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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Relevant Research on the Distraction Effect 

The "distraction effect," or the effect of a distrac

tion upon acceptance of a counterattitudinal message, has 

a relatively short history in attitude change research. 

The impetus for investigators to consider the effect of 

distraction was provided by an experiment conducted by 

Allyn and Festinger (1961). These experimenters hypothe

sized that when subjects were forewarned about a persuasive 

communication, the effect of that communication is reduced. 

Allyn and Festinger instructed half of their subjects to 

pay attention to the message and also told them the topic 

of the message (forewarned condition). The other half of 

the subjects received instructions to pay attention to the 

personality of the speaker, and were not told the topic of 

the message (personality c o n d i t i o n ) . Allyn and Festinger 

found that subjects in the "forewarned" condition were 

relatively uninfluenced by the speaker. The subjects in 

the "personality" condition had their attitudes influenced 

by the speaker. Allyn and Festinger concluded that an 

individual who was forewarned could construct defenses and 

counterargue more successfully against an argument than an 

individual who had not been forewarned. 
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Festinger and Maccoby ( 1 9 6 4 ) , in an investigation of 

the research done by Allyn and Festinger, ooint out that 

this conclusion is reasonable, but that forewarning, in 

this experiment, might not be the relevant variable. They 

advanced the argument that the subjects in the "personal

ity" condition were actually operating under a completely 

different set of circumstances than the subjects in the 

"forewarned" condition. The "personality" subjects were 

directing part of their attention to the personality of 

the speaker and could not counterargue as effectively 

against the speech as could the subjects in the "fore

warned" condition. In other w o r d s , Festinger and Maccoby 

postulated that the relevant variable was whether or not 

the subject was distracted while listening to the persua

sive communication. 

To test this interpretation, Festinger and Maccoby 

devised a situation in which one group of subjects would 

listen to a counterattitudinal message without distraction, 

while a second group of subjects would listen to the same 

counterattitudinal message, but would be distracted by an 

irrelevant task. In order to use as discrete a form of 

distraction as possible, the authors decided to use a 

visual distraction. 

Basically, the design of the study by Festinger and 

Maccoby involved two conditions. The first condition con

sisted of the presentation of a film of a young college 



professor who advocated the abolishment of fraternities. 

The professor was speaking against a background of college 

scenes. The second condition consisted of the presenta

tion of the same counterattitudinal message by the same 

college professor, but this time the visual part of the 

presentation consisted of a highly amusing and interesting 

color film. The sound track in both conditions was exactly 

the same. Subjects in both conditions were instructed to 

pay attention to the message and were told they would be 

asked questions at a later date. In two of the three ex

periments reported in this study, all subjects were frater

nity members, and were randomly assigned to the two con

ditions. In the third experiment, both fraternity members 

and independents were used in a more complex design. 

The results of the first experiment (University of 

Minnesota) indicated that there was no difference in 

attitude change between the two groups. This result was 

explained by pointing out that those familiar with the 

situation at the University of Minnesota felt that the 

topic of "fraternities" was not relevant to that campus. 

The fraternity system had been under attack for years and 

most fraternity members would have had their counter

arguments ready and well developed. 

The second experiment was conducted at San Jose State 

College in California, where the fraternity system was 

strong and not under attack. Using the same design as the 



first experiment, these investigators reported that there 

was more attitude change among subjects given distraction 

while listening to the persuasive message. These results 

supported the hypothesis that distraction would increase 

the persuasive impact of the communication, but these 

findings were open to alternative interpretations since a 

control group, whose pre-film attitudes were measured, was 

not used. 

In the third experiment (University of Southern Cali

f o r n i a ) , a more complete experimental design, using frater

nity and nonfraternity men and a control group that saw no 

film at all, was developed. Fraternity and nonfraterni ty 

men were used in all conditions and participated in the 

sessions as a group. The distraction effect (for frater

nity men) was replicated at the .06 level. In comparing 

the control group and the nondistraction condition, the 

results indicated that there was no significant difference 

between these two groups (fraternity or nonfraternity m e n ) . 

The difference between the control group and the distrac

tion condition was significant for fraternity men, but not 

for nonfraternity men. 

These three experiments have been the starting point 

for considerable research concerning the "distraction 

effect." In the studies on distraction and attitude 

change, distraction was usually defined as the presentation 

of absorbing sensory stimulation or irrelevant activity 



performed by the subject during the message presentation 

(Baron, Baron, & Miller, 1973). 

Freedman and Sears (1965), in an attempt to effec

tively test the original forewarning hypothesis (forewarn

ing increases resistance to persuasion), and at the same 

time provide evidence concerning the influence of mild 

distractions on attitude change, advanced the following 

two hypotheses: (1) Subjects who are forewarned about the 

content of a talk that disagrees with them will change less 

than those who are not forewarned. (2) Subjects who are 

told to pay attention to extraneous stimuli will change 

more than those who are told to pay attention to the talk. 

The forewarning variable was manipulated by warning 

subjects about the speech either 10 minutes, 2 minutes, or 

immediately before a speaker began his talk. The distrac

tion variable was manipulated by instructing subjects to 

either pay attention to the content of the speech (content 

orientation) or to pay attention to the personality of the 

speaker (personality orientation). 

The results of the forewarning manipulation indicated 

that only the 10 minute forewarned groups were more resis

tant to persuasion than the no-warning groups. The results 

of the distraction manipulation were in the predicted di

rection (distraction reduces resistance to persuasion), but 

were not significant. 

Freedman and Sears suggested that their results 



offered meager support for the distraction hypothesis. 

They speculated that the distraction effect may occur only 

under certain circumstances, and that their study did not 

meet the special conditions required. 

In an attempt to ferret out some of these special 

conditions, Rosenblatt (1966) argued that while moderate 

distraction might facilitate persuasion, strong distrac

tion might retard persuasion. It was predicted that moder

ate distraction would produce more persuasion than non-

distraction and strong distraction. The degree of distrac

tion was varied by presenting different degrees of irrele

vant slides during the message. The more irrelevant the 

slides, the more distraction. 

There were four conditions in this study: (1) a 

nondistraction condition in which no slides were shown; 

(2) a moderate distraction condition with somewhat irrele

vant slides; (3) a strong distraction condition with rele

vant slides; and (4) a strong distraction condition with 

highly irrelevant slides. The results indicated that 

moderate distraction facilitated persuasion more than the 

nondistraction condition. The strong distraction condition 

using highly irrelevant slides produced less attitude 

change than the moderate distraction, but these conditions 

did not differ significantly. 

Rosenblatt pointed out that these results provide 

evidence that moderate, not just strong, distraction in-



creases attitude change. Also, support is given to the 

position that moderate distraction increases attitude 

change more than strong distraction. 

Other studies have attempted to discover or delineate 

a "continuum of distraction." Vohs and Garrett (1968) 

pointed out that mild distraction may have little or no 

effect on reception of a message, while strong distraction 

might provide interference with message reception. 

To test this hypothesis, Vohs and Garrett utilized 

four groups: (1) control (no m e s s a g e ) , (2) listen only, 

(3) mild distraction (draw l i n e s ) , (4) complex distraction 

(arithmetic problems). The counterattitudinal message con

cerned positive support for the Ku Klux Klan. 

The two distraction groups had less favorable attitude 

scores toward the Ku Klux Klan than did the listen-only 

group. Since the results of Festinger and Maccoby's ex

periment would have predicted that the two distraction 

groups would have had more favorable attitude scores toward 

the Ku Klux Klan, the results of Vohs and Garrett were 

opposite to what would have been expected. 

In an explanation of these results, Vohs and Garrett 

felt that the variables of involvement and the listener's 

familiarity with counterarguments were treated differently 

in the two studies. In Festinger and Maccoby's study, the 

subjects were involved and familiar with counterarguments, 

therefore, more resistant to persuasion when not presented 
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with a distraction. The subjects in Vohs and Garrett's 

study, on the other hand, were neither familiar with 

counterarguments nor involved with the issue, therefore 

less resistant to persuasion when not presented with a 

di straction. 

This explanation is reasonable when dealing with the 

no distraction groups, but Vohs and Garrett mention that it 

must be stretched to accommodate the distraction conditions. 

They indicate that the contribution their study makes to 

the literature is in terms of pointing out the possible 

interaction between the two variables of involvement with 

the issue and familiarity with counterarguments. 

•-' Another study involving different degrees of distrac

tion was conducted by Zimbardo, Ebbesen, and Eraser 

(1968b). These authors had previously found that the 

presence of a sexual distractor reduced resistance to 

persuasion more than a neutral distractor (Zimbardo, 

Ebbesen, and Fraser, 1968a). Since these results support 

the relationship between distraction and attitude change 

using an affectively positive distractor, could the same 

results be achieved using affectively negative distractors? 

The negative distractors In this case consisted of a 

series of colorful slides of postmortems, patients dying 

from third degree burns, etc. The subjects were female, 

and half received the negative distractor while the other 

half received a neutral distractor (scenery slides). 



The negative distraction condition resulted in the 

least amount of attitude change. Zimbardo ejt ^ . , pointed 

out that with these results, it is not distraction per se 

which makes a communication more effective, it is partly a 

function of the affective reaction produced by the distrac

tion . 

In a somewhat related study, Janis, Kaye, and Kirsch-

ner (1965) investigated the idea that extraneous unpleasant 

or pleasant stimulation might affect the extent to which an 

individual would change his attitude concerning a topic in 

a persuasive communication. In Experiment I, the investi

gators devised a situation in which an experimenter offered 

refreshments (Pepsi and peanuts) to the subjects while 

these subjects were reading a series of four persuasive 

communications. A control group was treated the same ex

cept not offered any refreshments. Experiment II added one 

additional experimental group to ascertain the effects of 

unpleasant stimuli. In this condition, the subjects were 

exposed to an unpleasant odor (buytric a c i d ) . 

The results of both experiments Indicate that for 

some topics In the communications, "eating while reading" 

increases attitude change. Janis ejt aj_. > after combining 

data, concluded that "extraneous gratification of eating 

while reading a series of persuasive communications tends 

to Increase their effectiveness (p. 1 8 4 ) . " The unpleasant 

extraneous stimulation in Experiment II showed no signif-
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icant effect on amount of attitude change. 

The results of Janis ejt aj[. are related to the find

ings of Zimbardo ejt ^ . (1968) in that both studies point 

out that it is not the distraction itself that is the pri

mary factor in attitude change, but the situation the sub

ject is experiencing. Both studies were essentially in

vestigating the same phenomenon (the affective reaction 

produced by the distraction). 

Similar studies concerning a continuum of distraction 

were conducted by Zimbardo (1965); Zimbardo and Ebbesen 

( 1 9 7 0 ) ; and Keating and Latane (1972). These studies 

mainly manipulated one distraction by using two or more 

levels of this distraction [e.g., Keating & Latane (1972) 

used no disruption, intermittent disruption, and continuous 

disruption of a video tape presentation]. The results of 

these studies Indicate that more attitude change occurs 

when a persuasive communication 1s accompanied by a high 

level of distraction than when accompanied by a low level 

of distraction. 

In addition to attempts to define a continuum of 

distraction, some researchers have looked at the effect of 

different types of distraction. For example, Haaland and 

Venkatesan (1968) attempted to test the veracity of the 

distraction effect when it was applied to both visual and 

behavioral distraction. The visual distraction consisted 

of having subjects watch a humorous film while listening 
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to a speech advocating either raising or lowering the 

national voting age. This distraction was similar to that 

used by Festinger and Maccoby (1964). The behavioral dis

traction consisted of watching the same video tape advo

cating changing the voting, while at the same time answer

ing multiple choice questions and semantic differential 

items. This distraction was similar to that used by Freed

man and Sears (1965). 

The results indicated that the greatest amount of 

attitude change occurred in the non-distraction condition. 

This result is opposite that predicted by Festinger and 

Maccoby, yet consonant with the results of Vohs and Garrett 

(1968). Haaland and Venkatesan postulate that their find

ings lend support to a simple learning theory approach in 

that the less the interference (distraction), the more the 

attitude change. 

