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Effects of Introducing or Changing 

Beliefs, Attitudes, and Behaviors

Dolores Albarracín and Yubo Zhou

One understudied aspect of personalized persuasion is how to best target the 
belief (i.e., a probability judgment), attitude (i.e., an evaluation), or behavior 
(i.e., an overt action) of a particular person or group. What types of messages 
and interventions better match different outcomes and individuals and what 
strategies should be deployed when targeting them? Furthermore, does this 
choice depend on whether recipients have prior beliefs, attitudes, or behav‑
ioral dispositions that conflict with the advocacy? As these issues have been 
seldom conceptualized, this chapter presents a framework to think about the 
problem based on illustrative findings about persuasion, social influence, and 
behavioral change interventions.

To the best of our knowledge, what contents are most effective in influ‑
encing beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors has not been articulated in the litera‑
ture. It is, however, undeniable that information about the property of an 
object or the outcome of a behavior is likely to be highly relevant to be‑
liefs. Meanwhile, an affective experience is likely to be highly relevant to at‑
titudes, and providing practice with a behavior is likely to be highly relevant 
to future behavioral performances. This relevance proposition is based on the 
correspondence (match) between the intervention content and the intended 
outcome, an issue we analyze in this chapter. Thus, for any given person, 
depending on what change was intended (in beliefs, attitudes, or behavior),  
a different strategy could be optimal. For example, information about the 
properties of an object or behavior is directly relevant to forming beliefs 
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because beliefs are judgments of the probability that an object or behavior has 
specific properties or outcomes.

The self‑evident assumption that matching contents and outcomes in‑
creases the relevance of an intervention to an outcome does not, however, 
imply that matching contents always increases the impact on the intended 
outcomes. Instead, we propose that the extent of impact depends also on 
whether a person’s priors conflict with the intervention advocacy. When inter‑
ventions introduce new beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors, a strategy that matches 
the targeted outcome should have more impact than one that does not, sim‑
ply because the matching content is more diagnostic for the judgment or 
behavior. In contrast, when interventions counter prior beliefs, attitudes, or 
behaviors, a close match between the intervention and the targeted outcome 
may yield resistance to change.

The targeted outcomes and strategies we discuss in this chapter appear in 
Table 9.1 and the relation between the impact of matching contents and in‑
tended outcomes appears in Figure 9.1. In the coming sections, we first define 
the strategies of interest and then review findings that exemplify the impact 
of matching strategies in the absence of prior beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors, 
as well as in the presence of a conflict with preexisting beliefs, attitudes, or 
behaviors. Due to space constraints and limited evidence, the findings we 
review address only some possibilities. For example, comparisons across mul‑
tiple strategies are only beginning to be made. Therefore, this chapter organ‑
izes what we know and poses some questions researchers might pursue in the 
future.

An important caveat is that the outcomes in Figure 9.1 are not independ‑
ent of each other. In fact, most models of attitudes recognize that beliefs 
influence attitudes (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Albarracin, 2021; Rosenberg, 
1960b, 1960a) and some describe reciprocal influences of attitudes on beliefs 
as well (Albarracín & Wyer, 2001; Rosenberg, 1960a). Furthermore, research 
has shown that attitudes can affect behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Albar‑
racin et al., 2001; Glasman & Albarracín, 2006) and that behavior also affects 
attitudes (Bem, 1972; Festinger, 1957). However, we propose that direct 
strategies that match beliefs may have a stronger influence on beliefs when 
recipients have no prior attitudes compared to when they bring conflicting 
attitudes to bear (see Figure 9.1). In contrast, indirect strategies may be more 
effective than direct ones when the advocacy contradicts preexisting beliefs, 
attitudes, or behaviors (see Figure 9.1).

