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Summary 
For peoples’ behaviour to change, their attitudes must change as well.  Persuasive 
communication by policy agencies has a role to play in encouraging attitude change 
among their constituents.  There are four stages to attitude change, and these are 
affected by whether people engage in high elaboration or low elaboration processing 
of communication messages.  To encourage the changes in attitude that are 
associated with desired behaviour a communication strategy should address the 
underlying processes for both types of elaboration.  A strategy for doing this is likely 
to include: segmentation, attitude change identification, message design, design for 
heuristics or conditioning, learning skills, communication channels, and supporting 
conditions.  Actual communication activities can then be planned to apply the 
strategy in ways that combine both high and low elaboration approaches. 
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Background 
A communication strategy is an important mechanism for policy agencies to achieve 
attitudinal change on environmental issues.  Having a strategy ensures that the 
Council’s communication efforts are focussed and goal orientated, that resources are 
used efficiently, and Council staff have benchmarks to use in evaluation and 
learning.  It is sometimes assumed that if good communication is essential for the 
public to co-ordinate their activities with policy agencies so that everybody works 
together for a common outcome, poor communication itself can’t do any harm.  At 
the worst, it might be assumed that poor communication could cause some confusion 
and slow down the rate of progress.  However, the evidence from overseas and New 
Zealand is that poor communication results in greater polarisation on issues amongst 
catchment communities and policy agency staff.  This in-turn leads to entrenched 
attitudinal differences, a lack of trust in local officials, and human resources being 
diverted to ‘spoiling activities’, and dysfunctional behaviour (e.g. Williams 2001, 
Holderness-Roddam 1997, Ostrom 1999).  In such situations, unless the issues 
underlying attitude polarisation are addressed, Councils can expect to achieve at best, 
compliant behaviour in communities based upon submissive relationships and cost 
minimisation. 
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A communications strategy for persuasion is quite purposeful in its intent with a goal 
benefiting the source (O’Keefe 1990).  It should also be voluntary, so that recipients 
can choose whether or not to participate in the act of communication.  It differs from 
consultation or learning interventions (Table 1) that are more process orientated, in 
that it is intended to persuade people towards a specific attitudinal position.  Other 
communication approaches, when the recipients have limited or no choice about 
participating in the communication act, may be considered to be propaganda or 
coercive (Table 1). 
 

Table 1.  Types of Communication and Their Differences 

 Goal Focussed Process Focussed 

Voluntary persuasion consultation, learning 

Restricted choice propaganda coercion 

 

Attitude Change And Communication 
Persuasive communication ordinarily aims to change attitudes that are linked to 
specific behaviours (e.g. planting a 5 metre riparian strip in flaxes and native trees).  
Attitudes are evaluative predispositions to view specific behaviours as being positive 
(good for me) or negative (bad for me) (Eagly and Chaiken 1993).  They are not 
innate (or genetically inherited) but are learnt through experience.  Attitudes tend to 
be relatively enduring compared to other psychological states that may be more 
emotionally based such as people’s moods.   

Receiving and processing information associated with attitude change involves 
people in the following stages (Petty and Cacioppo 1986): 

a. Attention – people being motivated to think about an issue. 
b. Comprehension – people being able to process information clearly and relate 

it to their own belief structure. 
c. Yielding – people being able to identify the arguments being presented and 

evaluate these to produce a change in attitudes. 
d. Retention – people integrating their new attitude with their own sense of self, 

so that it becomes part of their revised belief structure. 
 

At each of these stages, people use a range of learning skills for processing 
information to build new knowledge and add it to their existing experiences (Kolb 
1986).  Learning processes involve separate steps of appreciation and transformation.  
People can appreciate new information through comprehension of the central 
concepts, or through the felt qualities of an experience.  Following appreciation, 
information is transformed and made more relevant by either a process of internal 
reflection or by actually trying it out. 



 

Proceedings of the New Zealand Agricultural and Resource Economics Society 2002 

Each combination of appreciation and transformation processes is associated with a 
different type of knowledge.  So there are four types of knowledge, from divergent to 
assimilation to convergent and then to accommodative, each with their own set of 
learning skills (Table 4). 
 