Shamo and Meador (1969) also used a visual distraction 

(35mm color slides of scenic views, sporting events, etc.) 

that was Irrelevant to an emotional counterattitudinal 

message In favor of segregation. These Investigators 

found that visual distractors produced a significant posi

tive attitude change, but at the same time produced a re

duction In recall of information. These results support 

Festinger and Maccoby. Shamo and Meador attempted to ex

plain their results by describing the emotional responses 

of their subjects, but admitted that such an analysis is a 
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generalization and might not be too useful as an explana

tion for the distraction effect. 

Several studies have been conducted in an attempt to 

manipulate communicator credibility and ascertain its re

lation to the distraction effect. The first study was 

conducted by Kiesler and Mathog (1968). These investiga

tors felt that high or low distraction would have differ

ential effects upon communication effectiveness depending 

upon whether the communicator credibility was high or low. 

Based upon their interpretation of the counterargument 

hypothesis (distraction interferes with subvocal counter-

arguing) and the effort hypothesis (distraction necessi

tates more effort to listen and thus arouses dissonance), 

the experimenters attempted to arrange conditions so that 

the two hypotheses would make opposite predictions. It was 

assumed that "more counterarguing is required to resist a 

highly credible communicator than a low credible communica

tor (p. 1 1 2 5 ) . " Therefore, the counterarguing hypothesis 

would predict greater communication effectiveness with a 

high rather than a low credible communicator. 

The assumptions for the effort hypothesis are that 

"distraction makes it difficult to concentrate on the com

munication, then the effort to overcome the distraction 

would produce dissonance (p. 1124)." One way to reduce 

dissonance Is to change attitudes concerning the topic in 

the communication. It is also assumed that more dissonance 
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would be aroused listening to a low credible communicator 

than a high credible communicator. Therefore, in contrast 

to the counterargument hypothesis, the effort hypothesis 

would predict greater communication effectiveness with a 

low rather than a high credible communicator. 

The experimenters hypothesized that (1) communication 

effectiveness will be greater when the source is a highly 

credible one than when the source is low in credibility; 

(2) communication effectiveness will be greater under 

conditions of high interference (distraction) than low 

interference; (3) the extent to which high interference 

Increases communicator effectiveness will depend upon the 

degree of communicator credibility. 

The results indicated that Hypothesis 1 was supported 

and that Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Hypothesis 3 pre

dicated an Interaction that was dependent upon level of 

credibility. It was found that high distraction enhanced 

communication effectiveness under high credibility con

ditions, but not under low credibility conditions, thereby 

supporting the counterargument hypothesis. Kiesler and 

Mathog concluded that when counterarguing is relatively 

great, distraction will increase communication effective

ness. In addition, when counterarguing is minimal, dis

traction will decrease communication effectiveness if the 

subjects perceive the distraction as annoying or unpleasant 

(similar results were found by Zimbardo, Ebbesen, and 



14 

Fraser, 1968a, 1 9 6 8 b ) . 

Another study that was concerned with communicator 

credibility was that of Miller and Baron (1968). Their 

results were the same as those found by Kiesler and Mathog 

(i.e., more attitude change occurred when distraction was 

coupled with high communicator credibility than when dis

traction was coupled with low communicator credibility). 

Similar results were reported by Miller and Levy (1967). 

One concept that may be relevant to the distraction 

effect is what Rosenberg (1965) has termed "evaluation 

apprehension." Basically, this concept is invoked to ex

plain a concern that a subject might have to win a positive 

evaluation from the experimenter, and avoid a negative 

evaluation. 

Silverman and Regula (1968) predicted that if subjects 

were told that they were being tested for powers of concen

tration, they would change their attitude to agree with a 

message more than subjects who were not told the "purpose" 

of the experiment. The results supported the prediction 

in that high distraction groups were more persuaded than 

low distraction groups, especially when the high distrac

tion group was told the "purpose" of the experiment. These 

authors conclude that the effect of distraction upon per-

suasibility depends upon the subjects' conception of the 

purpose of the distraction. 

In a somewhat different study Involving the distrac-
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tion effect. Rule and Rehill (1970) attempted to manipu

late self-esteem as related to distraction and attitude 

change. Their reasoning was that the motivational differ

ences between high and low self-esteem individuals would 

engender different defensive processes under distraction 

and result in different degrees of attitude change. The 

motivational state of lowered self-esteem should serve to 

focus the attention of an individual on a communication 

(for success in one task) and enable him to disregard the 

distracting task. This would provide him the opportunity 

to counterargue. High self-esteem individuals should 

attempt to pay attention to both the communication and the 

distracting task, thereby leaving them with little oppor

tunity to counterargue. 

Self-esteem was manipulated by giving false Informa

tion concerning completion of a difficult task. They 

reasoned that information signaling rapid completion of the 

task would Increase self-esteem, while slow completion 

would result in low self-esteem. The distraction consisted 

of a tape containing numerous sound effects, and was played 

while the subjects read a communication advocating the use 

of television in high schools as an aid for teaching. 

The results Indicated that the manipulations were 

successful. The success groups (high self-esteem) had more 

attitude change under distraction than did the failure 

groups (low sel f - e s t e e m ) . No differences were observed in 
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the no-distraction conditions that could be attributed to 

the success-failure manipulation. These investigators 

point out that there is no simple solution to the distrac

tion effect, but that their observed differences might be 

due to the level of comprehension. They found that the 

success groups remembered more of the distraction, not the 

communication, and that this was the determiner of attitude 

change. 

In a related study, Zimbardo, Snyder, Thomas, Gold, 

and Gurwitz (1970) provided a test of what Rule and Rehill 

postulate. These experimenters hypothesized that when a 

subject must attend to two unrelated activities (the dis

traction and the persuasive m e s s a g e ) , he will have a high 

degree of attitude change if he defines listening to the 

persuasive communication as his primary task. On the other 

hand, he will not have a high degree of attitude change if 

he defines performance on the task as his primary task. 

Finally, distraction will have no systematic effect on 

attitude change if the subject is free to focus on either 

the message or the distraction. 

In Experiment 1, the distraction was a number summa

tion task, which Involves adding the number of letters in 

the names of the two digits, rather than adding the digits 

(e.g., "one + one = s i x " ) . Two counterattitudinal messages 

were used; the first advocating state aid to sectarian 

schools, and the second arguing for reduction of college 
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summer vacations to one month. 

The major manipulation consisted of instructions to 

the subject for him to pay attention to either (1) the 

auditory material (message), or (2) the numerical material 

(distractor). All conditions are counterbalanced. 

The results indicated no overall effect of distraction 

on attitude change. Zimbardo e_t aj^. did point out that 

their findings (with the state aid to sectarian schools 

message only) offered partial support for the hypothesis 

that focusing attention on the message makes it more 

persuasive. A second experiment, using essentially the 

same manipulations, replicated the findings of the first 

experiment. 

After having "developed an adequate understanding 

(p. 6 7 6 ) " of the problem, Zimbardo e_t aj_. changed several 

factors In their third experiment. For example, they (1) 

changed from group testing to individual testing, and (2) 

made the instructions concerning attention to the message 

more forceful and explicit, thereby assuring that the task 

would not be the dominant focus of attention for the sub

jects . 

The results indicated that the instruction manipula

tions were effective and that the group Instructed to pay 

attention to the message while doing the task had the 

greatest amount of attitude change in favor of the message. 

The other groups did not differ among themselves. In their 
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discussion, Zimbardo ejt aj_. point out that the subjects' 

focus of attention is an important variable and must be 

considered in future research. Finally, these investiga

tors indicate that the distraction effect is a very com

plex phenomenon and that the current method of looking at 

attitude change as the final outcome of specific variable 

manipulation may be faulty. Zimbardo e_t a/[. point out that 

attention, effort, and learning and counterarguing have all 

been put forth as possible mediators of the distraction 

effect, but, according to their data, there is the possi

bility that there is no direct relationship between these 

mediators and attitudes. If this proposal was correct, 

theories of attitude change would be highly questionable. 

Zimbardo ejt aj_. propose that "attention, effort, 

learning, counterarguing, and related responses perhaps 

should be viewed simply as Independent behavioral phenomena 

each directly Influenced by a given manipulation, but not 

necessarily Interrelated or even sequentially programmed 

(p. 6 7 9 ) . " These experimenters feel that It Is because 

the Investigator sees attitude change as the Important, 

terminal response that the above variables are seen as 

mediators, and there may be no empirical basis for this 

conclusion. 

Osterhouse and Brock ( 1 9 7 0 ) , in an attempt to assess 

the Importance of counterarguing in distraction research, 

present another way of visualizing the data in this area. 
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In this same article, these experimenters list five con

ditions for successful replication of the distraction 

effect. 

Osterhouse and Brock feel that the numerous explana

tions for the distraction effect could be partially attri

butable to the lack of direct measurement of counterargu-

mentation. Brock (1967) developed a procedure for measur

ing counterarguing and found that counterarguing was in

versely related to propaganda acceptance. Osterhouse and 

Brock hypothesized that distraction would reduce counter

arguing, therefore Increasing message acceptance. 

The distraction task required subjects to monitor 

flashes of light. The subject was to call out the number 

of one of four lights that flashed on a panel. The level 

of distraction was manipulated by varying the frequency 

of light flashes. The persuasive message consisted of a 

six-minute taped speech advocating a doubling of tuition. 

Counterarguing was measured by having subjects recall and 

write down their counterarguments after the other tasks 

were finished. 

The results marginally supported (£^..10) the distrac

tion effect (as the level of distraction increased, sub

jects tended to show increased communication acceptance). 

Also, the counterargument measure indicated that the non-

distracted subjects reported more counterarguments than did 

the distracted subjects. Osterhouse and Brock Indicated 
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that many factors were unclear or uncontrolled in this 

experiment (e.g., experimenter bias, no checks on distrac

tion manipulation, and results of moderate and high dis

tracted subjects were Inconsistent). 

A second experiment was conducted to alleviate these 

deficiencies and to test the following hypotheses: (1) 

An increased level of distraction would result in decreased 

counterargumentatlon and increased communication accep

tance; (2) Exposure to a strong threat communication would 

result in increased counterargumentatlon and decreased 

communication acceptance; and (3) A high degree of per

ceived Influence In averting the threat communication would 

result in Increased counterargumentatlon and decreased 

communication acceptance. 

The distraction task was essentially the same as in 

the first experiment, and the persuasive message was iden

tical to that used in the first experiment. The communi

cation threat was manipulated by varying the perceived 

probability that the unwanted event (tuition Increase) 

would occur. The perceived influence variable was manip

ulated by informing the subjects whether or not a commit

tee was Interested in or would consider the opinions of the 

students In making a recommendation for a tuition Increase. 

The results indicated that all manipulations were 

successful. Concerning the tests of the hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 were supported, but Hypoth-
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esis 3 was not supported. Concerning the distraction 

effect, as the level of distraction increased, agreement 

with communication also increased. Osterhouse and Brock, 

after looking at alternative explanations, felt that 

counterargument inhibition appeared to be the best explan

ation concerning the distraction effect. They then went 

on to look at the necessary conditions for producing the 

distraction effect. 

Osterhouse and Brock list five conditions that, if 

present in the experiment, will Increase the probability 

of achieving the distraction effect: (1) The counter-

attitudinal message must contradict a strongly held 

opinion in an important area for the subject; (2) The 

distracting task should interfere with the presumed 

counterarguing; (3) The distracting task should not be 

so complex as to Interfere with the reproducibility of the 

communication; (4) The subjects should be Isolated and 

exposed individually to the communication; (5) The dis

tracting task should require the subject to make some 

vocal response. If all of these conditions are present, 

according to Osterhouse and Brock, the successful replica

tion of the distraction effect will be enhanced.' 

^Research in our laboratory at Texas Tech University 
(McGlynn, Halcomb, and Jackson, 1974, unpublished) seems 
to question these conclusions. In three experiments, all 
of the five conditions were satisfied (condition 2 was not 
directly measured) and the distraction effect was only 
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Relevant Theoretical Considerations 

Many different explanations or theories have been 

offered and developed to account for the distraction ef

fect. Baron, Baron, and Miller (1973), in a review of the 

distraction literature, present evidence that explanations 

involving affect, novelty, persuasive intent and evaluation 

apprehension are inadequate as single explanations of the 

distraction data. These areas were all discussed in the 

presentation of the review of the relevant literature in 

this paper. Baron et_ aj_. point out that the two most com

pelling arguments, in terms of being able to account for 

most of the distraction data, are the counterargument dis

ruption hypothesis and the effort hypothesis. 