Targeted Outcomes and Strategies

As mentioned, the analysis in Figure  9.1 introduces the hypothesis that a 
match between targeted outcomes and strategies is likely persuasive when the 
intervention operates tabula rasa and recipients form new beliefs, attitudes, 



Matching the Intervention to Its Intended Outcome

193

or behavioral patterns. However, the process is more complex when individu‑
als already have beliefs or attitudes or have performed a behavior that com‑
municators want to change. In that case, strategies that resemble the targeted 
outcomes may trigger disengagement, ambivalence (Van Harreveld et  al., 
2004), and resistance to persuasion, in the form of cognitive dissonance and 
defense mechanisms that rationalize the previous attitudes (McGuire, 1964; 
Petty & Cacioppo, 1979; Rucker et al., 2004; Saucier & Webster, 2010).

The predicted advantage of matching in tabula rasa conditions but mis‑
matching when communicators want to change an audience’s preexisting 
beliefs, attitudes, or behavioral patterns, is based on processes of attention, 
comprehension, and accepting or counterarguing the intervention content 
(Albarracín, 2002, 2021; McGuire, 1985). People who encounter a commu‑
nication must first attend to and comprehend it, and attention is likely greater 
when the content is relevant to the judgment or decision at hand. In the ab‑
sence of conflicting beliefs, attitudes, or behavioral dispositions, people who 
attend to and comprehend the content of a communication generally accept 
it. However, if people have conflicting beliefs, attitudes, or behavioral disposi‑
tions, contents that resemble the targeted outcome may seem disagreeable or 
even threatening (Albarracin, 2021; Albarracín et al., 2004; Brehm, 1966). 
Thus, in these situations, recipients may counterargue the communication 
and resent the persuasive attempt.

Predicting the degree of resistance produced by conflicting priors is as criti‑
cal as it is difficult. If, for example, an audience accesses prior beliefs, belief 
strategies will be more relevant and potentially more impactful than either 
attitudinal or behavioral ones. This possibility is represented in Figure 9.2, 
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Figure 9.1 � Hypothetical impact of belief, attitudinal, and behavioral strategies for 
different outcomes.
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which shows how having a prior belief might make belief information more 
relevant and potentially more persuasive. However, people could also be more 
resistant to relevant information. That is, relevant information can conflict 
with priors and activate defensive processes such as counterarguing the com‑
munication. Therefore, some intended changes may produce more resistance 
than others and in turn result in different influences. For the most part, how‑
ever, people form beliefs and attitudes and make decisions on the fly (without 
considering prior beliefs). Therefore, as matching contents are relevant to 
those on‑the‑fly judgments and decisions, positive effects of matching should 
be more common than negative ones.

The coming sections describe interventions that match each type of in‑
tended outcome. Many of the reviewed findings concern new issues, for 
which participants are unlikely to have formed beliefs or attitudes or to have 
executed behaviors. We also cover research on attempts at changing beliefs, 
attitudes, or behaviors, studied with topics and behaviors which were known 
to the research participants. However, most research has been conducted 
with new issues and the majority only looks at a single strategy at the time. 
Therefore, the comparisons relevant to our predictions are often made across 
studies or even areas of research, and our untested predictions are offered as 
a guide for future research.

Interventions Targeting Belief, Attitudinal, and Behavioral 
Outcomes

Belief strategies of influence typically introduce propositional information. 
Beliefs comprise probability judgments (Albarracin, 2021; Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975; Wyer & Albarracín, 2005) and may reference the probability that an 
object has an attribute, such as “the vaccine uses new technology.” They may 
also reference the probability that a behavior has an outcome, such as “the 
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Figure 9.2 � Varying effects of conflicting priors (Conflicting priors enhance communi‑
cation relevance, but also resistance to it).
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vaccine will save lives” or the probability that an object or event is real, such 
as “a vaccine was invented.” It is also possible to influence beliefs by providing 
normative information such as describing the extent to which a group holds a 
particular belief and to deploy rituals, such as praying, to increase the belief in 
God. As shown in Table 9.1, any of these strategies should be a good match 
when beliefs constitute the intended outcome.

