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Prior Source Exposure and Persuasion:
Further Evidence for Misattributional Processes
Max Weisbuch
Diane M. Mackie
University of California, Santa Barbara
Teresa Garcia-Marques
Instituto Superior de Psicologia Aplicada, Lisbon, Portugal
Prior exposure effects are well established in a number of other research areas. More than 200 experiments
demonstrate that prior exposure results in increased
attraction or liking for a re-exposed person or object
(Bornstein, 1989; Kunst-Wilson & Zajonc, 1980;
Seamon, Brody, & Kauff, 1983; Zajonc, 1980, 2000), the
so-called mere exposure (ME) effect (Zajonc, 1968). In
ME studies, participants are re-exposed to a target stimulus and asked to either choose between that target stimulus and a similar but novel stimulus or evaluate the target
stimulus typically as good/bad, attractive/unattractive,
likable/unlikable, for example. Such context-restricted
procedures routinely result in greater preference for
and more positive responses to the re-exposed object,
although ME effects have been demonstrated in natural
settings as well (Zajonc & Rajecki, 1969).
Affective primacy (AP) accounts (Monahan, Murphy,
& Zajonc, 1999; Murphy, Monahan, & Zajonc, 1995;
Zajonc, 1980, 1998, 2000) regard ME effects as arising
because repeated exposure causes an automatic positive
evaluation of the re-exposed stimulus together with a
global positive affective state (Monahan et al., 1999). Evidence that ME effects occur across cultures and species
has been interpreted as especially supportive of the AP
position that such positive evaluations are primary to

To assess the persuasive impact of prior source exposure, two
studies paired persuasive messages with a source to whom participants had previously been exposed subliminally, explicitly, or
not at all. In Experiment 2, participants’ attention also was
drawn to information that potentially undermined the implications of any reaction to re-exposure. Compared to no exposure,
prior subliminal exposure increased the source’s persuasiveness,
an effect not mediated by source liking. Explicit exposure
increased source persuasiveness to the extent that the source was
liked more and only absent a recall cue. Results favored
misattributional accounts of prior exposure effects.

Keywords: persuasion; attitude change; mere exposure; perceptual fluency; attribution; subliminal

A

spokesperson appears on public television to solicit a
donation. A student questions the basis of a class grade. A
local citizen wants your vote for city council. Does having
seen the source of such appeals before make a difference
to their persuasiveness? Advertisers apparently think so,
as indicated by the roughly 20% of television commercials that feature well-known spokespeople (Agrawal &
Kamakura, 1995). Of course, being well-known may
entail much more than previous exposure. Despite
impressive amounts of research on source effects (Petty,
Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1997), including the impact of
celebrity status (Roskos-Ewoldson & Fazio, 1992), there
have been few investigations of the impact of prior exposure to a persuasive source. Does such prior exposure
make a persuasive appeal more or less effective? Under
what circumstances, and why? To help address these
questions, the two experiments reported here extended
models of prior exposure effects developed in other
domains to the persuasion context.
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and independent of cognition (Zajonc, 1980, 1998,
2000). In fact, Zajonc (1998) suggested that “a cognitive
explanation (for) the exposure effect (is an argument)
which, given the current state of evidence, should be laid
to rest” (p. 617). Thus, the AP approach holds that increases
in liking for and a concomitant global affective reaction to a
stimulus are automatic responses to re-exposure.
Misattribution (MA) models of prior exposure effects
(Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1994; Jacoby, Kelley, & Dywan,
1989; Klinger & Greenwald, 1994), on the other hand,
argue that re-exposure triggers an initial response that
reflects a match between a currently processed stimulus
representation and a previously encoded representation
(Carlston & Smith, 1996; Jacoby & Kelley, 1987; Klinger
& Greenwald, 1994; Seamon et al., 1983). Although positive in tone (Bornstein, 1989; Jacoby & Dallas, 1981;
Reber, Winkielman, & Schwarz, 1998; Seamon,
McKenna, & Binder, 1998), this initial reaction is relatively ambiguous and can thus be attributed (or
misattributed) to many salient or feasible causes (Jacoby,
Allan, Collins, & Larwill, 1988; Jacoby & Kelley, 1987;
Jacoby, Kelley, & Dywan, 1989; Mandler, Nakamura, &
Van Zandt, 1987; Reber et al., 1998). When the reexposed object is the focus of attention (as typically
occurs in the ME paradigm), the object itself is the best
(and correct) explanation for the positive response, producing higher attractiveness or liking ratings. However,
when re-exposure occurs and other objects also are present (perhaps the most naturalistically frequent situation), the positive response may be misattributed to
other probable causes, with no increase in attractiveness
of the re-exposed object itself.
In these situations, repeated exposure has been
found to cause favorable evaluations of a variety of properties (e.g., Jacoby, Kelley, Brown, & Jasechko, 1989;
Mandler et al., 1987; Reber et al., 1998; Seamon et al.,
1995, 1998; Witherspoon & Allan, 1985) and is sometimes unaccompanied by global liking or preference for
the re-exposed stimulus itself (Bornstein et al., 1987;
Jacoby et al., 1988). For example, Jacoby et al. (1988)
conducted an auditory re-exposure experiment with a
salient distracting variable—noise. In this experiment,
participants completed a number of trials in which they
first listened to a sentence through headphones and subsequently heard either the same sentence or a different
sentence accompanied by annoying noise. Self-reported
noise volume ratings were made after each trial. Participants rated annoying noise as being “less loud” when
they were simultaneously re-exposed to target sentences
compared to when they were hearing the sentences for
the first time. Thus, the reaction to re-exposure was subjectively explained by a probable salient cause unrelated
to positive evaluation.