The counterargument disruption hypothesis was first 

advanced by Festinger and Maccoby (1964). Basically, this 

hypothesis suggests that when an individual is confronted 

with a persuasive message that challenges an attitude he 

holds very dearly, he will covertly develop counterargu

ments against this message. In addition, the individual 

will attempt to solidify his original position, and will 

probably try to derogate and reject the communicator on 

the grounds of lack of expertise or trustworthiness. But, 

produced one time on one specific attitude measurement 
item. Even when the five conditions are met, the dis
traction effect is still a complex phenomenon, and is 
difficult to achieve. 
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when a distraction that calls for cognitive activity is 

presented at the same time the persuasive message is being 

encountered, the individual should slow down his counter

arguing and other covert activities, thereby facilitating 

attitude change in favor of the message. 

As the research reviewed points out, there have been 

many experiments that have supported the counterargument 

hypothesis. Several of the more prominent experiments 

were those conducted by Freedman and Sears (1965), Janis 

ej^ aJL-, (T965), Osterhouse and Brock (1970), and Zimbardo 

(1965). On the other hand, several studies that have 

found the distraction effect can be explained by an inter

pretation other than the counterargument hypothesis 

(e.g., Haaland and Venkatesan, 1965; Rule and Rehill, 

1 9 7 0 ) . Generally, however, the counterargument disruption 

hypothesis can account for much of the data concerning 

the distraction effect. 

The effort hypothesis is derived from the theory of 

cognitive dissonance as developed by Festinger (1957). 

Basically, this theory holds that an Individual attempts 

to establish and maintain consistency among his opinions 

and attitudes (cognitive elements). Dissonance is aroused 

when the cognitive elements are not consonant. Since an 

individual strives to maintain consonance, the presence of 

dissonance among the cognitive elements leads to pressure 

to reduce this dissonance. For example, when an individual 
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listens to a communication that disagrees with one of his 

attitudes, dissonance is aroused. One way this dissonance 

could be reduced is by the individual changing his attitude 

about the issue in the communication. 

As Baron ejt aj_. point out, "The effort required to 

engage in (attitude) discrepant behavior is a major deter

minant of dissonance; the greater the effort, the greater 

the dissonance (p. 3 1 7 ) . " In conjunction with this argu

ment and dissonance theory, if an individual is exposed to 

a message and distraction at the same time, he must expend 

a high degree of effort to both comprehend the message and 

pay attention to the distraction. If the individual ex

pends a high degree of effort to comprehend a message, his 

dissonance may be increased, and one way to reduce the 

dissonance would be to change his attitude concerning the 

topic in the message. 

The effort hypothesis has been supported by several 

studies (Miller and Levy, 1967; Zimbardo et^ a_l_. , 1970). 

Indeed, Baron ejt aj_. feel that the effort hypothesis is 

the most compelling and robust of alternative explanations 

to the counterarguing hypothesis in attempting to account 

for the distraction effects. 

Even though these two hypotheses (counterarguing and 

effort) seem to account for most of the data related to 

the distraction effect, it is difficult to separate the 

two and analyze their relative predictions independently 
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of each other. Kiesler and Mathog (1968) and Baron e_t a_l_. 

(1973) point out that it seems to be impossible to manipu

late distraction independently of effort. Baron et al. 

consider the possibility that distractions will be more 

distracting the greater the effort required to comprehend 

the message of the coir.muni cation. The difficulty arises 

in that a certain amount of effort is required to counter

argue. Since counterarguing represents increased effort 

(and possibly increased dissonance), the two hypotheses. 

In most cases, would make similar predictions. Baron ejt 

al. recommend that the most fruitful method to separate 

the two hypotheses' predictions would be to devise an ex

perimental situation in which the hypotheses made opposite 

predictions. 

Kiesler and Mathog (1968) did attempt to do this, but 

they added the variable of communicator credibility to the 

experimental situation. In adding this variable, the pre

dictions of the effort hypotheses may have been confounded 

by the assumption of increased dissonance in the low-cred

ibility condition. In any event, Kiesler and Mathog found 

that their results supported the counterargument hypothesis, 

but Baron ejt aj_. provided post hoc evidence that the effort 

hypothesis would also accommodate these results. Thus, 

there has still been no definitive separation of the two 

hypotheses. 
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An Alternative View of the Distraction Effect 

Since the distraction effect is apparently a somewhat 

delicate phenomenon, appropriate conditions must be de

signed to consistently obtain the effect. All of the 

studies that have investigated the distraction effect have 

attempted to manipulate variables that are related, but 

not central to the distraction paradigm. 

In a distraction experiment, two main variables are 

usually presented to the subject, the communication and 

the distraction task. In the majority of experiments, the 

communication involves a counterattitudinal message, no 

matter what the topic. Therefore, this variable (counter-

attltudinal message) tends to be similar throughout all of 

the distraction experiments. 

The other variable, the distraction task, appears to 

vary from experiment to experiment. Some researchers have 

found one task under which they consistently obtain the 

distraction effect, but this task may not be similar to 

the tasks used by other experimenters. Since the distrac

tion task is of primary importance in a distraction experi

ment, it seems mandatory that the tasks be investigated for 

relevant similarities or differences and the effect these 

various tasks might have on obtaining the distraction 

effect. 

At the present time, no study has attempted to cate

gorize all of the distraction tasks used by the various 
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experimenters and investigate the relationship to the 

distraction effect. This would appear to be a serious 

deficit in the distraction literature, since the tasks may 

have differing characteristics. 

In this vein, all of the studies done on the distrac

tion effect can be categorized according to whether the 

distraction used was: (1) Experimenter-controlled, (2) 

Subject-controlled, or (3) a combination of 1 and 2. An 

experimenter-controlled distraction task would be defined 

as any distraction in which the experimenter has control 

over the rate of presentation of the distracting stimuli 

(e.g., the presentation of slides at predetermined times -

the experimenter presents the slides at a predetermined 

time, no matter what the subject is d o i n g ) . In this type 

of distraction, the experimenter controls the opportunity 

that the subject may have for responding or paying atten

tion to the distraction. A subject-controlled distraction 

would be defined as any distraction In which the subject 

has control over the rate of reception of the stimuli 

(e.g., the solving of arithmetic problems in a booklet -

the subject solves the problems at his own speed, not a 

speed set by the experimenter). In this type of distrac

tion, the subject controls the opportunity for responding 

or paying attention to the distraction. Finally, a combin

ation experimenter/subject-controlled distraction would be 

defined as any distraction in which the experimenter con-
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trols the rate of presentation of the distracting stimuli 

and the subject controls the rate of reception of the dis

tracting stimuli (e.g., delayed auditory feedback - the 

experimenter controls the time delay, but the subject 

determines how fast he will t a l k ) . Table 1 presents such 

a categorization. 

The results of Table 1 were obtained by taking each 

experiment conducted concerning distraction and attitude 

change, and determining three items of information in a 

predetermined order to control for possible bias on the 

part of the experimenter. The items of information and 

their order are: (1) the distraction used in each separate 

experiment; (2) whether the distraction was experimenter-

controlled ( E ) , subject-controlled ( S ) , or a combination 

experimenter/subject-controlled ( E - S ) ; (3) the results, in 

terms of whether the distraction effect was replicated (R) 

or not replicated (NR). 

The results of this effort are fairly straightfor

ward: (A) In those experiments that were clearly experi

menter-controlled, the distraction effect was replicated 

in all but two experiments (Experiment 2 - Zimbardo et al., 

1969; Experiment 1 - Osterhouse and Brock, 1970). The non-

replication in the Zimbardo ejt a_l_. experiment could be the 

result of the different experimental manipulations used by 

these experimenters. Each of the subjects received first 

a persuasive communication without a distractor and then 
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received another persuasive communication paired with 

either a negative or neutral distractor. The non-replica

tion may not be due to the use of the negative slides, but 

may be the result of the subjects having prior experience 

listening to a persuasive communication. This experiment. 

In effect, would not be comparable to other studies as a 

test of the distraction effect. 

The non-replication in the Osterhouse and Brock ex

periment may be due to the differential treatment given 

the three treatment levels (no distraction, moderate dis

traction, and high distraction). Osterhouse and Brock 

point out that the moderate distraction condition was not 

run at the same time as the other conditions. It is not 

stated If this condition was run before or after the other 

conditions. Since the experimenter gave face-to-face in

structions to the subjects, and evidently knew to which 

group he was talking, the experimenter could have intro

duced bias into his instructions when he was conducting 

the moderate distraction group. This bias could have been 

Introduced by simple nuances of the voice, hurried in

structions, or any number of unknown demand characteris

tics. This discrepancy could show up In the analysis and 

could reduce the validity of the findings. Again, this 

experiment leaves room for doubt as to its comparability 

to the other experiments. In any case, the majority (80%) 

of the studies using an experimenter-controlled distrac-
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tion replicated the distraction effect. 

(B) In those experiments that were clearly subject-

controlled, the distraction effect was not replicated in 

all but one experiment (Experiment 3 - Zimbardo et al., 

19 7 0 ) . The replication in the Zimbardo ejt aj[. experiment 

could be the result of drastic changes made in the experi

mental procedures (e.g., changing from group to individual 

testing, manipulations of task importance) after two pre

vious studies had been conducted. These experimenters also 

have an extra procedure that no other study has used. Im

mediately after the instructions were finished, each sub

ject was given several multiple choice questions concerning 

what the subject perceived to be his primary task, its pur

pose and his secondary task. There is no mention of the 

results of these questions or how they might have affected 

the final outcome of the experiment. Regardless of this 

study, the majority (83%) of the studies using a subject-

controlled distraction did not replicate the distraction 

effect. 

(C) In those experiments that were a combination 

experimenter/subject-controlled, the results were mixed 

regarding replication of the distraction effect. The 

^It should be obvious that those studies that do not 
fit Into the categories presented have, in some way, 
changed the experimental situation. This would hinder th 
comparison of these studies with other distraction 
studies. 
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implications of this analysis are unequivocal: The dis

traction effect is produced under an experimenter-con

trolled distraction task and not under a subject-controlled 

distraction task. 

In summary, it appears as if one variable that might 

mediate the relationship between distraction and persuasion 

is the amount of control over the distraction that is 

afforded the subject. Baron ejt aj_., (1973) point out that 

effort can be conceptualized in terms of what an individual 

endures, and in terms of what an individual gives up in 

order to hear the message. These investigators feel that 

two kinds of distractions correspond to the two types of 

effort.- The first type of distraction leaves the subject 

with little control over experiencing or not experiencing 

the distraction if the subject wants to participate in the 

experiment (experimenter-controlled). The other type of 

distraction affords the Individual a good deal of control 

over what he will experience or attend to during the 

message (subject-controlled). These two levels of effort 

correspond to the two categories of distraction tasks. 

This discussion of the categories of distraction 

tasks provides strong support for an experimental inves

tigation of the effect of this variable. No previous 

study has Investigated this variable while using the same 

distraction task. Previous studies have used one or the 

other of the categories of distraction tasks, or different 
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tasks within the same category. A logical extension of 

this analysis would be to use the same task, but vary the 

category. In other words, use a task that would fit into 

both categories and ascertain whether or not the distrac

tion effect is obtained and under what conditions. This 

might lend valuable information to future researchers in 

that it could provide another condition to add to the five 

conditions set forth by Osterhouse and Brock (1970). 

In addition, the distraction task categories may have 

importance in investigating the differences between the 

predictions of the counterargument hypothesis and the 

effort hypothesis. The categories variable, since it is 

derived from the distraction literature, is one way of 

separating the predictions of these two hypotheses. 

The effort hypothesis makes specific predictions 

concerning the two types of task categories and the pleas

antness or unpleasantness of the distraction task. Baron 

et aj_. , (1973), regarding the experimenter-controlled dis

traction task, state: "For this type of 'low-choice dis

traction' the effort involved seems best conceptualized in 

terms of what one must do or endure to hear the message, 

and any dissonance stems from one's choice to participate 

in the study. . . . Consequently, with such distractions, 

dissonance and consequent distraction effects should gen

erally be greater, the more unpleasant and taxing the dis

tracting activity (p. 3 1 8 ) . " 
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Regarding the subject-controlled distraction task. 