Table 4.  A Description of the Common Types of Knowledge and Learning Skills 

Appreciation 
of information 

Transformation 
of information 

Types of Knowledge Learning Skills 

reflection assimilation: 
knowledge that is 
strongly theoretical 

thinking, organising 
information, testing 
theories, analysing data 

comprehension 

try it out convergent: problem 
solving 

decision-making, setting 
objectives, 
experimenting with new 
ideas 

reflection divergent: imaginative 
and people centred 

information gathering 
and imagining the 
implications of change 

felt qualities 

try it out accommodative: 
action and risk taking 

applying feedback and 
evaluation, and 
influencing and 
persuading 

 
In any situation, individuals will tend to be more confident with one form of 
knowledge than any of the others.  They will also tend to use the learning skills 
associated with that type of knowledge more than the others.  All types of knowledge 
are needed for substantial learning to take place (Kolb 1986), and as people learn 
they will become more committed to using their new ideas as their knowledge about 
an issue grows. 
Communication strategies are persuasive when they build upon people’s learning 
skills, and support their use through the different stages of attitude change.  
Communication strategies focus the resources of policy agencies to address these 
learning needs and attitude stages.  Any gaps that appear in communication strategies 
are likely to become the factors most limiting to their effectiveness.  Described in a 
strategy will be the different population segments to be addressed, the attitude 
changes desired for each of them, the communication channels to be used, the 
messages and heuristics to be developed and the supporting conditions to be set.  
From the strategy, specific communication events can be included in an operational 
plan. 
Communication influences peoples’ attitudes through more than one route.  People 
have been found to change their attitudes when they are exposed to messages that 
associate certain concepts to emotional cues.  Examples include a specific model of 
car and images of power, or cigarettes and unhealthy bodies.  These are all related to 
conditioning processes of attitude change (Petty and Cacioppo 1986).  In other, or 
similar situations people have responded to the central messages contained in a 
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communication.  Communication strategies can be developed to address both these 
types of thinking (conditioning and message based). 

 

Communication Strategies 
Communication messages, the robustness of their arguments and strength of delivery 
are not the only way to make communication effective.  Poor arguments and weak 
delivery in the right situation can be equally effective.  Early communication models 
struggled to address the issues associated with both cognitive communication (aimed 
at influencing peoples’ reasoned decision making) and affective communication 
(aimed at influencing peoples’ intuitive decision making).  The Elaborative 
Likelihood Model (ELM) has been used to integrate these so that communication 
stages can be specified to influence both these types of decision-making (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986).  The model accounts for two communication routes to achieve 
persuasion – the central persuasion route and the peripheral persuasion route. 
The central persuasion route operates when people think about the contents of the 
communication process and engage (internally or externally) in reasoned argument 
i.e. there is a high elaboration of ideas in the message.  It requires a greater effort to 
carry out the processing involved in high elaboration, but people consider themselves 
to be more accountable for the results of their central processing and it is more likely 
to provide them with a learning experience. 
The peripheral persuasion route operates when people have a low level of awareness 
about the communication message i.e. engage in low elaboration, and so peripheral 
cues (such as the attractiveness of the speaker) become more important for attitude 
change.  Peripheral processing requires less energy, and concentration, it occurs 
easier and faster then central processing.  Attitude changes from peripheral 
persuasion routes are less useful for predicting behaviour, more susceptible to 
counter persuasion, persist for a shorter period of time and people take less 
individual responsibility for the results.   
Both the central and peripheral thinking can operate over the same time period.  They 
are part of the same communication continuum and people will tend to be dominated 
by one or the other depending upon the significance to them of the issue, the source 
of the communication, the channel being used, and the type of message being 
conveyed (East , 1990). 

People may consider that the significance of an issue is low when it appears to them 
to have no relevance (benefit or cost) to their lives.  Significance can also be low in 
situations where people may have some involvement in the subject but they lack 
knowledge or understanding about what is happening or why.  When the significance 
of the communication is low, people may pay less attention to the central arguments 
and so their pre-existing attitudes will dominate the effectiveness of any attempted 
communication by policy organisations (Table 2). 
If people consider the issue to be very important to them because they are highly 
involved or very knowledgeable about the subject or even just very curious, they are 
more likely to use the central communication route.  When that happens, the 
arguments within the communication are of direct importance for attitudinal change. 
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Table 2.  Effect of the Significance of the Issue and Pre-existing Attitudes Upon 
Message Processing 

Significance of Issue Contrast of Message with Existing Attitudes 

 Pro-attitudinal Counter-attitudinal 

Low mostly peripheral 
processing. 

mostly peripheral 
processing. 

High large attitude changes are 
possible using central 
processing. 

small attitude changes are 
possible using central 
processing, possible risk 
of rejection. 