Attitudinal strategies of influence that have been effective in prior re‑
search involve, for example, messages to ensure the popularity of a president. 
These strategies can take various forms, including presenting information with 
evaluative implications, instilling injunctive norms, and promoting particular 
affective experiences. As attitudes often depend on beliefs about and evalua‑
tions of the attributes of an object or the outcomes of a behavior (Ajzen &  
Fishbein, 1980), propositional information with evaluative implications is 
highly relevant to attitudes. For example, messages to improve attitudes to‑
ward vaccination may describe vaccines as promoting health and reducing 
infections (Albarracín & Wyer, 2001; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). In addition 
to using evaluative information, one can attempt to influence attitudes by 
getting an audience to believe that other people want them to vaccinate (Cial‑
dini et al., 1991) or by inducing positive affective feelings such as happiness 
(Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Several attitude‑matching strategies appear in the 
second row of Table 9.1.

Behavioral strategies of influence can directly recommend a behavior, 
introduce propositional information about how to perform it, and instill 
practice with it. Exposure to the behavior of others, for example, can pro‑
vide vicarious behavioral experiences (Bandura, 1986), and behavioral (i.e., 
descriptive) norms can guide recipients’ behaviors (Cialdini et  al., 1991). 
Other strategies that promote behavior relatively directly include verbally 
addressing factors like fear of failure, perceived difficulty, or low self‑efficacy 
(Bandura, 1991, 1997), and using behavioral skills training and practice. 
Behavioral skills arguments, for example, are verbal instructions designed to 
help recipients acquire resources for and overcome obstacles to a behavior 
(Albarracin, 2021; Albarracin et  al., 2003, 2005). Behavioral skills train‑
ing is an active practice strategy in which individuals role‑play or engage in 

Table 9.1  Matching Strategies

Type of Outcome Propositional Information Norms Behavior

Belief Probability information Belief consensus Belief rituals
Attitude Evaluative information Attitudinal consensus 

(injunctive norm)
Affective 

experience
Behavior Recommendations and 

behavioral information
Behavioral consensus 

(descriptive norm)
Behavioral 

practice
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supervised skills execution such as more effective communication with oth‑
ers (Albarracín et al., 2005; Fisher et al., 2002). Implementation intentions 
are also closely connected to behavioral skills training because they provide 
behavioral scripts to deploy in particular circumstances (P. Gollwitzer, 2004; 
P. M. Gollwitzer, 1996). These behavioral strategies appear in the third row 
of Table 9.1.

Findings about Influences on Beliefs

Propositional information about the antecedents of a belief is particularly well 
suited to influence beliefs. A model developed by McGuire (McGuire, 1960a, 
1985) and extended by Wyer (Fong & Wyer, 2003; Wyer, 1974) character‑
ized the influence of one belief on another as logical reasoning. Two beliefs,  
A (antecedent) and C (conclusion) are related to each other through a syl‑
logism of the form “A; if A, then C; C.” Therefore, the probability of C (e.g., 
“the vaccine will be accepted by a large segment of the population”) is the 
result of the beliefs that “A is true” and “if A is true, C is true.” For example, 
“the vaccine saves lives” may be combined with “if a vaccine saves lives, it will 
be accepted” to conclude that “the vaccine will be accepted.”

As mentioned, information about a belief in a premise is clearly highly 
relevant to the belief in a conclusion. In this case, the similarity between the 
strategy and the intended outcome ensures that, when forming a belief, the 
relevant content will be readily available to make a belief judgment. Accord‑
ingly, a meta‑analysis of the influence of introducing misinformation tabula 
rasa estimated that misinformation has 272 chances to 1 of inducing a belief 
in the misinformation (M.‑P.S. Chan et al., 2017). In other words, it is almost 
impossible not to believe misinformation when one knows nothing about the 
subject matter.

Belief consensus information has also been underscored as a strategy that 
can impact beliefs in a variety of domains. For example, in experiments on the 
formation of status beliefs, participants judged which members had greater 
status within a group (Ridgeway & Cornell, 2006). The status of members 
of the group was determined based on the deferential or dismissive reactions 
of confederates who posed as group members, and the effect was quite large 
(F‑ratio = 70.32). Thus, social influence can have powerful effects on beliefs 
when they are formed de novo.