Baron ejt aJL. state: "With these distractions, it seems 

most appropriate to conceptualize effort in terms of what 

one must gi ve up to hear the message. . . . The more 

positive the distraction (or the potential rewards for 

distracting activity) the more costly (i.e., dissonant) 

the choice to Ignore (reject) it in favor of the message. 

. . . Consequently, with this type of distraction, one 

would expect more persuasion the more pleasant the dis

traction (assuming the subject attended to the message) 

(p. 3 1 9 ) . " 

The effort hypothesis would therefore make the 

following predictions: (1) In an experimenter-controlled 

distraction task, the more unpleasant the task, the 

greater the attitude change in favor of the persuasive 

communication; (2) In a subject-controlled distraction 

task, the more pleasant the task, the greater the attitude 

change In favor of the persuasive communication. 

The counterargument hypothesis would make somewhat 

different predictions. In an experimenter-controlled task, 

the subject Is constantly exposed to the distraction task 

while listening to the persuasive communication. In this 

case. If a task were pleasant, the subject would concen

trate more on the task, have less opportunity for counter

arguing, and therefore have a greater amount of attitude 

change than If the task were unpleasant. 
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This prediction is supported by the results of Rosen

blatt (1966) (moderate distraction produced more persuasion 

than strong distraction). The distraction task used by 

Rosenblatt was an experimenter-controlled distraction task 

(presentation of slides). Support is also found in Baron 

ejt aj[.; these authors state: "It (the counterargument 

hypothesis) explains the previously noted differential 

effectiveness of pleasant distractions by arguing that 

pleasant distractions hold one's attention more, and there

fore, are more disruptive (p. 3 1 6 ) . " 

In a subject-controlled task, the subject controls 

the extent of exposure to the distraction task while lis

tening to the persuasive communication. In this case, the 

subject would be able to work on the task when it was de

sirable for him to do so, and concentrate on the communica

tion when counterargument seemed appropriate. The level of 

counterarguing would be higher in an unpleasant, as com

pared to a pleasant task, but not significantly higher. 

Therefore, little attitude change should occur under a 

subject-controlled distraction task. This prediction is 

supported by the results of the experiments utilizing a 

subject-controlled distraction task (see Table 1 ) . 

The counterargument hypothesis would therefore make 

the following predictions: (1) In an experimenter-con

trolled distraction task, or in a subject-controlled dis

traction task, the more pleasant the task, the greater the 
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attitude change in favor of the persuasive communication; ' 

(2) More attitude change in favor of the persuasive com

munication will occur in the experimenter-controlled dis

traction task than in the subject-controlled distraction 

task. 

Figure 1 depicts the competing predictions of the 

counterargument hypothesis and the effort hypothesis. 

These predictions are based upon the distraction task 

category and whether the task is pleasant or unpleasant. 

Purpose and Scope of Current Research 

This study will attempt to accomplish two goals: 

(1) Ascertain if the distraction effect can be replicated 

in an experimenter-controlled distraction task and not in 

a subject-controlled distraction task. The task will be 

the same except for being experimenter or subject con

trolled; (2) Investigate the competing predictions of 

the counterargument hypothesis and the effort hypothesis. 

These predictions are presented In Figure 1. 

In this experiment, the three main variables will be: 

(1) Distraction Task Conditions: (a) task and message, (b) 

message only, or (c) task only; (2) Distraction Task 

Category: (a) experimenter-controlled task, or (b) subject 

controlled task; (3) Distraction Pleasantness: (a) 

(a) pleasant, or (b) unpleasant. 

The last variable is derived from Baron ejt aj_. , who 

state, "If one assumes that whenever subjects attend to 
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the message they are giving up input from such distrac

tions (or rewards they would get more fully engaging 

in distraction activity), the situation corresponds to 

the classic free-choice dissonance paradigm. The more 

positive the distraction (or the potential rewards for 

distracting a c t i v i t y ) , the more costly (e.g., dissonant) 

the choice to ignore (reject) it in favor of the message 

(p. 3 1 8 ) . " Incentive would therefore fit the require

ments of Baron ejt aj^. for a pleasant task. 



CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

Subjects 

The subjects were 120 male and female undergraduate 

students from Texas Tech University. The students were 

participating to fulfill the required experiment partici

pation section of a psychology class. Every student was 

tested Individually and received bonus point credit for 

this participation. Every student was randomly assigned 

to one of twelve conditions, making up twelve groups with 

10 subjects in each group. 

-' ' •- Apparatus 

The apparatus used was the four-choice discrimination 

task of the psychomotor test battery located in the Engi

neering Psychology Laboratory (Psych 2 0 7 ) . This discrim

ination task consists of one large square (1.75 in x 1.50 

i n ) , four small squares (1 in x 1 I n ) , and four small 

buttons adjacent to the smaller squares, all located on a 

larger console that can be controlled electrically so that 

the squares can be lighted. The basic distraction task 

involved the presentation of a symbol (either an X, 0, ) , 

or ] ) , and a color (either red, yellow, green, or blue) 

overlay In the larger square and having the subject match 

this symbol with those presented in the smaller squares 

40 
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{eyery small square has one symbol displayed), and then 

press the button located next to the correct small square. 

The presentation of the symbols and color overlays were 

randomly determined. When the symbol displays changed, the 

color displays changed. The performance data (total cor

rect responses) was recorded on a PDP-8/E minicomputer lo

cated in an adjacent area. 

Additional apparatus consisted of: (a) a 275 second 

persuasive message, advocating the reduction of total 

student vacation time from 20 weeks to nine weeks (Appendix 

A ) , (b) earphones, for instructions and presentation of the 

persuasive message, (c) a bogus microphone, so that the 

subject could verbally call out the letter of the button he 

pressed, (d) a tape player, so that the instructions and 

the persuasive message were the same for all subjects, 

(e) cassette tapes with the respective instructions re

corded on each tape, (f) a questionnaire regarding atti

tudes, with multiple-choice and true-false questions con

cerning the persuasive message (Appendix B) , (g) money for 

payment to subjects in the "pleasant" task. 

Design 

This experiment was designed so that the effects of 

the variables could be investigated separately and in com

bination. At the beginning of the experiment, all sub

jects responded to the four-choice discrimination task 

that was experimenter-controlled for half the subjects 
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and subject-controlled for half the subjects. The experi

menter-controlled task was regulated by the minicomputer 

and consisted of the presentation of a stimulus display (a 

symbol and a color) to the subject every 1.40 seconds for 

exactly 275 seconds. The experimenter, therefore, con

trolled the rate of presentation. The subject-controlled 

discrimination task consisted of the presentation of a 

stimulus display to the subject every time the subject 

pressed a button. The subject, therefore, controlled the 

rate of presentation. 

In addition to responding to the discrimination task 

under one of the Distraction Task Categories, the subjects 

also performed under either a condition of pleasantness or 

unpleasantness. In the pleasant condition, the subjects 

were told that, to make the task pleasant, one penny for 

every correct response on the discrimination task would be 

paid at the end of the experiment. In the unpleasant con

dition, no mention was made of the payment for correct 

responses. 

This delineation of conditions means that the subjects 

were assigned randomly to one of four groups for the ini

tial discrimination task: an experimenter-controlled, 

pleasant or unpleasant task group; or a subject-controlled, 

pleasant or unpleasant task group. This initial phase of 

the experiment was conducted so as to familiarize the sub

jects with the task and the experimental environment. 
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In the second phase of the experiment, the subjects 

either performed the same task again under the same con

ditions, (task only condition) or listened to the counter-

attitudinal message under conditions of distraction or non-

distraction. In the task and message condition (distrac

t i o n ) , the subjects listened to the message while perform

ing the four-choice discrimination task under the same 

conditions as in the initial phase of the experiment. In 

the message only condition (nondistraction), the subjects 

listened to the message without responding to the discrim

ination task. 

The subjects were therefore divided into twelve groups 

for the second phase of the experiment. These twelve 

groups represented the possible combinations of the three 

main variables. For example, a subject In the task and 

message, experimenter-controlled, pleasant group (TMEP) 

was required to listen to the message while responding to 

the experimenter-controlled discrimination task and knew 

that he was going to be paid one penny for every correct 

response on the task. A subject in the message only, 

experimenter-controlled, pleasant group (MOEP) was required 

to listen to the message with no distracting task to work 

on. Finally, a subject in the task only, experimenter-

controlled, pleasant group (TOEP) was required to respond 

to the experimenter-controlled discrimination task without 

listening to the message, and knew that he was going to be 
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paid one penny for every correct response on the task. The 

design therefore involved four experimental groups and 

eight control groups. 

Procedure 

When the subject entered the room, he was greeted by 

the experimenter and seated in the individual booth that 

contained the four-choice distraction task. The subject 

was told to put the earphones on because all instructions 

would be given over the earphones. The experimenter then 

shut the door, went into the next room and turned on the 

tape player. The tape gave instructions concerning the 

rationale (the simulation of some of the conditions affect

ing a-pilot taking off or landing an airplane), and the 

procedure of the distraction task (Appendix C ) . 

After being turned on and running for five minutes, 

the task automatically shut off, but the tape presented 

the following instructions to al1 subjects: "Very good. 

At this time I would like for you to keep the earphones on 

and sit quietly for approximately two minutes. During 

this time, you may hear some noise. This need not concern 

y o u , it is only the computer being reset for the next part 

of the experiment. Please sit quietly and I will give you 

additional Instructions over the earphones when the rest 

period is finished." The experimenter then started the 

computer to print out the task data for that subject on 

the teletype, while at the same time resetting the dis-
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traction task. After two minutes, the tape player was 

again turned on and it gave the additional instructions to 

the subjects. If the subject was in the task and message 

conditi on, the following instructions were given: "Okay, 

we are now ready to continue the experiment. In this part 

of the experiment, I would like to ask you to continue 

working on exactly the same task you just finished. At the 

same time you are working very hard on this task, we would 

like for you to listen to a speech through the earphones. 

This speech has been prepared from a report done by a com

bined student-faculty committee for distribution to members 

of the university. If you will remember, I told you that 

this study was attempting to simulate pilot functioning. 

It is Important for pilots to master the instructions given 

them from flight control. Similarly, It is important for 

you to pay attention to the speech because you will be 

tested on your mastery of the contents of the speech. Your 

primary task is to pay attention to the speech. When I say 

'Ready - Gol', the task and the speech will be turned on at 

the same time. Continue working until the speech shuts 

off. At that time, you will be given additional instruc

tions. Ready - Gol" 

At this time, the experimenter turned on the computer. 

When the 275 seconds were over, the task shut off and the 

experimenter turned off the tape player. The experimenter 

then went to the booth and gave the subject the following 



instructions: "Very good. Here is a questionnaire I would 

like for you to fill out. Please knock twice on the door 

when you are finished." 

When the subject finished the questionnaire and 

knocked on the door, the experimenter turned on the com

puter to print out the task data for that subject and then 

went to the booth. The subject was given information con

cerning the experiment in terms of the four-choice task 

and pilot functioning, not the attitude change aspect of 

the experiment. When all questions had been answered, the 

subject was given his bonus points, thanked for his partic

ipation, and excused from the room. The experimenter then 

reset the computer, rewound the tape, and prepared for the 

next subject. 

If the subject was in the message only condition, the 

following Instructions were given: "Okay, we are now 

ready to continue the experiment. For baseline data in 

this part of the experiment, I would like to ask you to 

listen to a speech through the earphones. This speech has 

been prepared from a report done by a combined student-

faculty committee for distribution to members of the uni

versity. If you will remember, I told you that this study 

will attempt to simulate pilot functioning. It is impor

tant for pilots to master the instructions given them from 

flight control. Similarly, it is important for you to pay 

attention to the speech because you will be tested on your 
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mastery of the contents of the speech. Your primary task 

is to pay attention to the speech. When I say 'Ready -

Gol', the speech will be turned on. Continue listening 

until the speech shuts off. At that time, you will be 

given additional instructions. Ready - Gol" 

When the 275 seconds were finished, the experimenter 

followed the same procedures and treated the subject the 

same as in the TM condition. 