 
Some communication guides are written for preparing one-off communication 
events.  But a strategy is not just a series of one-off events strung together in the 
hope that they will eventually have an effect like “water dripping on stone”.  
Strategic decisions set the overall direction and framework for communication 
activities and one-off events by policy agency staff.  For strategic planning, policy 
agencies will need clear communication goals linked to performance objectives with 
ways to monitor the results of their communication operations and take corrective 
action as required (CCH 1992).  Any formalised strategic planning process must be 
flexible enough to encourage imagination, learning, and creativity, all of which are 
required if the plan is to be successfully applied in a rapidly changing environment 
(Martin, Pittaway and McCrea, 1990). 

Table 3 can be used as a checklist for designing a communication strategy aimed at 
achieving behavioural change.  It makes a distinction between high elaboration 
activities encouraging message processing and low elaboration activities with an 
emphasis upon processing peripheral information.  The only component that differs 
between these processing approaches is the ‘message’ component for people engaged 
in high elaboration thinking and the ‘heuristics or emotional associations’ component 
for people engaged in peripheral elaboration thinking.  However each of the other 
components differs in application between these two processing approaches and 
these differences are explained further in the following sections. 
 

Segmentation Into Decision Making Systems 
Deciding whether to segment the public for communication purposes, and into how 
many segments to form them are the initial steps in the strategy.  Without 
segmentation the strategy will mainly reflect the policy agency’s need for 
communication.  With segmentation, a policy agency’s effort becomes a lot more 
targeted and their public has greater influence in having their needs met as well (East 
1990). 
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Table 3.  Processing Route and Components for a Communication Strategy 

 Processing Route 

Components High Elaboration using Central 
Processing 

Low Elaboration using Peripheral 
Processing 

1 segmentation into decision 
making systems 

segmentation into decision 
making systems 

2 attitude change attitude change 

3 messages heuristics or emotional 
associations 

4 communication channels communication channels 

5 supporting conditions supporting conditions 

 
Segmentation for communication by policy agencies divides the audience into 
homogenous groups around key decision-making domains.  These recognise that for 
different people a specific behaviour may be influenced by a set of outcome related 
decisions.  To segment a community, the characteristics associated with their 
decision domains must be measurable and the data accessible (although it may 
require research).  The segment itself must be accessible so that they can be party to 
the communication.  The segments should also be large enough so that the policy 
agency’s resources do not become too fragmented.  In some instances associated 
with land management there will be a need to split the audience into at least the 
landowners and their service industries (contractors, merchandisers, advisers, etc).  
Other bases for segmentation include attitude, demographic factors (e.g. age and 
gender) and sociological factors (e.g. family and business size). 
When considering dairy farmer effluent management in the state of Victoria, 91% of 
their 8000 dairy farmers could be segmented into six groups (Parminter, et al 2001).  
One of these segments related to 40% of the farmers.  In that segment the key belief 
for a positive attitude toward effluent management was for farmers to associate 
effluent management with milk harvesting as good business practices.  
Communication unrelated to the beliefs of this segment would be unlikely to affect 
their attitudes and the behavioural outcomes desired by the policy agencies actively 
engaged in dealing with this issue and so miss a large portion of the target audience. 
 

Attitude Change 

Although attitudes are linked to behaviours, the link varies in strength depending 
upon the specificity of the behaviour and other psychological and contextual 
conditions (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980).  The more specific the behaviours which are 
the focus of a communication, the more specific the attitudes which need to be 
targeted by that communication (Parminter and Perkins 1997). 
In a recent study of farmers riparian management (data unpublished) the most 
important psychological factor affecting their intentions to plant native or exotic trees 
were their attitudes towards doing so.  For these behaviours, attitudes were more 
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important than peoples’ perceptions about social norms or their confidence in being 
able to do the job as planned.  Measurements of factors associated with changing 
attitudes could be used to predict changes in peoples’ intentions to plant (R2=0.66). 

 

Communication Channels 

Communication channels vary in the level of involvement that they require from 
participants.  Communication using mass media are the most unidirectional, 
conferences, seminars, or field days provide some opportunity for feedback to 
speakers, community groups generally provide a forum for on-going discussion, and 
one-on-one conversations have the most potential for interaction. 

