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ANTICIPATORY ATTITUDE CHANGE

Introduction and Definitional Scope

Anticipatory attitude change refers to the psychological phenomenon where an individual modifies
their existing attitude in response to the mere expectation that they will soon receive a persuasive
message designed to influence that attitude. This process occurs before the actual message
content is delivered or processed, distinguishing it sharply from traditional models of persuasion
that focus on post-exposure processing. The core mechanism involves the recipient preparing their
cognitive and emotional resources for the impending communication, often resulting in a shift
toward the anticipated direction of the message or, conversely, a defensive hardening against it.
Understanding this preemptive shift is crucial for comprehending the dynamics of social influence,
particularly in environments characterized by high information flow and predictable communication
patterns, such as political campaigns or organizational change management.

The foundation of anticipatory attitude change rests on the concept of cognitive preparation. When
individuals know they are about to be exposed to a message--especially if that message originates
from a high-status source or concerns a personally relevant topic--they engage in preemptive
thought generation. This pre-exposure cognitive activity can involve rehearsing counter-arguments,
generating supporting arguments, or mentally aligning oneself with the expected position to reduce
cognitive discomfort or avoid social conflict. For instance, if a person knows their parents are about
to present a strong case for attending a specific university, as illustrated in the classic example,
they may begin aligning their feelings toward that university positively beforehand simply to
minimize the stress of the impending conversation and maximize interpersonal harmony. This early
adjustment serves as a coping mechanism against potential dissonance.

Crucially, the outcome of this anticipatory process is highly variable and depends on the receiver's
perception of the message's importance and the potential emotional impact it carries. If the
message is perceived as highly significant and likely to evoke strong feelings (e.g., concerning
core values or identity), the recipient may experience attitude polarization, meaning they feel
more strongly--either positively or negatively--about the issue. Conversely, if the anticipated
message is of little personal importance or relevance to the receiver, their attitudes may remain
moderate or even shift slightly toward the middle ground. This moderation is often a form of
psychological defense, preparing a neutral ground for compromise or minimizing the effort required
to process low-relevance information.

Theoretical Foundations and Psychological Mechanisms

Several established psychological theories contribute to explaining the drive behind anticipatory
attitude change. One prominent framework is Cognitive Dissonance Theory, though applied in
an inverted manner. Rather than resolving dissonance after a behavior or message exposure, the
individual acts preemptively to avoid future dissonance. Knowing that an influential source will soon
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advocate for Position A, the recipient who currently holds Position B anticipates the discomfort of
disagreement. By shifting their attitude toward A, they reduce the predicted level of future cognitive
conflict, effectively inoculating themselves against the full force of the persuasive attempt. This
process is less about the merit of the argument and more about maintaining internal consistency
and psychological comfort.

Another key explanatory mechanism is Impression Management Theory. Individuals are often
motivated not just by internal consistency but by how they appear to others, especially the source
of the persuasive message. If the recipient believes that expressing an attitude aligned with the
anticipated message will lead to social reward, approval, or avoid conflict with the message source
(e.g., authority figures, friends, or family), they may adjust their public or even private attitude
accordingly. The expectation of having to articulate a disagreement or defend a divergent
viewpoint can be socially taxing; therefore, preemptive alignment acts as a strategic move to
manage future social interactions smoothly. This is particularly salient when the message is
expected to be delivered in a public or interpersonal setting.

The concept of Self-Perception Theory also offers insights. When an individual anticipates a
message, they may engage in self-reflection regarding their current stance. If they realize their
attitude is weakly held, the anticipation of having to defend it might lead them to observe their own
preparatory behaviors (e.g., rehearsing supporting statements for the expected position). They
then infer their true attitude based on these observed behaviors, leading to a genuine, albeit subtle,
shift in their stance. Furthermore, the anticipation triggers specific cognitive responses, such as
directed thought generation, where the individual actively seeks information or generates
arguments that align with the expected message, thus strengthening the eventual alignment before
the message even arrives.