If the subject was in the task only condition, the 

following instructions were given: "Okay, we are now 

ready to continue the experiment. In this part of the 

experiment, I would like to ask you to continue working 

on exactly the same task you just finished. You are to 

continue canceling out the symbols and calling out the 

letters. If you will remember, I told you that this study 

was attempting to simulate pilot functioning. It Is Im

portant for pilots to be accurate in their movements over 

sustained periods of time. Similarly, it is Important 

for you to work as hard as you can on the task. When I 

say 'Ready - Gol', the task and the white noise will be 

turned on at the same time. Continue working until the 

task shuts off. At that time, you will be given addi

tional instructions. Ready - Gol" 

At this time, the experimenter turned on the computer. 

When the 275 seconds were finished, the experimenter 

followed the same "closing" procedures as before. 



CHAPTER I I I 

RESULTS 

There were t h r e e major concerns i n t h i s e x p e r i m e n t : 

(1 ) Could the d i s t r a c t i o n e f f e c t (more a t t i t u d e change 

w i t h d i s t r a c t i o n ) be produced? (2) Could the d i s t r a c t i o n 

e f f e c t , i f o b t a i n e d , be produced i n an e x p e r i m e n t e r - c o n 

t r o l l e d d i s t r a c t i o n t a s k , a n d / o r i n a s u b j e c t - c o n t r o l l e d 

d i s t r a c t i o n task? (3) Did the a c t u a l data c o l l e c t e d 

s u p p o r t e i t h e r o f the two compet ing hypotheses ( E f f o r t 

and Coun te ra rgument )? In a d d i t i o n , supp lementary ana lyses 

were pe r fo rmed to p r o v i d e i n f o r m a t i o n abou t : (1) the 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f the independent v a r i a b l e m a n i p u l a t i o n s , 

(2 ) the d i s t r a c t i o n task p e r f o r m a n c e , (3) the comprehension 

and c r e d i b i l i t y o f the c o u n t e r a t t i t u d i n a l message. 

In t h i s e x p e r i m e n t , the t h r e e main v a r i a b l e s were : 

(1 ) D i s t r a c t i o n Task C o n d i t i o n : Task and Message (TM), 

Message Only (MO), or Task Only (TO) ; (2) D i s t r a c t i o n 

Task C a t e g o r y : S u b j e c t - c o n t r o l l e d task (S) , or E x p e r i 

m e n t e r - c o n t r o l l e d task ( E ) ; (3 ) D i s t r a c t i o n P l e a s a n t n e s s : 

P l e a s a n t ( P ) , o r Unpleasant ( U ) . 

Each q u e s t i o n o f the q u e s t i o n n a i r e a d m i n i s t e r e d to 

t he s u b j e c t s was scored on a 7 0 - p o i n t s c a l e d i v i d e d i n t o 

f i v e s e c t i o n s r a n g i n g f rom a s t r o n g l y " n e g a t i v e " end-

p o i n t t o a s t r o n g l y " p o s i t i v e " e n d - p o i n t . The s u b j e c t 
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was to circle a dot that represented his attitude abciut 

a question. A low score indicated that the subject tended 

to disagree with the particular question, while a high 

score indicated agreement (the distraction question was 

scored in rev( rse--high indicating nondistraction; low 

indicating d i s t r a c t i o n ) . For example, the attitude ques-

tion, "To what extent do you agree that the total student 

vacation time should be shorf.ened to nine weeks?" had 

end-p(n"nts labeled "Strongly Disagree" and "Strongly 

Ayree." The other questions had appropridte descriptive 

labels for e n d - p o i n t s . The behavioral atti tude question 

was scored according to the actual number of weeks written 

down by the subject. The means of all Task Conditions for 

various dependent variables are presented in Table 2. 

TABLE 2 

MEANS OF TASK CONDITIONS FOR DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Variable TM MO TO 

Attitude 16.675 22.925 12.950 

Behavioral Attitude 4.000 2.250 1.550 

Pleasantness 41.050 38.825 49.125 

D i s t r a c t i o n ^ 19.100 37.525 . . . 

Credibility 43.863 46.888 . . . 

Comprehension 13.525 14.025 . . . 

Correct Responses (Initial) 93.250 90.475 92.675 

Correct Respotii.es (Experimental) 91.700 . . . 110.375 

Low score indicates high distraction. 

TEXAS TEw'.; UaJMl 

http://Respotii.es
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Experimental Manipulations 

In order to check the effectiveness of the experi

mental manipulations, specific questions were asked of 

each group of subjects concerning the particular manipu

lation. The variable of pleasantness, for the TM group, 

was measured by the question, "How pleasant was the task 

you worked on while you listened to the message?". The 

TO group was asked the question, "How pleasant was the 

task you worked on?". Both questions were scored on a 70-

point scale and a CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance of the 

variables of Condition (TM/TO), Category (S/E), and 

Pleasantness (P/U) conducted (Kirk, 1968). 

The summary of this analysis is presented in Table 3 

TABLE 3 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: PLEASANTNESS 

Source 

Condition (TM/TO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (E) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A x C 

B X C 

A X B x C 

W/Cell 

Total 

df MS 

72 

79 

1304.112 

94.612 

154.012 

262.813 

30.012 

108.112 

18.082 

135.010 

148.157 

9 .659* 

0.701 

1.141 

1.947 

0.222 

0.801 

0.222 

£-C .01 . 
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and indicates a significant main effect for Condition 

(£<.01) such that the subjects in the TO condition indi

cated a significantly higher degree of pleasantness than 

did the subjects in the TM condition. 

The variable of distraction (i.e., was the task, in 

fact, distracting?) was measured by the question, "To what 

extent do you feel that you were distracted while listen

ing to the speech?". This question was answered by sub

jects in both the TM and MO groups. The scores were ana

lyzed by a CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance of the three 

main variables. 

The summary of this analysis is presented in Table 4 

TABLE 4 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: DISTRACTION 

Source df MS 

Condition (TM/MO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

72 

79 

6789.590 

0.109 

117.609 

52.828 

12.016 

195.313 

3.562 

121.418 

201 .433 

55.919* 

0.001 

0.968 

0.435 

0.099 

1 .609 

0.029 

£-C .001 . 
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and indicates a significant main effect for Condition 

( £ ^ . 0 0 1 ) . The subjects in the TM condition indicated 

significantly more distraction than did the subjects in the 

MO condition. No other comparisons were significant. 

These two analyses suggest that: (1) the pleasantness 

manipulation, by itself, was not effective, and (2) the 

distracting tasks were, in fact, distracting to the sub

jects. 

Distraction Effect 

In an attempt to provide information concerning the 

first two major concerns, a CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance 

of the variables of Condition (TM/MO), Category ( S / E ) , and 

Pleasantness (P/U) was conducted on the scores to the 

question, "To what extent to you agree that the total 

student vacation time should be shortened to nine weeks?". 

These scores were termed the attitude measure. 

The results of the analysis of variance Indicated 

that there were no significant effects (Table 5 ) . For 

this particular question, the distraction effect was not 

produced, in either an experimenter-controlled or a sub

ject-controlled distraction task. 

The same analysis of variance was conducted with the 

same variables on the responses for the question, "How 

many total weeks decrease in student vacation time would 

you recommend?". The question was scored according to the 

actual number of weeks written down by the subject and was 
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TABLE 5 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: DISTRACTION EFFECT 

Source df MS 

Attitude Measure 

Condition (TM/MO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

72 

79 

781.250 

88.203 

335.203 

551 .250 

2.445 

217.793 

551 .234 

202.922 

216.947 

3.850 

0.435 

1.657 

2.716 

0.012 

1 .073 

2.716 

Behavioral Attitude Measure 

Condition (TM/MO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

72 

79 

61.250 

20.000 

8.450 

20.000 

6.050 

28.800 

28.799 

19.380 

19.858 

3.160 

1.032 

0.436 

1 .032 

0.312 

1.486 

1.486 

termed the behavioral atti tude measure. 

The results of this analysis indicated that there were 

no significant effects (Table 5 ) . This result suggests 

that, for this particular question, the distraction effect 

was not produced, in either an experimenter-controlled or 

a subject-controlled distraction task. 
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In summary, the results of these two analyses show 

that the distraction effect was not produced. In addition, 

these two analyses show that there were no significant 

differences between an experimenter-controlled or subject-

controlled task, as measured by these particular questions. 

Thus, the variable of Distraction Task Category (S/E) did 

not have a significant effect on the results of this ex

periment . 

Competing Hypotheses 

The third major concern of this experiment involved 

the predictions of the two competing hypotheses (Effort 

and Counterargument). Even though the distraction effect 

was not produced, the two hypotheses predict relative 

amounts of attitude change and therefore the following 

analyses were carried out. Since the two hypotheses made 

predictions concerning attitude change under distracting 

conditions, the analyses involved the variables of Condi

tion ( T M / T O ) , Category ( S / E ) , and Pleasantness ( P / U ) . 

These variables combine to produce eight distinct groups 

for analyses. The analyses were performed between these 

eight groups on specific questions from the questionnaire 

administered to the subjects at the end of the experiment. 

The attitude question, "To what extent do you agree 

that the total student vacation time should be shortened 

to nine weeks?", was scored on a 70-point scale and a 

CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance conducted. The results of 



this analysis are presented in Table 6 and indicate no 

TABLE 6 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: COMPETING HYPOTHESES 
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Source df MS 

Attitude Measure 

Condition (TM/TO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

72 

79 

277.512 

667.012 

27.612 

49.612 

132.612 

208.013 

567.112 

181 -093 

189.470 

1 .532 

3.683 

0.152 

0.274 

0.732 

1 .149 

3.132 

Behavioral Attitude Measure 

Condition (TM/TO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

B at c 1 
B a t c 

C a t b 

C a t b 
1 

A X B X 

W/Cel l 

T o t a l 

72 

79 

120.049 

24.200 

24.200 

16.200 

0.200 

61.249 

162.250 

8.450 

8.450 

162.450 

8.450 

16.463 

18.227 

7.292* 

1 .470 

1 .470 

0.984 

0-012 

3.720 

9.867* 

0.513 

0.513 

9.867* 

0.513 

P< .01 . 
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significant effects. The main effect of Category, though 

non-significant ( £ < . 0 7 ) , was in the predicted direction 

in that the subjects in the experimenter-controlled dis

traction task indicated more attitude change than the 

subjects in the subject-controlled distraction task. 

An adequate test of the predictions of the two com

peting hypotheses, for this question, would be revealed in 

the Condition x Category x Pleasantness interaction. This 

interaction, though non-significant ( £ < . 0 9 ) , is plotted 

in Figure 2 (the MO groups are included for comparison). 

The scores on the behavioral attitude question, "How 

many total weeks decrease in student vacation time would 

you recommend?", were analyzed by a CRF-2,2,2 analysis of 

variance and the results are also presented in Table 6. 

The results indicate a significant main effect for Condition 

( £ < . 0 1 ) , with subjects in the TM condition having signif

icantly more attitude change than subjects in the TO con

dition. Although the Category x Pleasantness interaction 

was non-significant ( £ < . 0 7 ) , a simple main effects test 

was performed on these two variables. The results of this 

test are in the summary table for this analysis (Table 6) 

and are also pictured in the interaction plotted in Figure 

3. This figure shows that the EP condition has signifi

cantly more attitude change than any other condition 

( p < . 0 1 ) , and that the other conditions are statistically 

equal in terms of behavioral attitude change. 
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As in the case of the attitude change measure, the 

crucial test of the predictions of the two competing hypo

theses would be revealed in the Condition x Category x 

Pleasantness interaction. This interaction, though non

significant (£ = 0 . 5 1 3 ) , shows the effects of the Condi

tion main effect and the Category x Pleasantness inter

action, and is pictured in Figure 4 (again, the MO groups 

are included for comparison). 