Mass media reaches people at the lowest individual cost.  Arguments need to be kept 
simple if central processing is to be encouraged otherwise they best suit peripheral 
thinking.  If the issue is complex it is better handled in a written form rather than as a 
video programme (O’Keefe 1990).  Written material is self-paced, and people are 
able to access it when and where they require.  This enables them to scrutinise it in 
greater depth.  Internet material is used when it is easy to access, short, specific to 
people’s needs, and easy to download for later reading at leisure (N Botha et al 
2001).  Video programmes are able to explain well issues that are highly context 
specific because they can show the environmental conditions and highlight the 
interactions involved. 

Conferences, seminars, or field days encourage central processing of information 
when they are focussed and present well-structured arguments.  If the arguments are 
weak then just increasing the number of arguments (or speakers) doesn’t increase 
their effectiveness, rather people become more resistant to their appeal (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986).  Arguments that are poorly thought out (with apparent ambiguities, 
inconclusiveness, contradictions, etc) cause people to fallback upon their pre-existing 
attitudes to sort out any perceived conceptual difficulties.  Demonstrations of results 
help people develop trust in the speakers and become more confident in any 
information that they may be unfamiliar with.  Demonstrations also provide 
examples for people to work out and apply decision-making heuristics in their own 
situation.  Attitude changes resulting from direct experience (whether the experience 
reinforces or contradicts a person’s existing knowledge) are more enduring than 
attitude changes formed from inference when people reason a conclusion.  This 
encourages people who engage in both central and peripheral thinking about the 
issues. 
Community groups that address specific issues (e.g. monitor farms or learning 
circles) can be an effective means for communication (Petty and Cacioppo 1986).  
People are likely to remember the issues discussed and have longer lasting attitudinal 
changes when they are in a group rather than when they are in an audience with a 
speaker.  Groups tend to encourage central processing of issues when there is enough 
background information to understand the subject matter, and reasoned discussion is 
being facilitated.  In groups people tend to be more influenced by the arguments that 
they form and express themselves than in the points raised by others.  They can 
therefore “talk themselves” into an attitude change during a discussion.   

Groups can encourage biased information processing though, because people in 
groups tend to screen and select arguments that support the existing positions of 
dominant people in their groups.  If people in groups are exposed to information that 
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they are unfamiliar with, their attitudes and decisions tend to be more extreme than 
when people are acting on their own (Eagly and Chaiken 1993) – therefore there can 
be group-induced polarisation about many issues.   

Groups can influence the attitudes of their members through both normative (i.e. 
social) influences and informational evidence.  Normative influences operate when 
people conform to group standards that are related to social rewards and penalties.  
Informational evidence influences people, through their desire to align their attitudes 
and beliefs with a reality that has been (or is being) validated by the group.  Due to 
normative and evidential influences, people in groups are more prepared to agree 
with factually wrong information than if they received the same information 
individually outside the influence of the group (Eagly and Chaiken 1993). 

 

Supporting Conditions 

The context in which communications take place also influences the attitudes of 
those involved.  If people who are centrally processing information become aware of 
peripheral conditions (e.g. background noise, speakers mannerisms, etc) they may 
become distracted and so the communication is less effective.  For people with low 
message elaboration, peripheral conditions are an essential component to their 
thinking. 
If a message comes from someone (an expert) who is perceived to be authorative and 
trustworthy and that person presents arguments with sound reasoning and good 
evidence they will encourage people who are thinking about the issue to take account 
of their reasoning.  Trustworthy people can still influence people with low 
elaboration thinking even if the perceived expert is poorly informed about the issue, 
or they present weak arguments. 
Information sources that are considered to be biased or untrustworthy, but that are 
still generally regarded as knowledgeable about a subject can still be effective at 
engaging people no matter what the type of communication processing going on.  In 
these situations people think about the issue and try and resolve themselves the 
tension between the information being supplied and any biases that it may contain. 

 

Heuristics, And Conditioning 

When people are only peripherally engaged in communication, then the arguments in 
a message become less important than conditioning or heuristics (Gilbert, Fiske, and 
Lindzey 1998).  Conditioning occurs if people associate issues or objects with 
positive or negative stimuli through any emotional links with those same stimuli.  
Heuristics may be used for simplifying communication (O’Keefe 1990) reducing the 
need for the audience to think deeply about the arguments in a message.  In these 
circumstances people may use such heuristics as “Credible sources can be trusted”, 
or “I like the presenter so I’ll agree with them”, or “If all these other people agree 
with it then it is probably true”. 
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Messages 
In communication where people are actively thinking about an issue (centrally 
processing), attitudes can change as a result of a communication directed at their 
beliefs.  People seek positive benefits from behaviour that is consistent with their 
attitudes.  They perceive there to be a high likelihood that they will receive such 
benefits if the behaviour takes place.  People generally believe there are also negative 
consequences from the same behaviours and that these consequences will have some 
perceived likelihood of occurring.  For favourable attitudes the perceived benefits 
and their likelihood are greater than the perceived negative consequences and their 
likelihood (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975).  For negative attitudes the reverse applies. 