Although understudied, behaviors that endorse a belief should influence 
belief formation. For example, in a series of studies conducted on judg‑
ments about the nature of an experience (Tan et al., 2021), the belief that 
experiences are either physical or mental was induced by asking participants 
to respond to opinion statements that were ostensibly flashed subliminally 
on a computer screen. Participants then received feedback that they had 
reported that an experience was either physical or mental and this feedback 
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influenced subsequent beliefs about the experience. Both feedback about 
their own responses as well as feedback about the consensus of participants 
were effective.

Notably, other behaviors that are likely to influence probability judgments 
are belief rituals, such as praying. However, the impact of behavior on belief 
remains relatively understudied. Notable exceptions are experiments about 
the impact of rituals, conducted with young children presented with stress 
balls that change color (Mathiassen & Nielsen, 2023). In the ritual condition, 
an adult carried out a ritual consisting of a bogus action on the ball, which was 
novel to the children. As predicted, children’s belief in magic was stronger af‑
ter the ritual had been demonstrated, relative to conditions without the ritual. 
However, supporting our matching predictions, actual behavior has not been 
shown to be influenced by rituals that signal particular beliefs, such that rituals 
to make an object seem magical do not affect children’s choice of the object 
(Kapitány et al., 2018).

Now, even though well‑matched strategies strongly influence beliefs when 
people lack prior beliefs about an issue (see Figure 9.1), the impact of be‑
lief‑based strategies should be lower in the presence of prior beliefs. First, 
prior and new beliefs are often averaged (Anderson, 1981), which results in 
diminishing returns for each subsequent message. Second, the subjective va‑
lidity of a message is more questionable when recipients’ prior knowledge 
conflicts with the message’s claims (Albarracín & Wyer, 2001; Wyer & Srull, 
1989). Third, new information contradicting prior beliefs is likely to elicit 
anger and annoyance expressed as reactance and defensiveness (Granados Sa‑
mayoa & Albarracín, 2023).

The overall gap between the impact of belief strategies in the presence 
or absence of prior beliefs can be gauged by comparing the large impact of 
introducing misinformation de novo with the impact of attempting to correct 
the misinformation once it has been introduced. Whereas, as mentioned, the 
chances of the initial misinformation succeeding are 272 to 1, the chances 
of the correction succeeding are about 8 to 1 (M.‑P.S. Chan et al., 2017). 
Indeed, the introduction of novel beliefs is 34 times more effective than the 
correction of previous ones.

Another meta‑analysis of the impact of corrections that also makes this 
point focused on the impact of misinformation and corrections about sci‑
ence, a domain where people often have preexisting beliefs (M.‑P.S. Chan & 
Albarracin, 2023). As in the prior meta‑analysis (Chan et al., 2017), the effect 
of the initial propositional information, whose chances of success were 7 to 
1, was stronger than the effect of the correction, which did not achieve sta‑
tistical significance. Interestingly, there was also an indication that defensive 
processes intervened to make the effect of corrections negligible. Specifically, 
politically polarized issues were more difficult to correct than nonpolarized 
ones, for which the corrections were effective.
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Another implication of our conceptualization is that when people have 
preexisting beliefs about an issue, information that is a poorer match could 
be more persuasive. Although belief and non‑belief strategies are yet to be 
directly compared in their impact on beliefs, the notion can be illustrated 
by some of the findings from research on bypassing one belief by introduc‑
ing or increasing access to a different one (Calabrese & Albarracín, 2023). 
This research investigated the possible advantages of bypassing beliefs by 
introducing other beliefs that can also affect attitudes toward a particular 
issue. Contrary to popular attempts at correcting the initial belief, the re‑
searchers presented a different belief that had implications for the relevant 
belief‑linked attitude. Specifically, they first introduced popular misinforma‑
tion that Genetically Modified (GM) foods cause cancer and then either 
denied that misinformation (i.e., the correction) or simply stated something 
positive about GM foods, such as their ability to curb hunger or save bee 
populations (i.e., the bypassing message). In all experiments, the newly in‑
troduced belief was effective, as judged by high levels of belief in the new 
propositions. In addition, in one of the experiments in the series (Experi‑
ment 2), the introduction of the new belief that GM foods curb hunger 
weakened the belief that GM foods cause cancer. The use of non‑corre‑
sponding content was effective at instilling new beliefs in those contents as 
well as weakening the initial beliefs.

