is a pretty silly thing to say” Why would you
need a copy machine if you were not planning to
make copies? It is the same as no reason at all. But
that is the point. Most of the people in the study did
not think about it and mindlessly complied with the
request.

We can also be influenced when we are being
thoughtful. For example, most of us, at one time or an-
other, have been panhandled, that is, stopped on the
street by a passerby who asks for a quarter or any
spare change. A common response is to ignore the re-
quest and continue to walk mindlessly down the street.
Recently, we were panhandled in a novel manner. The
panhandler asked, “Excuse me, do you have 17 cents
that T could have?” What thoughts would run
through your head in this situation? When it hap-
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pened to us, our immediate thought was: “Why does
this person need exactly 17 cents? Is it for bus fare? Is it
for a specific food purchase? Maybe the person came up
short at the market.” Suddenly the panhandler was a
real individual with real needs, not someone we could
mindlessly pass by. We were persuaded to part with a
handful of change. Intrigued, we later sent our stu-
dents out on the streets to panhandle for a local char-
ity. They found that almost twice as many people
contributed when asked for 17 or 37 cents compared
to those who were asked for a quarter or any spare
change.

People can be persuaded both when they are in a
mindless state and when they are thoughtful, but ex-
actly how they are influenced in either of these two
states differs considerably. Richard Petty and John Ca-
cioppo argue that there are two routes to persuasion—
peripheral and central® In the peripheral route, a
message recipient devotes little attention and effort to
processing a communication. Some examples might in-
clude watching television while doing something else
or listening to a debate on an issue that you don't
care much about. In the peripheral route, persuasion
is determined by simple cues, such as the attractive-
ness of the communicator, whether or not the people
around you agree with the position presented, or the
pleasure and pain associated with agreeing with the
position. In contrast, in the central route, a message re-
cipient engages in a careful and thoughtful considera-
tion of the true merits of the information presented.
For example, in the central route the person may ac-
tively argue against the message, may want to know
the answer to additional questions, or may seek out
new information. The persuasiveness of the message
is determined by how well it can stand up to this
scrutiny.

Let’s see how the two routes to persuasion could
be used to process one of the most influential and con-
troversial television ads of the 1988 presidential elec-
tion. This ad, prepared by the Bush campaign, told
the story of Willie Horton, a black man who had been
sent to prison for murder. During the time when Mi-
chael Dukakis, Bush’s Democratic opponent, was gov-
ernor of Massachusetts, Horton was released on a
prison furlough program. While on furlough, Horton
fled to Maryland, where he raped a white woman af-
ter stabbing her male companion.

The ad was influential because it required little
thought for a person in the peripheral route to get the
point. A typical response elicited by the ad went some-
thing like this: “Dukakis let Horton out of prison to rape
and kill. Dukakis is weak on crime, especially those commit-
ted by bad, black guys.” Although the response is sim-
Ple, it was nonetheless effective for George Bush.
Michael Dukakis was painted as a weak leader who
Was soft on crime; by comparison, George Bush

-
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looked strong and tough, capable of protecting us
from the likes of Willie Horton.

However, no one was forced to think about this ad
in the peripheral route. For example, in the central
route to persuasion, the viewer might have asked
“Just how unusual is the Massachusetts prison furlough
program? Do other states have similar programs? What is
the success rate of such programs? Have instances like the
Horton case happened in other states and with other gover-
nors? Can Dukakis really be held personally responsible for
the decision to release Horton? How many prisoners were
furloughed in Massachusetts without incident? Given that
the cost of imprisoning someone for four years is approxi-
mately $88,000, or equal to the cost of four years of tuition
for a student at Harvard with enough left over to buy the
student a BMW upon graduation, is the furlough release
program worth trying?” In the central route, the Horton
ad is potentially less effective (and might even have
had the potential to damage the Bush campaign). The
ad addressed few questions that a thoughtful viewer
might raise.