A strategy can address a range of beliefs about the consequences of behaviours 
related to attitudes.  If some of the people develop a positive attitude about an issue 
this may be the result of: 
Adding new supportive beliefs. 

Increasing the favourableness of the existing supportive beliefs. 
Increasing the belief strength (likelihood) of existing supportive beliefs. 

Denying the existence of current countering consequences. 
Decreasing the value of existing countering beliefs. 

Decreasing the belief strength of existing countering beliefs 
Changing the relative salience of existing beliefs 

 

Conclusion 
Attitude change encompasses a number of stages that can occur over short (part of 
one event) or long periods of time (a series of events).  People employ a range of 
learning skills to process information at each stage, building up their knowledge 
about an issue and developing their commitment to making behavioural changes. 
Policy agency strategies for persuading attitude change (and so behavioural change) 
can be enhanced by addressing both central and peripheral communication routes.  It 
is not always necessary to have different communication events for each of these as 
with a bit of planning they can often be combined.  However it is important that there 
are aspects of any event that reinforce the thinking of people engaged in either form 
of information processing. 
Communication strategies will have activities that combine a range of 
communication channels, messages, heuristics, and supporting conditions.  It is 
likely that to achieve this, policy agencies will have to combine their resources with 
other organisations and institutions already working to communicate with their target 
communities. 
 



 

Proceedings of the New Zealand Agricultural and Resource Economics Society 2002 

References 
Ajzen I. and Fishbein M., 1980.  Understanding Attitudes and Predicting Social 

Behaviour.  Prentice-Hall NJ. 
Botha N., Small B., Crutchley J., and Wilson J., 2001.  Addressing the Rural Divide 

in New Zealand.  An AgResearch report for the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry Policy Division. 

CCH, 1992. Strategic Management.  CCH International. 
Eagly A.H. and Chaiken S., 1993.  The psychology of attitudes.  HBJ College 

Publishers, Florida. 
East R., 1990. Changing Consumer Behaviour.  Cassell Education Ltd, London. 

Fishbein M. and Ajzen I., 1975.  Belief, attitude, intention and behaviour: An 
introduction to theory and research. Addison-Wesley, Reading, Mass. 

Gilbert D., Fiske S.T., and Lindzey G. (eds), 1998.  The Handbook of Social 
Psychology Vol.1,  4th Edition. McGraw-Hill USA. 

Holderness-Roddam R., 1997.  What Do You Do When ‘Big Mac’ Wants To Burger 
Up Your Neighbourhood?  Australian Journal of Adult and Community 
Education, Vol 37, No3, p171-178. 

Kolb D.A., 1984.  Experiential Learning: Experience as the source of learning and 
development.  Prentice-Hall, New Jersey. 

Martin S., Pittaway S., and McCrea P., 1990.  Strategic Planning Techniques and 
Their Potential Application to Farm Management Problems. In the 33rd 
Annual Conference of the Australian Agricultural Economics Society, 
Brisbane. 

O’Keefe D.J., 1990.  Persuasion: Theory and research.  Sage Publications, USA. 
Ostrom E., 1999.  Governing the Commons: The evolution of institutions for 

collective action.  Cambridge University Press, UK. 
Parminter T.G. and Perkins A.M.L., 1997.  Applying an Understanding of Farmers’ 

Values and Goals to Their Farming Styles.  Proceedings of the New 
Zealand Grassland Association, Vol 59, p107-123. 

Parminter T.G., Pedersen J.A., Wilson J.A., Jefford S., 2001.  The Development Of 
Education and Information Strategies for Implementing Environmental 
Policy:  Results from a study of farm dairy effluent policy strategies in 
the State of Victoria.  Proceedings of the 7th Conference of the New 
Zealand Agricultural and Resource Economics Society. 

Petty R.E. and Cacioppo J.T. 1986. Communication and Persuasion: Central and 
peripheral routes to attitude change.  Springer-Verlag, New York 

Williams J.M., 2001.  Weaving Resilience into our Working Lands.  Office of the 
Parliamentary Commissioner For The Environment, New Zealand. 