Even more direct evidence supporting the disadvantages of matching in‑
tended outcomes when people have conflicting priors comes from research 
on the effects of consensus information. Despite its promising effects when 
beliefs are influenced de novo, consensus information can elicit resistance to 
change. This was the conclusion of an experiment conducted by Chocka‑
lingam et al. (2021) in which standard corrections were compared with cor‑
rections presented along with information about a consensus of scientists, 
co‑partisans, or the opposition. Results indicated that even though corrective 
information was effective at increasing belief in climate change, consensus 
information did not increase this effect. What future research must ascertain 
is whether consensus information is less effective than mismatched strategies, 
such as, for example, attitudinal strategies. Even though no research has ad‑
dressed this question yet, evaluative information, for example, should be less 
relevant and thus less threatening than information that is clearly relevant to 
the beliefs in question.

Findings about Influences on Attitudes

Propositional evaluative information can affect attitudes in the same way as 
probability information affects attitudes. For example, the model developed 
by McGuire (McGuire, 1960a, 1960b) and extended by Wyer (1974) can 
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also be used to predict attitudes. In that case, the probability of C (e.g., an 
attitude such as “the vaccine is good”) is the result of the beliefs that “A is 
true” and “if A is true, C is true.” For example, “The vaccine saves lives” may 
be combined with “If a vaccine saves lives, it is good,” leading to the conclu‑
sion that “the vaccine is good.” As is the case with beliefs, this propositional 
evaluative information should be ideal to create attitudes, although, as shown 
by the work on misinformation correction, the same information can produce 
resistance when changing existing attitudes.

Attitudinal strategies also include inducing moods (i.e., feelings of positive 
and negative affect without a clear source Clore & Schnall, 2005) or emo‑
tions (i.e., visceral reactions like feelings of fear, happiness, sadness; Clore & 
Schnall, 2005) in the recipient, expecting that these feelings will bias attitudes 
to meet the persuader’s objective. Emotional feelings can be elicited by de‑
scribing some of the affective properties of an object, such as discussing “the 
buttery and sweet taste of a cookie.” They may also be elicited in more indi‑
rect ways, such as showing presidential candidates kissing babies or introduc‑
ing attractive product sponsors (Gasper & Clore, 2000).

Among different affective experiences, fear has been frequently studied be‑
cause of its relevance to assessing risk. Fear appeals highlight a threat with the 
goal of promoting behaviors to avert it (Dillard & Peck, 2000; Maddux &  
Rogers, 1983; Tannenbaum et  al., 2015). A meta‑analysis of fear appeals 
(Tannenbaum et al., 2015) showed impacts on attitudes toward protection 
behaviors, particularly when the appeals discuss an audience’s susceptibility to 
the threat, when behaviors are described as efficacious, and when the popu‑
lation is on average more sensitive to fear (i.e., females and populations of 
Asian descent). However, fear appeals are more effective at promoting posi‑
tive attitudes toward one‑time behaviors (e.g., vaccination) relative to atti‑
tudes toward repeated ones (e.g., dietary and physical activity habits). It is 
thus possible that fear may be perceived as manipulative by an audience with 
conflicting prior attitudes, generating resistance to persuasion. In contrast, 
introducing fear to create a new attitude toward a one‑time behavior may fly 
under the radar.

The effects of attitudinal strategies can also be illustrated with behavioral 
approaches that induce a behavior as a way of influencing attitudes (Bem, 
1967, 1972). A manipulation of people’s perception that they performed a 
behavior independently of other cognitive activity was originally developed 
by Albarracin and Wyer (2000) in the context of influencing attitudes. In a 
series of experiments, college students were induced to believe that, outside 
of awareness, they had either supported or opposed the introduction of com‑
prehensive exams at their university. Participants generated responses to the 
ostensible presentation of policy proposals and then received bogus feedback 
that they had either supported or opposed each policy. The perception of 
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having voted in favor of the exam policy led to a positive attitude toward the 
policy, and these effects were present even when participants were distracted. 
The behavior in support of the policy allowed participants to make attitudinal 
inferences even when they lacked the ability to think deeply about the issue.