Since both the atti tude question and the behavioral 

attitude question were designed to measure attitude change 

on the part of the subject, it is of interest to determine 

the relationship between the two measures. To this end, a 

correlation coefficient was calculated to determine this 

relationship within each Distraction Task Condition (TM, 

MO, and T O ) . Within the TM condition, the two measures 

have a significant positive relationship (r̂  = +.394; 

£ < . 0 5 ) . Within the TO condition, the two measures were 

not significantly related {r_ = +.260; £ > . 0 5 ) . Within the 

MO condition, the two measures were not significantly re

lated (r = -.267; £ > .05) . 

In order to determine if the differences between the 

correlations within the Task Conditions were significant, 

a z test for differences between correlations was con

ducted. The results showed that there was a significant 

difference between the TM and MO correlations (z^ = 2.9703; 

£ < . 0 5 ) , and the TO and MO correlations (ẑ  = 2.3203; 
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£ < . 0 5 ) , but not between the TM and TO correlations (ẑ  = 

.6500; £ > .05) . 

In addition, a correlation coefficient was calculated 

to determine the relationship between the attitude change 

measures and the amount of perceived distraction of the 

task within the TM condition. The relationship between 

the atti tude measure and distraction, and between the 

behavioral attitude measure and distraction was not signif

icant (r̂  = -.043 and .192, respec ti vely ; £ > . 05) . 

Summary 

The findings involving the three major concerns are: 

(1) subjects in the TM condition had significantly more 

attitude change than subjects in the TO condition; (2) 

the attitude measure and the behavioral attitude measure 

are significantly related within the TM condition, but 

not within the TO and MO conditions; (3) there was no 

significant relationship between the attitude change 

measures and perceived distraction within the TM condi

tion; (4) subjects in the TO condition perceived the dis

traction task as significantly more pleasant than subjects 

in the TM condition; and (5) subjects in the TM condition 

perceived the experimental situation as more distracting 

than did the subjects in the MO condition. 

Supplemental concerns of this experiment included 

the investigation of variables relevant to the distraction 

effect. The following analysis involves the distraction 
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task performance of the subjects in the TM and TO condi

tions . 

Distraction Task Performance 

The correct responses on the four-choice distraction 

task, during the 275 second performance period, were ana

lyzed by a CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance. The results 

of the analysis for the correct responses indicated a 

significant main effect for both Condition and Category 

( £ < . 0 0 1 ) . There was also a significant Condition x 

Category interaction ( £ < . 0 0 1 ) . Table 7 indicates these 

TABLE 7 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: CORRECT RESPONSES 

Source df MS 

Condition (TM/TO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A X B 

A at b 

A at b 

B at a 

B at a 

1 

1 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X 

W / C e l l 

T o t a l 

72 
79 

6975.109 

31060.011 

189.112 

3137.512 

765.450 

19468.800 

55125.000 

15070.050 

10.512 

546.012 

5.512 

208.987 

732.542 

33 .376* 

152 .928* 

0.905 

15 .013* 

3-619 

93 .157* 

2 6 3 . 7 7 1 * 

72 .109* 

0.050 

2.613 

0.026 

£ < .001 . 
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results in a summary table of the analysis of variance with 

simple main effects calculated. This interaction is also 

shown in Figure 5. This interaction is interpreted as 

showing that the subjects in the TOE and TMS conditions had 

significantly more correct responses than the subjects in 

the TME condition ( £ < . 0 0 1 ) . In addition, the subjects in 

the TOS condition had significantly more correct responses 

than subjects in the TOE condition ( £ ^ . 0 0 1 ) . The subject-

controlled distraction tasks (TMS and TOS) were statisti

cally equal . 

Comparisons (TM and MO) 

The questionnaire administered to the subjects in the 

TM and MO conditions had additional questions involving 

the credibility and comprehension of the counterattitudinal 

message. The credibility questions were scored on a 70-

point scale; the comprehension questions were scored on 

the total number of correct responses to true-false and 

multiple-choice questions. Both scores were analyzed 

separately by CRF-2,2,2 analysis of variance. The results 

of these two analyses are presented in Table 8 respec

tively. There were no significant effects for these two 

measures . 

Initial Distraction Task Performance 

In an attempt to determine if the two four-choice 

distraction tasks (experimenter-controlled and subject-

controlled) were equal in difficulty, a t̂  test was con-
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Source df MS 

Message Credibility 

Condition (TM/MO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (C) 

A x B 

A X C 

B x C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

72 

79 

183.000 

4.500 

4.500 

2.437 

0.188 

135.188 

56.125 

111.296 

105.320 

1 .644 

0.040 

0.040 

0.022 

0.002 

1 .215 

0.504 

Message Comprehension 

Condition (TM/MO) (A) 

Category (S/E) (B) 

Pleasantness (P/U (C) 

A X B 

A X C 

B X C 

A X B X C 

W/Cell 

Total 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

72 

79 

5.000 

0.000 

0.000 

1 .250 

0.449 

0.051 

0.008 

2.461 

2.329 

2.032 

0.000 

0.000 

0.508 

0.183 

0.021 

0.003 

ducted between the experimenter-controlled and the subject-

controlled groups on the variable of total number of 

correct responses during the 275 second performance period. 

This test indicated that the subjects in the subject-con

trolled distraction task had significantly more correct 
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responses than the subjects in the experimenter-controlled 

distraction task (t = 20.903; d± = 118; £ < .001). This 

result suggests that the experimenter-controlled task is 

more difficult than the subject-controlled distraction 

task. 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

Definitive results regarding the three major concerns 

of this experiment were not obtained by the procedures 

used. Most of the results suggest possible trends in the 

data, but conclusive evidence is lacking. The following 

discussion will primarily deaT with the three major con

cerns in light of implications derived from some of the 

non-significant results. 

Distraction Effect 

Since the present experiment did not obtain the 

distraction effect, it might be pertinent to analyze this 

experiment in terms of the five conditions that Osterhouse 

and Brock (1970) suggested would Increase the probability 

of achieving the distraction effect. 

(1) The counterattitudinal message must contradict 

a strongly-held opinion in an important area for the sub

ject. The present experimental message was used because 

data from a previous experiment (McGlynn £t a_l_. , 1974, 

unpublished) indicated that the TO group had a mean 

atti tude score of 22.00 on a 70-point scale, and advocated 

decreasing the total student vacation time by .75 weeks. 

Obviously, this finding indicates that the counteratti-

tudinal message did contradict a strongly-held opinion, at 

67 
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least as indicated on the behavioral attitude measure. 

From these relatively low scores, it could also be implied 

that the topic area was important for the subjects. In any 

case. Condition 1 appears to have been adequately fulfilled 

(2) The distracting task should interfere with the 

presumed counterarguing. Osterhouse and Brock (1970) 

present evidence that nondistracted subjects counterargue 

more frequently against a persuasive message than do dis

tracted subjects. This evidence is derived from question-

naires administered to the subjects after the persuasive 

message is presented. In other words, since there has 

been no direct, on-going measure of the production of 

counterarguments. Condition 2 is based upon an assumption, 

as Miller and Baron (1970) point out, that is supported 

by indirect evidence. In the present experiment, there 

was no direct measure of the degree of counterargument, 

but it was assumed that the task, being unrelated to the 

counterattitudinal message, would interrupt the "presumed" 

counterarguing. 

(3) The distracting task should not be so complex 

as to interfere with the reproducibility of the communi

cation. This condition was tested in the present experi

ment by having the subject answer true-false and multiple 

choice questions about the message. If this condition 

was met, there should be no significant difference between 

the TM and the MO conditions on the comprehension measure. 
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The results showed that there was no significant difference 

between the two conditions on the comprehension measure, 

thereby fulfilling Condition 3. 

(4) The subjects should be Isolated and exposed 

individually to the communication, and (5) the distracting 

task should require the subject to make some vocal response. 

These two conditions were obviously met. 

In addition to the conditions set forth by Osterhouse 

and Brock (which were fulfilled in the present experiment), 

Zimbardo ejt aj_. , (1970) provide evidence "that the focus of 

attention of the audience is an important consideration in 

predicting attitude change when a person listens to a mes

sage in the presence of a distracting stimulus or activity 

(p. 6 7 9 ) . " These investigators found that more attitude 

change in favor of the message occurred whenever the 

subject's attention was focused, through specific instruc

tions, on the message; more so than when the attention 

was focused on the task or neither the task nor the message 

In the present experiment, the instructions to the TM 

conditions specifically stressed that the subject should 

pay attention to the speech because he would be tested on 

his mastery of the contents of the speech. He was told 

that his primary task was to pay attention to the message. 

By focusing the subject's attention on the message and not 

the task, the requirement of Zimbardo £t aj_. was fulfilled. 

It seems to be the case that all of the suggested 
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requirements set forth by previous investigators of the 

distraction effect have been fulfilled in the present 

experiment, and the distraction effect was still not pro

duced. What, then, can be gleaned from the present ex

periment in relation to the distraction effect? 

The results concerning the distraction effect are not 

as straightforward as they seem. For example, the results 

of the analysis for the atti tude measure (Table 5) indi

cated no significant differences between the TM and MO 

conditions. A more detailed look points out that these 

results, however, are marginally supportive ( £ < . 0 6 ) of 

the non-replication of the distraction effect, since the 

MO condition had more attitude change than the TM condition 

(see Table 2 for respective m e a n s ) . This result is com

pletely opposite of any expectation, but it is interesting 

when compared to the other attitude change measure. 

Again, the analysis for the behavioral attitude 

measure (Table 5) indicates no significant differences 

between the TM and MO conditions. But, this analysis is 

marginally supportive ( £ < . 0 8 ) of the repl ication of the 

distraction effect since the TM condition had more atti

tude change than the MO condition (see Table 2 ) . 

Obviously, these two results are contradictory and 

need to be investigated. Figure 6 shows the relationship 

of the three conditions for each of the attitude change 

m e a s u r e s . Although these two graphs are not on equal 
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scales, it is apparent that the two questions are measur

ing different facets of attitude among the different con

d i t i o n s . In the TM condition, the correlation between the 

two measures is positive and significant, while in the TO 

condition, the correlation is positive, but non-signifi

cant. But the correlation between the two measures in the 

MO condition is negative and non-significant. Figure 6 

and the correlation coefficients suggest that, with the TM 

and TO conditions, the attitude question and the behavioral 

atti tude question are measuring related concepts. But 

within the MO condition, the two questions appear to be 

measuring unrelated concepts. 

Since the two measures are positively related within 

the TM and TO conditions, it is implied that something 

unique is going on within the MO condition to result in 

such a discrepancy. One possible explanation might be 

that the subjects within the MO group are able to concen

trate on the message and when presented with the two 

q u e s t i o n s , can make fine discriminations about the impli

cations of what the questions are asking (increased cogni

tive a w a r e n e s s ) . For example, a subject in the MO condi

tion might circle a dot indicating high agreement with the 

idea of the total student vacation time being decreased 

(affective component of a t t i t u d e ) , but be unwilling to 

make specific recommendations about the total number of 

weeks (cognitive component of a t t i t u d e ) . 
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The TM subjects, on the other hand, have had to work 

on both the task and the message, and could not concen

trate on the message enough to make fine discriminations 

between the implications of the two questions (whether 

through lack of subtle knowledge or just plain fatigue, 

is not k n o w n ) . Therefore, the responses of these subjects 

might tend to be positively related. In other words, these 

subjects know basically what is involved in the message and 

their responses to both questions reflect this basic, un-

complicated understanding. The TO subjects did not hear 

the message, so it is logical to expect that the relation

ship between the two questions be positive (but not neces

sarily significant, due to subject variation and measure

ment e r r o r ) . 

Therefore, the information from this discussion im

plies that, for this experiment, there is a trend for the 

distraction effect to be produced by the actual writing 

down of a number that reflects an attitude, or the public 

commitment of expressing an attitude by a number. But, 

when the subject is required just to indicate his attitude 

on a scale already provided, the tendency is for the dis

traction effect not to be produced. Both of these effects 

may be due to the increased knowledge of the implications 

of the questions that are acquired in the MO condition. 

This knowledge of implications was not measured in the 

present experiment, but could be derived in future experi-
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ments by asking the subjects what they thought the ques

tions implied, in terms of their own behavior. 

Another factor that must be considered in relation to 

the distraction effect is the complexity of the experi

ment. This complexity may have served to mask the dis

traction effect. For example, the variable of Pleasant

ness was based upon logical extrapolation from the distrac 

tion effect literature, but may have been improperly 

defined or ineffectively manipulated. 