The Dynamics of Polarization versus Moderation

The most intriguing aspect of anticipatory attitude change is the dual possibility of outcomes:
polarization (strengthening of an existing attitude) or moderation (moving toward a neutral or
middle position). Polarization typically occurs when the anticipated message touches upon topics
of high personal significance, such as deeply held moral beliefs, political identity, or self-concept. In
these high-involvement situations, the expectation of a contrary message functions as a
psychological threat. The individual mobilizes defensive cognitive resources, bolstering their
existing position with stronger arguments and emotionally charged justifications, making them less
susceptible to the message when it finally arrives. This defensive effort strengthens the initial
attitude, resulting in polarization.

Conversely, moderation is more common when the issue is of low personal importance, or when
the individual expects the persuasive message to be highly compelling and difficult to counter. In
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these cases, the receiver may adopt a strategy of cognitive minimization. By shifting toward a
moderate or neutral position, they reduce the necessity for intense cognitive effort and avoid the
commitment required to strongly defend a position they do not deeply care about. This strategy
allows for easier assimilation of the incoming message, minimizing friction. Moreover, moderation
can be a strategic move in interpersonal contexts, signaling openness or flexibility to the message
source, which serves the goals of impression management.

The critical determinant linking the anticipation to the outcome is the perceived emotional valence
and relevance of the message. If the expectation of the message creates a high level of emotional
arousal--whether anxiety, excitement, or defensiveness--polarization is the likely outcome, as
strong emotions tie into core beliefs and trigger defensive processing. If the anticipated message is
emotionally neutral or concerns a mundane topic, the cognitive system seeks the path of least
resistance, leading to moderation. Therefore, researchers must analyze not only the content of the
anticipated message but also the emotional and motivational context in which the expectation is
formed.

Factors Influencing the Magnitude of Change

The degree and direction of anticipatory attitude shift are modulated by several internal and
external factors. One key variable is the credibility of the anticipated source. If the source
expected to deliver the message is perceived as highly expert, trustworthy, or powerful (e.g., a
recognized authority figure or a key decision-maker), the recipient is more likely to exhibit
anticipatory alignment (moving toward the expected message position). Conversely, if the source
has low credibility, the recipient might engage in immediate counter-arguing, leading to minimal
shift or even polarization against the anticipated position. The perceived intent of the source is also
vital; if the source is viewed as manipulative, defensiveness increases regardless of perceived
expertise.

Another significant factor is the forewarning of the persuasive intent itself. Simple forewarning
that a topic will be discussed is different from forewarning that a specific conclusion will be
advocated. When individuals are explicitly warned that the communicator intends to persuade them
to a particular viewpoint, the anticipatory effect is generally stronger because it mobilizes defensive
mechanisms sooner. This explicit forewarning allows the recipient more time and cognitive
resources to mentally rehearse their response, often resulting in polarization if the topic is central,
or strategic moderation if the recipient seeks to avoid conflict. Without specific forewarning of
intent, the anticipatory effect may be weaker or less directed.

The individual characteristics of the receiver also play a large role, specifically their Need for
Cognition (NFC) and their level of self-monitoring. Individuals high in NFC, who enjoy engaging in
effortful cognitive processing, are more likely to engage in extensive anticipatory thought
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generation. This deep processing can lead to strong polarization if they find arguments against the
expected message, or significant alignment if they quickly generate supportive arguments.
Conversely, individuals who are high self-monitors, highly attuned to social cues, are more likely to
exhibit anticipatory attitude alignment to facilitate smoother future social interaction, prioritizing
impression management over internal consistency.

Research Paradigms and Empirical Evidence

Empirical investigation of anticipatory attitude change typically relies on experimental designs
involving forewarning manipulations. In standard research setups, participants are randomly
assigned to either a forewarning condition (told they will receive a persuasive message on Topic X
next) or a control condition (no such warning). Researchers then measure the participant's attitude
toward Topic X immediately after the manipulation but before the message is actually delivered. A
significant difference in attitude between the forewarned group and the control group provides
evidence for anticipatory change.