One caveat is that Albarracín and Wyer’s (2000) experiments involved a 
novel policy for which participants had no preconceived attitudes. However, 
the impact of a behavior that contradicts other behaviors or attitudes, is less 
straightforward. Past research (Albarracín et al., 2003) has demonstrated the 
ironic effects of behavioral recommendations in interaction with past behav‑
ior. In one of their experiments, participants received materials ostensibly 
from a consumer education program about products containing an ostensi‑
ble alcohol substitute. The materials involved either abstinence or modera‑
tion messages, after which participants were or were not induced to drink 
by a confederate. Participants who did not drink the simulated alcohol after 
receiving the message had weaker intentions to drink it in the abstinence 
(vs. moderation) condition. However, those induced to drink had stronger 
consumption intentions when they had received the abstinence message than 
when they had received the moderation one. That is, when the advocacy and 
the behavior conflicted, the effect of the message was ironic, which was at‑
tributed to a self‑perception inference that one strongly favored the beverage 
and drank it after being told not to do so (see Experiment 2 in Albarracin 
et al., 2003).

Findings about Influences on Behavior

Recommendations and information about others executing a behavior are 
critical to successful behavioral interventions, although such recommen‑
dations are absent in 95% of messages in the health promotion domain 
(Zhou et al., 2024). Research by Chan et al. (2024) compared social me‑
dia messages that contained behavioral recommendations and described 
behaviors, thus being “actionable,” with a random selection of messages 
in the same domain. An artificial intelligence classifier was created to code 
messages such as “This is how you use a condom” as being more action‑
able than messages like “Condoms are safe.” An online experiment also 
showed that messages with behavioral content were seen as more effica‑
cious and led to stronger intentions to disseminate them among an HIV 
(Human Immunodeficiency Virus) priority population—men who have 
sex with men. Moreover, in a field experiment that involved 42 United 
States counties, government and nongovernment agencies received behav‑
ioral and control messages for a time period. The results showed that the 
agencies selected and used the behavioral messages six times as frequently 
as the control ones.
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Learning that others in one’s network have performed a behavior, intend 
to perform it, or recommend it can produce similar dispositions to perform 
the same behavior among recipients (Cialdini et al., 1991). In experiments 
conducted by Zhou et  al. (2024), participants witnessed others describ‑
ing having performed supported actions or expressing attitudes toward an 
object. In other experiments of the same series, participants learned that 
others intended to perform these supported actions or recommended that 
the audience do. Compared to conditions in which only attitudes were de‑
scribed, the behavioral messages, which also contained evaluative informa‑
tion, had a greater impact on participants’ behavioral intentions. The main 
process underlying these effects was that recipients of behavioral messages 
activated behavioral representations, which involved the feeling of perform‑
ing the behaviors themselves. This information had a strong effect on be‑
havioral intentions.

Experimental and meta‑analytic research has also shown that the number 
of behavioral recommendations is important, with more behavioral recom‑
mendations generally increasing the behavioral impact of a message. In two 
laboratory experiments (McDonald et al., 2017), participants received dif‑
ferent numbers of recommendations (e.g., quit smoking and relax for a day) 
and then completed measures of recommendation recall and intentions to 
enact them in the future. According to the study findings, as the number 
of behavioral recommendations rose, the total number of recalled recom‑
mendations and intentions to perform them increased along with them. 
Although, in these experiments, the proportion of intended behaviors de‑
creased as the number of recommendations kept increasing, participants 
were able to develop goals as long as their choices increased. Similarly, in 
meta‑analyses of randomized controlled trials testing health promotion in‑
terventions, the number of recommendations was generally linearly related 
to average behavioral and clinical change, highlighting that the inclusion of 
explicit recommendations is key (Dai et al., 2020; Sunderrajan et al., 2021; 
Wilson et al., 2015).

