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The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion After
Two Decades: A Review of Criticisms and Contributions

Sejung Marina Choi and Charles T. Salmon

Over the past twenty years, the Elaboration Likelihood Model of
Persuasion (ELM) has emerged as one of the most influential theories of
persuasion in the fields of communication, psychology, and by extension,
advertising. In spite of its prominent contributions, the ELM has been
criticized in detail for both theoretical and empirical limitations. The
purpose of this paper is to evaluate the current status of the model through
revisiting the criticisms as well as replies to those criticisms by proponents
of the ELM and discuss its relevance to advertising.

The essence of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of
Persuasion, born into the scholarly literature about two decades ago in
an article entitled “Issue Involvement Can Increase or Decrease
Persuasion by Enhancing Message-Relevant Cognitive Responses”
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), has survived the tribulations of theoretical
childhood and adolescence and now enters a new phase of
development. During its relatively brief lifetime, it has ranked among
the most dominant and influential theories of persuasion studied by
scholars in communication and psychology. Perhaps its most
prominent contribution is to provide a general framework that both
encompasses and reconciles many previously conflicting findings
about various facets of the persuasion process (O'Keefe, 1990; Sears,
1988). O'Keefe (1990:112) also suggests that another of the ELM's
primary benefits is "recognition of the variable character of topic-
relevant thinking” — from person to person and situation to situation.
Other proponents of the ELM claim that the theoretical advances of
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their ELM are that "it (1) advances multiple processes of yielding, (2)
specifies when these processes are likely to occur, and (3) postulates
different attitudinal consequences of these processes" (Petty et al.,
1993:340). The integrated but simple outline of the ELM has enhanced
its applications to domains other than social psychology, including
advertising.

As is the case for most childhoods and adolescences, however,
the maturation of this theory has been neither smooth nor uneventful.
In particular, the model has been the focus of a considerable number
of criticisms regarding the interpretation of the conceptual framework
and the effects of evidence within this model (Allen & Reynolds,
1993; Areni & Lutz, 1988; Bitner & Obermiller, 1984; Hamilton,
Hunter & Boster, 1993; Johnson & Eagly, 1989, 1990; Mongeau &
Stiff, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1990; Petty, Cacioppo, Kasmer &
Haugtvedt, 1987; Petty, Kasmer, Haugtvedt, & Cacioppo, 1987; Petty,
Wegener, Fabrigar, Priester & Cacioppo, 1993; Stiff, 1986; Stiff &
Boster, 1987). Given the arguments for and against it, several rounds
of dialogues — critiques of the ELM and replies from its proponents—
have attempted to narrow the gap between the two sides and achieve
shared understanding. Unfortunately, this laudable intellectual goal is
made particularly difficult by the fact that the ELM has not remained
static but rather has dynamically undergone modifications throughout
the past twenty years. To continue the metaphor of theory as a living
being introduced earlier in this paper, the ELM has literally evolved
and matured in response to ever-changing critiques and research
findings. Some criticisms valid in the early 1980s no longer apply;
some ambiguous postulates from the same period are now more
clearly explicated.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the current status of the
ELM and evaluate it through revisiting the criticisms and Petty and
Cacioppo, as well as their colleagues' replies, in an attempt to assist in
the clarification and refinement of the theory. The paper begins with a
review of the enduring elements and principles of ELM, and then
launches into an examination of the various debates between critics
and proponents of the model. The paper concludes with a discussion of
the theory’s utility in advertising, and offers some directions for future
research.
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