This suggestion derives some support from the results 

of the Pleasantness measure, which shows that the Plea

santness variable was not effective by itself. Anecdotal 

evidence derived from conversations between the experi

menter and the subjects during the debriefing session 

suggested that giving or withholding one penny for each 

correct response was not relevant for some subjects. The 

subjects did not overtly indicate that the knowledge of 

the possibility of "payoff" for working on the task in

fluenced their behavior. The main conclusion to be de

rived from the Pleasantness variable would be that this 

variable w a s , at best, improperly manipulated, or, at 

w o r s t , improperly defined. 

Since the Pleasantness variable was not effective 

by itself, there is the possibility that its inclusion in 

the experiment interacted with the other variables. We 

do know that it interacted with the Category variable in 
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such a way as to produce a high degree of attitude change 

in experimenter-controlled, pleasant conditions, whether 

TM or TO (Figure 3 ) . Indeed, the results of the two 

attitude change measures show that there is a slight trend 

for the addition of the pleasant condition to result in 

more attitude change than the unpleasant condition 

(Figure 2 and Figure 4 ) . 

All of the discussion implies that even though the 

Pleasantness variable was logically derived, it was not 

experimentally effective, as manipulated. As an ineffec

tive discrete variable, it still contributed to the total 

experimental complexity, and its impact upon the effective

ness of the other variables may have hindered the producing 

of the distraction effect. 

Finally, the distraction effect itself must be con

sidered. This phenomena, as has been pointed out, is 

very complex and difficult to obtain. There are already 

at least six specific conditions that, if met, will en

hance the probability of obtaining the effect. But, in 

the laboratory at Texas Tech, these conditions have 

supposedly been met, and still the reliable replication 

of the distraction effect eludes the experimenters. The 

realization that, even when specified conditions are met, 

the distraction effect may not occur, complicates the 

discussion of the results of this experiment. In con

clusion, the information regarding the distraction effect. 
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in this experiment, mainly deals with difficulty of 

measurement and complexity of manipulation of conditions. 

Distraction Task Categories 

The results of this experiment regarding the Category 

variable were particularly disappointing since this appear

ed to be one variable that might enable experimenters to 

differentiate between the replication or nonreplication of 

the distraction effect. As in the case concerning the dis

traction effect, the results are not as clear-cut as they 

seem. The original hypothesis, based upon the delineation 

of studies on the distraction effect, would be that sub

jects in an experimenter-controlled task should have more 

attitude change in favor of the counterattitudinal message 

than subjects in a subject-controlled task. This hypothesis 

was marginally supported ( £ < .07) by the data on the atti

tude question (means: E = 17.700; S = 11.925) and a slight 

trend in the same direction is indicated by the data on 

the behavioral atti tude question (means: E = 3.325; S = 

2 . 2 2 5 ) . In other words, for the two attitude change 

measures, there is the suggestion that the Categories 

variable is effective; the problem remains to enhance its 

effect. 

This enhancement might be brought about by omitting 

the Pleasantness variable. As indicated in the previous 

discussion, the Pleasantness variable was not effectively 

manipulated and may have interacted with the other vari-
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ables to an unknown degree. By reducing the design so 

that only the Conditions and Categories variables are used, 

both the distraction effect and the Categories effect might 

be obtained. 

Additional insight into the Categories variable can 

be gained by looking at the graphs of the Condition x 

Categories x Pleasantness interaction for the attitude 

measure (Figure 2) and the behaviora1 atti tude measure 

(Figure 4 ) . In both cases, the scores are clustered for 

the subject-controlled task, and widely spread for the 

experimenter-controlled task. This result suggests that 

the experimental manipulation had more impact in the 

experimenter-controlled task than in the subject-controlled 

task . 

This manipulation impact may be due to the nature of 

the task. The significant main effect for the Categories 

variable on task performance shows that the two four-

choice distraction tasks were not equal In difficulty, and 

could probably be assumed to be completely different tasks. 

If this is so, this experiment has committed the same 

error it was designed to rectify, that of comparing dis

similar distraction tasks. 

This error came about by designing the experimenter-

controlled task so that the stimuli would be presented at 

a rate equal to the mean of the performance of previous 

subjects on a subject-controlled task (1.40 s e c o n d s ) . The 
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result was that the task was too difficult for the sub

j e c t s , and allowed for greater variation among subjects. 

Even though the subjects' performance did stabilize, they 

still made so many errors that it would be difficult to 

conclude that they were performing at optimum levels. A 

better design would be to lengthen the interstimulus in

terval to equate the two tasks, and also attempt to equate 

number of correct responses for the two tasks. 

Another factor that might be considered regarding the 

fast presentation of stimuli in the experimenter-controlled 

task is the effect of frustration on the part of the sub

ject. There is no measure for frustration, but it would 

seem reasonable to suggest that inability to adequately 

perform the requested task might frustrate some subjects 

to the degree that they would give up on the task and pay 

strict attention to the message, therefore increasing the 

comprehension of the message. It would be reasonable to 

expect that since the subject-controlled groups could 

concentrate on either the message or the task whenever 

they chose, if task performance was relatively high, then 

message comprehension could also be high, if the subject 

was distributing his effort on both tasks. But, in the 

experimenter-controlled task, if the task performance was 

relatively low, then message comprehension should be high, 

since the subject might be concentrating on the message. 

Therefore, there should be no differences between 
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categories in terms of comprehension. These two sugges

tions are supported by the non-significant results of a 

CRF-2,2 analysis of variance on the variables of Category 

and Pleasantness within the TM condition on comprehension 

scores (Table 9 ) . These results suggest that the experi

menter-controlled subjects concentrated on the message, 

and might have lessened the total attitude change that 

could have occurred if the experimenter-controlled task 

had been less difficult. 

TABLE 9 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: 
MESSAGE COMPREHENSION WITHIN TM GROUP 

df MS 

Category (S/E) (A) 

Pleasantness (P/U) (B) 

A X B 

W/Cell 

Total 

1 

1 

1 

36 

39 

0 .625 

0.225 

0.025 

2.308 

2.153 

0.271 

0.100 

0.011 

A conclusion concerning the Categories variai:>le would 

be that there is a general trend to support the prediction 

of more attitude change with an experimenter-controlled 

distraction task than with a subject-controlled distraction 

task. The confirmation of this predicted result will have 

to await the redesigning and conducting of a similar ex

periment, with fewer uncontrolled variables. 
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Competing Hypotheses 

The results of this experiment are inconclusive, 

because while there were no statistical differences between 

the variables investigated, there were definite trends in 

the data. Therefore, it is reasonable to still ask the 

question of which set of predictions best fits the data. 

The Condition x Category x Pleasantness interaction 

of the two attitude change measures (plotted in Figure 2 

and Figure 4) reflect the results of the analyses of the 

various groups derived from these variables. In Figure 2 

(the attitude q u e s t i o n ) , it can be seen that, relatively 

speaking, the predictions of the counterargument hypothesis 

(Figure 1) reflect the data to a greater degree than do the 

predictions of the effort hypothesis. 

Basically, the same result was found with the 

behavioral attitude measure (Figure 4 ) : the predictions 

of the counterargument hypothesis best fit the data. In 

fact, the form of both of the three-way interactions are 

very similar to each other and to the predictions of the 

counterargument hypotheses. In looking at Figures 2 and 

4, it is obvious that the difference between the results 

of the atti tude measure and the behavioral atti tude 

measure is attributable to the TO groups. 

On the attitude measure, the TO groups responded as 

would be expected from a control group, and the result 

was a marginally significant interaction. On the 
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behavioral attitude measure, however, the TO groups re

sponded essentially the same, though less in magnitude, 

as the TM groups, and the result was a nonsignificant 

i nteraction. 

The marginally significant levels of the interactions 

should not detract from their usefulness, especially when 

it is pointed out that other authors in the distraction 

literature have used similar levels [e.g., Osterhouse and 

Brock ( 1 9 7 0 ) , £ < . 1 0 ] . These interactions are useful in 

that they give new information about the two competing 

hypotheses. 

In attempting to explain the interaction results, 

the rationale of the counterargument hypothesis would be 

as follows: In the experimenter-controlled pleasant task, 

the subject would pay attention to the task, have little 

counterarguing and therefore high attitude change. In 

the subject-controlled pleasant or unpleasant task, the 

subject would have an opportunity to counterargue, there

fore little attitude change. In the experimenter-con

trolled unpleasant task, the subject would not work on the 

task, would pay attention to the message and have high 

counterarguing, therefore less attitude change of all. 

The effort hypothesis, on the other hand, makes 

directly opposite predictions and cannot readily explain 

the obtained results. However, a negative correlation 

(P = -.4688; £ < . 0 5 ) between the attitude measure and 
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task performance, for the subject-controlled group, can be 

accounted for by the effort hypothesis. The correlation 

is one finding that can be explained by the effort hypo

thesis, but in general, the facility for explanation of the 

obtained results lend credence to the counterargument 

hypothesis rather than the effort hypothesis. 

One of the more intriguing results of the present 

experiment is presented in Figure 4. This interaction 

represents the pattern of scores for the eight groups 

representing the combinations of the three main variables 

and the two MO groups. The specific pattern of the TO 

groups are very similar to the pattern of the TM groups, 

although lower in magnitude, thereby indicating similar 

processes for highly dissimilar groups. This shows that 

some subjects (TOEP) changed their attitude, without 

hearing the counterattitudi nal message, approximately as 

much as a similar group that heard the message and also 

performed the task ( T M E U ) , and also approximately the same 

as a group that only heard the message ( M O E ) . 

This finding implies that it is not necessary to 

expose the subjects to the counterattitudinal message; 

just expose them to a task (preferably experimenter-con

trolled and pleasant) and then measure their attitude on 

some important area. The result should be attitude change 

without exposure to the message. If this result did 

o c c u r , it would be contrary to most attitude change 
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t h e o r i e s , which usually require the subject, as a minimum, 

to have contact with the vehicle of attitude change. 

This conclusion suggests that the distraction task may 

be much more important than previously conceived. Since 

both hypotheses would have difficulty explaining this 

result, because there was no commitment to hear the 

message, a third hypothesis may have to be advanced. 

This third hypothesis may concern the demand char

acteristics of the experiment. For example, a subject, 

after working diligently (and being paid for this work, in 

some cases) on the task, may be highly committed to the 

experiment. When asked to express his attitude about a 

topic with which he is not acquainted, he may respond 

favorably, just to keep from feeling that his participation 

was somewhat wasted. In other words, he may want to give 

"good" results on a tangible measuring instrument, some

thing he generally cannot do with performance measures. 

Hypotheses involving demand characteristics have been 

used by Rosenblatt (1 9 6 6 ) , and Silverman and Regula ( 1 9 6 8 ) , 

but were rejected by Baron ejt aj_. , (1973) because of the 

lack of conclusive evidence to support a direct relation

ship between demand characteristics and the distraction 

effect. 

In any event, further research needs to be done to 

identify the parameters that will allow the separation of 

the two competing hypotheses and the control of the main 
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variables. This experiment appears to be a step in the 

right direction, since most of the conclusions are in the 

predicted direction and are marginally supportive of the 

various predictions. 



REFERENCES 

Allyn, J., & Festinger, L. The effectiveness of unantici
pated persuasive communications. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 1961, 62, 35-40. 

Baron, R.S., Baron, P.H., & Miller, N. 
ween distraction and persuasion. 
Bulletin, 1973, 8 0 ( 4 ) , 310-323. 

The relation 
Psychologi cal 

bet-

Brock, T.C. Communication discrepancy and intent to per
suade as determinants of counterargument production. 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 1967, 3, 
296-309. 
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APPENDIX A: 275 SECOND PERSUASIVE MESSAGE 

This report was prepared by a combined student-facu1ty 

committee and it was resolved that the total student vaca

tion time at Texas Tech University should be shortened to 

nine weeks. At the present time, there are approximately 

20 weeks of the calendar year being devoted to student 

vacation. This committee feels that a more judicious use 

of time would be involved if the student vacation time was 

shortened from 20 weeks to nine weeks. 