Despite the advantages of introducing behavioral content in persuasive 
communications and interventions aimed at behavior, it is worth considering 
that matching strategies and outcomes is potentially counterproductive when 
people have conflicting prior behavioral experiences. For instance, persuasive 
communications and interventions that prime behavioral contents such as “ef‑
ficiency” or “speed” affect recipients’ behaviors more than programs with‑
out these words. However, even though introducing behavioral concepts is 
helpful, primes alone are unlikely to forcefully guide behavior because the ef‑
fect’s direction depends on the recipients’ pre‑existing behavioral disposition 
(Hart & Albarracín, 2009; Strahan et al., 2002). For example, achievement 
goals prime higher performance in academic tasks among individuals who 
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are chronically motivated to achieve but correspondingly lower performance 
among those who are not chronically motivated to do so.

Some of the most effective ways of influencing behavior involve intro‑
ducing skills‑relevant information, including arguments about self‑efficacy, 
defined as people’s confidence in their ability to undertake an action (Ban‑
dura, 1986). Conveying manageable levels of task difficulty and providing 
encouragement can significantly enhance an individual’s self‑efficacy, leading 
to more frequent behavioral performance (Margolis & Mccabe, 2006). Typi‑
cally, however, simply conveying that recipients can perform a behavior is 
likely to be of limited use, which is why interventions also teach recipients 
to overcome obstacles. Verbal arguments conveying how one might manage 
emotions to reduce sexual risk behavior have been shown to increase the ef‑
ficacy of communications on condom use. In two meta‑analyses (Albarracin 
et  al., 2003, 2005), researchers coded for the presence of behavioral skills 
arguments (e.g., describing how carrying condoms around is beneficial), and 
training in condom‑use skills (e.g., practice with unwrapping and applying 
condoms), interpersonal skills (e.g., role‑playing interpersonal conflict over 
condom use and initiation of discussions about protection), and self‑manage‑
ment skills (e.g., practice in decision making while intoxicated, avoidance of 
risky situations). Results indicated that including behavioral skills arguments 
as well as self‑management behavior‑skills training in the interventions led to 
more positive behavioral change than not doing so, over and above all other 
strategies used in these interventions.

Even though verbal arguments about behavioral skills can be effective, in‑
terventions that provide practice with behavioral skills are considerably better 
at producing behavioral changes than verbal instruction alone. Accordingly, 
active interventions to promote condom use, which include role‑playing and 
client‑centered counseling, increase condom use to a greater extent than in‑
terventions that merely present verbal arguments (Albarracín et  al., 2005). 
Of the various types of skills to promote condom use, self‑management‑skills 
training has been shown to be the most effective (Albarracín et al., 2005). 
Other skills, such as interpersonal skills training to negotiate condom use, 
are effective only for women, and condom use skills training is effective for 
men but counterproductive for women (Albarracín et al., 2005). Presumably, 
gender‑specific goals for the male condom are likely responsible for these dif‑
ferences as women must often ask male partners to wear condoms whereas the 
partners can simply wear them.

Similarly, asking people to think about how, when, and where they will per‑
form a given behavior increases the likelihood that they will do so. According 
to Gollwitzer (1999), implementation intentions delegate control of goal‑ 
directed actions onto the environment by providing external reminders that 
help to automatically activate the behaviors in question (Aarts et al., 1999; 
Brandstatter et  al., 2001; P. M. Gollwitzer, 1996). In addition to linking 
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goals to external stimuli, formulating these intentions allows one to mentally 
simulate behaviors, even actions that are new to the individual. As a result, 
implementation intentions increase numerous behaviors, including physical 
activity (Sweet et al., 2014).

When considering the match between these behavioral strategies and the 
targeted outcomes, however, contents may be perceived as intrusive when 
participants have engaged in opposing behaviors in the past. In fact, reac‑
tance can intensify, resulting in noncompliance, when persuaders introduce 
explicit instructions that anchor behaviors to locations and times. Rather 
than prescribing a detailed behavioral plan for individuals to follow, encour‑
aging them to devise their own plans is more effective. This approach is 
supported by experimental research by Fennis and Stel (2011), who exam‑
ined the efficacy of indirect persuasive strategies in promoting the consump‑
tion of fair‑trade consumer products. In their experiments, participants who 
were merely informed of the potential efficacy of linking situational cues 
to a behavior accepted the implementation intention more than those who 
were explicitly instructed to form an implementation behavior. In summary, 
when the recommended behavior conflicts with what people have been do‑
ing, indirect persuasive techniques can successfully enhance the cognitive 
accessibility of contextual cues and the associated behavioral responses while 
producing less reactance.