This raises a crucial question: What determines
which route to persuasion will be adopted? One fac-
tor identified by Petty and Cacioppo is the recipient’s
motivation to think about the message. In one experi-
ment, Petty and Cacioppo, along with their student
Rachel Goldman,® investigated the role of personal in-
volvement in determining how we think about a mes-
sage. Students at the University of Missouri heard a
message. Students at the University of Missouri heard
a message advocating that their university adopt an
exam that all students would need to pass in their sen-
ior year in order to graduate. Half of the students
were told that their university’s chancellor was consid-
ering adopting the comprehensive exam the following
year, thereby making the issue of adopting the exam
personally relevant for these students. The other half
were told that the changes would not take effect for
ten years and thus would not affect them personally.

To see how the personal relevance of an issue
influenced thinking about a communication, Petty,
Cacioppo, and Goldman prepared four different ver-
sions of the comprehensive exam message. Half of the
messages were attributed to a source low in exper-
tise—a local high school class. The other half of the
messages were attributed to a source high in exper-
tise—the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education.
The researchers also varied the quality of arguments
in the message, with half of the messages containing
weak arguments (personal opinions and anecdotes)
and the other half consisting of strong arguments (sta-
tistics and other data about the value of the exam).

This simple study can tell us a lot about the way
people think about a persuasive message. Suppose
someone was operating in the central route to persua-
sion and was carefully scrutinizing the communica-
tion. When would that person be most persuaded?
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Given that the person was thinking carefully, he or
she would not be persuaded by weak arguments and
the source of the communication would not matter
much; however, a strong message that stood up to
close examination would be very effective. In contrast,
the content of the message would not matter much to
someone who was not thinking too much about the is-
sue; instead, someone using the peripheral route
would be most persuaded by a simple device such as
a source that appears to be expert.

What did Petty, Cacioppo, and Goldman find? The
personal relevance of the issue determined the route
to persuasion. For those students for whom the issue
of comprehensive exams was personally relevant, the
strength of the message’s argument was the most im-
portant factor determining whether or not they were
persuaded. In contrast, for those students for whom
the issue of the comprehensive exam was not person-
ally relevant, the source of the communication mat-
tered—the source high in expertise convinced; the one
from the high school class failed to do so.

Petty and Cacioppo’s two routes to persuasion
should alert us to two important points—one about
ourselves as human beings and one about propa-
ganda in our modern world. In many ways, we are
cognitive misers—we are forever trying to conserve our
cognitive energy” Given our finite ability to process in-
formation, we often adopt the strategies of the periph-
eral route for simplifying complex problems; we
mindlessly accept a conclusion or proposition—not for
any good reason but because it is accompanied by a
simplistic persuasion device.

Modern propaganda promotes the use of the pe-
ripheral route to persuasion and is designed to take
advantage of the limited processing capabilities of the
cognitive miser. The characteristics of modern persua-
sion—the message-dense environment, the thirty-sec-
ond ad, the immediacy of persuasion—make it
increasingly more difficult to think deeply about im-
portant issues and decisions. Given that we often oper-
ate in the peripheral route, professional propagandists
have free rein to use the type of tactics described at
the beginning of this chapter and throughout this
book to achieve, with impunity, whatever goal they
may have in mind.

We have a state of affairs that may be called the es-
sential dilemma of modern democracy. On the one hand,
we, as a society, value persuasion; our government is
based on the belief that free speech and discussion
and exchange of ideas can lead to fairer and better de-
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cision making. On the other hand, as cognitive misers
we often do not participate fully in this discussion, re-
lying instead not on careful thought and scrutiny of a
message, but on simplistic persuasion devices and lim-
ited reasoning. Mindless propaganda, not thoughtful
persuasion, flourishes.

The antidote to the dilemma of modern democracy
is not a simple one. It requires each of us to take
steps to minimize the likelihood of our processing
important information in the peripheral route. This
might include increasing our ability to think about an
issue through education or improving our ability to
detect and understand propaganda by learning more
about persuasion. It may mean alerting others to the
personal importance of an issue s0 that many more
citizens are encouraged to think deeply about a propo-
sition. It could involve restructuring the way informa-
tion is presented in our society so that we have the
time and the ability to think before we decide. . ..
Given the stakes, it behooves each of us to think care-
fully about how this dilemma can best be resolved.
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