A brief but concise examination of this resolution 

should suffice to reveal convincingly its validity. Our 

plan shall be as follows: first to note the abominable 

status of the current academic calendar; next to demon

strate that the implications of such weaknesses are criti

cal enough to demand serious and immediate action; and, 

finally, to note that at least one solution for ameliorat

ing conditions by revising summer vacations is not only 

practical but also offers additional and perhaps unforeseen 

intrinsic benefits. 

To begin, then, it should be remarked that the current 

academic calendar common to most American educational 

systems is considerably less practical or efficient than 

any in use by organizations of comparable size either in 

corporate or governmental spheres. Consider, for a moment, 

the statistics: when we add to the three and a half 

months of summer vacation, the extra breaks for Christmas, 
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Easter, and miscellaneous national and religious holidays, 

we are confronted with the amazing total of nearly five 

full months of vacation in every twelve month year. This 

incredible waste of time would in itself seem to cry for 

reform but further implications reveal to an even greater 

extent the true seriousness of the problem. How shallow, 

for instance, do spoiled students' pleas for fifteen weeks 

of summer recreation seem in the face of unprecedented 

academic pressures? How ridiculous does it seem that an 

educational system plagued with oversubscriptions and 

inadequate physical facilities still, in the face of all 

this, can continue to operate less than sixty percent of 

the timel Especially when teachers are already so hard 

pressed for funds that most must take on odd jobs during 

the summer recess. Why not, then streamline the system? 

Why not graduate students in three years and keep teachers 

employed on a full-time basis? Indeed, the only objection 

seems to be that college students might be intimidated or 

driven too hard. They need relief, it might be claimed, 

from excessive tedium. But even if reference to the 

seriousness of the ever deepening academic crisis is not 

enough to satisfy such complaints, consider at least one 

proposed alternative schedule which would utilize two 

months of summer without interfering with either Christmas 

or Easter: This tentative calendar is arranged so that 

the first session would run from September 28 to December 
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15, with a vaction from December 16 to January 5. The 

second session would run from January 6 to March 21, with 

a vacation from March 22 to April 5. The third session 

would run from April 5 to June 18 with a vacation from 

June 19 to July 1. The fourth session would run from 

July 2 to September 14 with a vacation from September 15 

to September 27. Note that this system offers the signif

icant advantage over the present one of scheduling all 

examinations directly before vacations. 
I 

This tentative calendar is not, of course, the only 

solution to the problem. It is simply included to illus

trate that a revising of summer vacations would absorb 

much of the current waste while satisfying most objections 

by allowing retention of seasonal and religious holidays. 

The American college education is now, more than ever, a 

mature and serious undertaking, and our academic calendar 

should certainly reflect at least some semblance of a 

recognition of this fact. 
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APPENDIX B: QUEST I OrlNAIRES REGARDING ATTITUDES 
(TASK-MESSAGE AND MESSAGE-ONLY CONDITIONS) 

NAME 

CLASSIFICATION 

Freshman 

Sophomore 

Junior 

Senior 

SEX: 

Male 

Female 
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We would like to know something about your opinions concerning 
certain topics. For the questions on the following page, please 
put a circle around the dot that best characterizes your opinion 
regarding that particular question. There is no right or wrong 
answer. Please respond as honestly as you can. 

First, work this example (actually put a circle around one dot): 

To what extent do you agree that a person should brush his teeth 
after every meal? 

/ / /....i / / / 
Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree 

Nor Agree 

For this example, if you agreed that it is a good idea for a person 
to brush his teeth after every meal, you should have indicated the 
degree of this agreement by marking (circling one dot) somewhere 
in the Agree or Strongly Agree categories, depending on the extent 
of your agreement. If you had some doubts about whether a person 
should brush his teeth after every meal, you should have marked 
somewhere in the Disagree or Strongly Disagree categories, thereby 
indicating the extent of disagreement. 

Now, respond as carefully as possible to the following questions. 
Place a circle around the dot that best characterizes your opinion 
concerning that question. Please circle only one dot for each 
question. Do not leave any questions blank. 
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1. To what extent do you agree that the total student vacation 
time should be shortened to 9 v;eeks? 

/ / / / / / 

Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree 

Nor Agree 

2. To what extent do you feel that you were distracted while 
listening to the speech? 

/ / / / -/ / 

Very Distracted Neither Undistracted Very 
Distracted Distracted Undistracted 

Nor 
Undistracted 

3. To what extent do you feel that the people who wrote this 
message were knowledgeable? ' 

/ / / / / / 

Very Unknowledgeable Neither Knowledgeable Very 
Unknov. ledge able Unknowledgeable Knowledgeable 

Nor 
Knowledgeable 

4. How pleasant was the task you worked on while you listened to 
the message? C3' 

/ / / / / / 

Very Unpleasant Neither Pleasant Very 
Unpleasant Unpleasant Pleasant 

Nor Pleasant 

5. To what extent do you feel that the people who wrote this 
message were trustworthy? 

/ / / / / / 
Very Untrustworthy Neither Trustworthy Very 

Untrustworthy Untrustv\forthy Trustworthy 
Nor 

Trustworthy 

6 How many total weeks decrease in student vacation time would 
you recommend? (Please indicate the actual number of weeks) 

weeks 
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Did the following statements occur in the speech you just heard? 
We want to know if you can recognize statements from the speech. 
Please base your answers upon the speech, not information you 
might have acquired otherwise. 

Please mark "T" if the statement did occur and mark "F" if the 
statement did not occur. Please do not leave any blanks. 

1. The tentative calendar does not include religious and 
seasonal holidays. 

2. At the present time, an educational institution operates 
more than 60% of the time. 

3. The American college education is now, more than ever, 
a mature and serious undertaking. 

4. Faculty are already so hard pressed for funds that they 
must take on odd jobs during the summer recess. 

5. The tentative calendar offers the significant advantage 
of scheduling all examinations directly before vacations 

6. Students do not need relief from excessive tedium. 

7. Tlie incredible waste of time due to student vacations 
seems to cry for reform. 

8. The current academic calendar is as practical as the 
current governmental calendar. 

9. The tentative academic calendar is the only solution to 
the problem. 

10. A revising of summer vacations would absorb much of the 
current waste while satisfying most objections. 



95 

The following items concern information presented in the speech. 
Base your answer to each item on this information, not on outside 
information you might have or believe. 
Please write the letter of the correct answer for each of the 
following questions in the space provided. Please do not leave 
any blanks. 

1. The report was prepared by 
a. a combined student-administration committee. 
b. a faculty committee for student vacation. 
c. a student committee for vacation evaluation. 
d. a combined student-faculty committee, 

2. In terms of total student vacation, Texas Tech University 
presently has weeks of vacation time. 
a. 9 
b. 11 
c. 20 
d. 25 ' 

3. Considering the tentative calendar, there would be 
vacation periods during any 12 month year. 
a. 3 
b. 4 
c. 5 
d. 6 

4. Under the tentative calendar, students would normally 
graduate in 
a. 2 years. 
b. 3 years. 
c. 4 years. 
d. 5 years. 

5. The speech advocated that the total student vacation 
time at Texas Tech University be decreased to 
weeks per year. 
a. 9 
b. 11 
c. 20 
d. 25 

6. The only objection to the tentative calendar is that 
a. the physical plant would deteriorate due to lack 

of systematic repair. 
b. faculty would not receive adequate compensation. 
c. students would be unable to study enough. 
d. students might be driven too hard. 

7. The first session of the tentative calendar would start 
~ a. August 25. 

b. September 21. 
c. September 28. 
d. October 1. 
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NAME 

CLASSIFICATION 
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Freshman 

Sophomore 

J u n i o r 

Sen io r 

SEX: 
Male 

Female 
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We would like to know something about your opinions concerning the 
message you have been listening to. For the questions on the 
following page, please put a circle around the dot that best 
characterizes your opinion regarding that particular question. There 
is no right or wrong answer. Please respond as honestly as you can. 

First, work this exam.ple (actually put a circle around one dot): 

To what extent do you agree that a person should brush his teeth 
after every meal? 

/ / / ' / / / 
Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree 

Nor Agree 

For this example, if you agreed that it is a good idea for a person 
to brush his teeth after every meal, you should have indicated the 
degree of this agreement by marking (circling one dot) somewhere 
in the Agree or Strongly Agree categories, depending on the extent 
of your agreement. If you had some doubts about vv'hether a person 
should brush his teeth after every meal, you should have marked 
somewhere in the Disagree or Strongly Disagree categories, thereby 
indicating the extent of disagreement. 

Now, respond as carefully as possible to the follov\ring questions. 
Place a circle around the dot that best characterizes your opinion 
concerning that question. Please circle only one dot for each 
question. Do not leave any questions blank. 
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1. To what extent do you agree that the total student vacation 
time should be shortened to 9 weeks? 

/ / / / / / 

Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree 

Nor Agree 

2. How many total weeks decrease in student vacation time would 
you recommend? (Please indicate the actual number of weeks) 

weeks 

3. How pleasant was the task you worked on? 

/ / /....J / / / 
Very Unpleasant Neither Pleasant Very 

Unpleasant Unpleasant Pleasant 
Nor Pleasant 
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APPENDIX C: INITIAL INSTRUCTIOMS FOR 
ALL PLEASANT DISTRACTION GROUPS 

"Welcome to the Engineering Psychology Laboratory. 

Today, we are going to test your ability to do two things 

at the same time. In this experiment, we are trying to 

simulate some of the conditions affecting a pilot while 

he is trying to take off or land an airplane. Under these 

conditions, a pilot generally has to listen very carefully 

to instructions from the control tower while he is doing 

other things at the same time. A pilot is very interested 

in the message from the control tower, since it affects 

him directly. 

"Most students generally would not be interested in 

flight instructions from a control tower, so we have sub

stituted a message that directly Interests students, and 

not pilots. We would like for you to pay as much atten

tion to this message as a pilot would to flight instruc

tions. 

"Now, here is what you will do. First, you will watch 

the large center square directly in front of you. There 

are four symbols that can be presented in this space, an 

X ( X ) , a circle ( 0 ) , an open parenthesis ( ( ) , and a 

bracket ( ] ) . You will also notice that there are four 

buttons and four smaller squares on the control panel in 

front of you. These buttons and squares are labeled A, B, 

C, or D. One of the four symbols is presented in each 
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small square. When one of the buttons is pressed, the 

small square next to the button will be momentarily ex

tinguished. Immediately after that, a new display will be 

presented to you. The new display will consist of the same 

symbols, but they will be presented in different locations. 

The computer will change the display according to a preset 

time interval so that you can continually respond. You 

only need to quickly press the button, you do not have to 

hold it down; just press and release. 

"As an example of the task, let's assume that an X 

is presented in the large center square in front of you. 

Your job is to locate the button that is next to the small 

square where an X is displayed and press the button. When 

you press a certain button, you are to call out whether 

you pressed button A, B, C, or D. Just speak in a normal 

tone of voice and your response will be picked up by the 

microphone in front of you. Every time the display 

changes, you are to match the symbols, press the button 

next to the small square and call out the letter of the 

button you pressed. 

"Most subjects find that this task is very pleasant. 

To insure that the task is pleasant and enjoyable for you, 

we will pay you one penny for each correct response you 

make. At the end of the experiment, you will be paid for 

the total number of correct responses you made. 

"I would like to ask you to keep the earphones on 
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throughout the experiment. You will be given additional 

instructions over the earphones, so please keep them on. 

"Now, we will have a five minute test period in which 

you will perform the task that was just described to you. 

This is to give us baseline data concerning this task. 

Remember, to make the task pleasant and enjoyable, we will 

pay you one penny for each correct response. 

"We will start this task by using the earphones. 

What you will hear over the earphones will be what we call 

'white noise'. It is similar to radio static or a rush

ing noise. Immediately after I say, 'Ready - Gol', the 

task and the white noise will be turned on at the same 

time. When you hear the white noise, start working on the 

task. Your first response will be to press button D and 

at the same time call out 'D'. You are to work as hard as 

you can on this task. At the end of the task, you will 

receive additional instructions over the earphones. 

Remember to keep the earphones on all the time you are in 

the booth. Ready - Gol 
...3 

The initial instructions for all unpleasant distrac
tion groups were the same, except for the deletion of any 
reference to correct response payment. 