Conclusions and Future Directions

In this chapter, we have proposed that matching intended outcomes and 
strategies can significantly impact attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors, although 
the direction of this impact depends on what the intervention recipients 
bring to the table. Our chapter introduced the three intended outcomes 
(i.e., beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors) and a set of intervention strategies for 
each (see Table 9.1). It then covered what happens when interventions are 
received tabula rasa as opposed to when interventions conflict with prior 
beliefs, attitudes, or behavioral experiences (see Figure 9.1).

We first described belief outcomes and propositional strategies to influence 
beliefs. Whereas, in the absence of prior beliefs, information influences recipi‑
ents by creating syllogistically connected beliefs, in the presence of prior beliefs, 
directly countering the prior belief may be counterproductive. When recipients 
have prior beliefs about an issue, the new information is averaged (Anderson, 
1974) and often questioned and actively counterargued by recipients who ex‑
perience anger (Granados Samayoa & Albarracin, 2023). Addressing these is‑
sues is, therefore, essential to develop communications that properly match the 
presence or absence of prior beliefs with promising strategies.

Second, we reviewed attitudes as an intended outcome, the presence or 
absence of prior attitudes, and different intervention strategies (i.e., evaluative 
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information, affective persuasion, injunctive norms, and affective experiences). 
Other people’s attitudes can inform recipients’ attitudes, as can the oppor‑
tunity to perform a behavior that implies a particular attitude. Third,  we 
considered behavior as a vital intended outcome. We identified intervention 
strategies contributing to recipients’ behavior, such as behavioral recommen‑
dations, descriptive norms, and training in behavioral skills. Targeting behav‑
iors offers the advantage of prompting recipients to perform behaviors directly 
without going through other mental processes such as forming beliefs and at‑
titudes. However, directly targeting recipients’ behavior may evoke reactance 
and decrease adherence to behavioral recommendations when people have 
refused to perform that behavior in the past. Instead of requesting a specific 
behavior, encouraging recipients’ autonomy to perform it and fostering nec‑
essary skills and implementation plans is likely to prove more useful.

Today, behavioral intervention research is a vibrant and continuously 
growing area of social psychology and many allied disciplines. The conclu‑
sions from this chapter bring up three critical research questions. First, even 
though we sequentially listed the three targeted outcomes (i.e., beliefs, at‑
titudes, and behaviors), the order of these stages is known to vary (Albar‑
racín, 2002, 2021). For example, people who form beliefs may simultaneously 
form attitudes toward an object, and individuals who imagine themselves per‑
forming an action may form both attitudes and beliefs as a result (Albarracin, 
2021; Albarracin & Wyer, 2000, 2001). Thus, future research should study 
the possibility of simultaneous effects on different intended outcomes and 
determine how different sequences of processing operate.

Second, we discussed different targeted outcomes and psychological 
mechanisms that have been studied primarily via self‑report. However, cog‑
nitive neuroscience techniques may be useful to understand how these pro‑
cesses operate at the brain level (Cikara & Van Bavel, 2014; Davidson et al., 
2000; Siegel & Victoroff, 2009). Other fundamental work might include 
within‑subjects experimental designs that can more precisely identify the ef‑
fects of different strategies on specific outcomes and how motivation and abil‑
ity conditions moderate these effects.

In closing, this chapter proposed the importance of selecting the appro‑
priate influence strategy when attempting to produce new beliefs, attitudes, 
and behaviors, or to influence prior ones. We gathered pertinent evidence 
and articulated new hypotheses that might be investigated in the future. We 
proposed a framework to match targeted outcomes with particular strategies, 
hoping that this work will inspire not only future research but also new modes 
of intervention to curb pressing social problems such as epidemics and the 
ongoing climate change crisis.
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