Early research often highlighted the polarizing effect. For example, studies showed that when
participants expected to hear a message advocating a position contrary to their own, they often
strengthened their original attitude, a result consistent with Inoculation Theory--the idea that
preparing defenses against a mild attack makes one resistant to a stronger subsequent attack.
However, later studies refined this understanding by introducing variables related to source
characteristics and topic relevance, confirming that the defensive polarization is highly contingent
on the perceived importance of the attitude object. If the topic was highly relevant and tied to self-
identity, polarization was robust.

More recent empirical work has focused on the cognitive mechanisms underlying this
phenomenon, often using thought-listing techniques. Participants in the anticipatory phase are
asked to list the thoughts crossing their minds. Analysis of these lists reveals whether the
individuals are primarily generating counter-arguments (leading to polarization) or generating
arguments supportive of the expected position (leading to alignment/moderation). These studies
confirm that anticipatory attitude change is driven by active, directed cognitive effort rather than
passive reception, and the content of these self-generated thoughts dictates the final pre-exposure
attitude shift.

Distinctions from Related Persuasion Phenomena

It is essential to distinguish anticipatory attitude change from closely related psychological
concepts, particularly Inoculation Theory and Reactance Theory. While Inoculation Theory also
deals with preemptive resistance, it specifically involves the recipient receiving a weakened dose of
the counter-arguments, which stimulates resistance mechanisms. Anticipatory change, however,
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does not require the delivery of any argument content--only the expectation of the message itself.
The change occurs based on the projected social, emotional, or cognitive demands of the future
message delivery, not the processing of specific weak arguments.

Psychological Reactance Theory describes the negative motivational state aroused when
individuals perceive that their freedom to choose or act is being threatened. If the anticipated
persuasive message is perceived as an overt attempt to control their behavior or beliefs, reactance
may occur, leading the individual to shift their attitude strongly away from the expected message to
reassert their freedom. While reactance can certainly cause polarization as an outcome of
anticipation, anticipatory attitude change is a broader mechanism that also includes moderation
and alignment motivated by factors like impression management or dissonance avoidance, which
are not covered by the narrow definition of reactance against perceived control.

Furthermore, anticipatory attitude change differs from simple mood induction effects. Although
the expectation of a message can induce anxiety or stress, the resulting attitude change is not
merely a generalized mood effect. Instead, it is a targeted cognitive response specifically focused
on the attitude object that the impending message concerns. The cognitive effort is directed toward
rehearsing arguments or adjusting the stance toward the specific issue, demonstrating a level of
intent and focus that transcends generalized emotional states induced by external stressors. The
shift is inherently linked to the persuasive context.

Applications in Communication and Social Influence

The principles of anticipatory attitude change have significant implications across various domains,
particularly in strategic communication and marketing. In political campaigning, forewarning voters
about an opponent's impending attack advertisement can be used strategically. If the attacking
message is weak or concerns a highly polarizing issue, forewarning can trigger defensive
polarization, strengthening the voters' loyalty to the target candidate even before the attack is
aired. Campaign managers must carefully balance the risk of moderation against the benefit of
polarization when deciding whether to announce future communication plans.

In organizational settings, anticipatory attitude change is crucial during periods of planned change,
such as mergers or major policy shifts. If employees anticipate a message justifying uncomfortable
changes, management can leverage this expectation. By controlling the narrative about the nature
of the upcoming message--emphasizing its fairness and necessity rather than its disruptive
elements--management can encourage anticipatory moderation among employees, making them
more open to accepting the change when the official announcement arrives. Failure to manage
expectations can lead to widespread anticipatory polarization against the change initiative.

Finally, in therapeutic and educational contexts, anticipating attitude change can be a powerful
tool. A therapist preparing a patient for feedback or a challenging discussion might gently introduce
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the topic and the general stance they will take. This allows the patient to engage in anticipatory
processing, reducing the element of surprise and allowing them to cognitively prepare. This
preparation minimizes immediate defensive reactions, facilitating a more constructive dialogue.
The deliberate use of forewarning, therefore, transitions from a potential barrier to persuasion into
a carefully managed channel for influence.
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