The AP and MA models, then, offer different predictions regarding the nature and specificity of the
response to re-exposure. They differ, for example, in
whether such an initial reaction results inevitably in
global liking judgments (the AP position) or whether
such a reaction can be more generally misattributed to
other judgment dimensions, without increases in liking
or attractiveness (the MA position). These models also
differ in their predictions regarding the effects of
implicit (unknown) versus explicit (known) initial exposure to a stimulus. AP proponents have argued that
although implicit exposure may be more purely “affective” and thus produce more positive evaluations of the
re-exposed object (Monahan et al., 1999), such ME
effects are not contingent on the initial exposure being
implicit (Murphy et al., 1995; Zajonc, 1998). Thus,
increased liking for the re-exposed object is expected
regardless of whether initial exposure is implicit or
explicit, although it may be even greater when exposure
is implicit. Quite different expectations derive from the
MA perspective. When the initial exposure is explicit, an
attributional (Jacoby & Kelley, 1987) or attentional
(Posner, 1978) specification can occur, making objectspecific evaluative attributions more likely. That is, evaluation of the re-exposed object may be more positive with
explicit exposure (at least in the absence of a “naive theory” about the relationship between prior exposure and
favorable attributions) (Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1994).
In contrast, when the initial exposure is implicit, the reexposed stimulus is not necessarily a clear attributional
target for the positive reaction, particularly when there
are multiple categories of stimuli present at re-exposure.
Thus, increased liking for the seen-again object is less
likely when exposure is implicit.
What do such models predict about source exposure
effects in persuasion? From an AP perspective, both
implicit and explicit prior exposure to a source should
lead to increases in attraction for that source relative to a
novel source, with the increase potentially greater for
implicit exposure. Greater source attractiveness may
then produce greater acceptance of the source’s message (Cialdini, 1993; Hass, 1981; Perloff, 1993; Petty &
Wegener, 1998). Although such effects are especially
strong when peripheral processing occurs (e.g., Petty,
Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983), the relationship
between source attractiveness and persuasiveness also
has been demonstrated in central processing contexts,
such as courtroom settings and federal elections (for a
review, see Petty et al., 1997; see also Cialdini, 1993;
Kulka & Kessler, 1978). From an AP perspective, the
causal direction of these effects is clear: Re-exposure
causes an automatic affective reaction to the source
(indicated by increased attraction) that mediates the
increased persuasiveness of the re-exposed source.
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From the MA perspective, the positive reaction to reexposure might be attributed to either the source or
other salient aspects of the re-exposure setting, such as
the persuasive appeal. When the seen-again source is
known (prior exposure was explicit), the source is a
likely attributional target for the positive reaction
(Jacoby & Kelley, 1987; Posner, 1978), resulting in
increased source liking, which may then translate into
message acceptance as just described. In this case,
increases in the persuasive appeal of a known source
would be due to, and mediated by, source liking and
attractiveness. When the seen-again source is not known
(prior exposure was implicit), however, the source is not
necessarily a clear target for the positive reaction.
Instead, the positive reaction may well be misattributed
to other available targets of evaluation, in this case perhaps, greater liking for or agreement with the position
advocated in the persuasive appeal. In this case, any greater
persuasiveness of a previously exposed source would
occur without a commensurate increase in source liking,
a crucial difference between the AP and ME models.
To assess the impact of source re-exposure on message persuasiveness and the role of affective primacy and
misattributional processes in such impact, we presented
participants with an essay comprised of weak or strong
arguments in favor of an initially neutral issue. The essay
was accompanied by a small photo of its author. Some
participants had never seen the author before. Others
had been exposed either explicitly or implicitly (subliminally) to her face earlier in the experiment. We assessed
source liking and message agreement as a function of
these three exposure conditions. We expected that compared to the no exposure condition, both implicitly and
explicitly exposed sources would be more persuasive.
The AP position suggested more positive evaluations of
the source in both prior exposure situations, increased
persuasion in both conditions (potentially higher in the
implicit condition), and mediation of any persuasion by
perceived source attractiveness in both cases. The MA
position predicted greater source liking only in the
explicit condition, greater persuasion in both conditions, and mediation of persuasion by attraction only in
the explicit condition. We included a manipulation of
argument strength to assess any effects of source exposure on message processing.
EXPERIMENT 1

Participants and Design
The study included 111 female University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB), undergraduate students
(age 18-21) who participated in this experiment in
exchange for partial course credit. They were randomly
assigned to the cells of a 3 (explicit exposure, implicit
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exposure, or no exposure) × 2 (strong or weak persuasive arguments) between-subjects factorial design.
Method
PROCEDURE

After completing several unrelated questionnaires as
part of a separate experiment, participants were
instructed to follow instructions as they appeared on a
computer monitor. Presentation of all instructions and
stimuli and collection of all responses were controlled by
SuperlabTM software.
Participants were told that their first task involved
answering questions about individuals whom they would
see only briefly. Participants in all conditions then saw a
sequence of 19 1.5-in. square monotone photographs of
eight women’s faces, presented 1-in. above the center of
the monitor (approximately equal to average eye level),
horizontally centered. One face appeared 4 times; the
other faces appeared between 1 and 3 times. Each exposure was 1 sec, with the next face following immediately
in a randomly predetermined order (provided that the
same face could not be presented twice in a row).
Manipulation of source exposure. In the no exposure condition, the target face (i.e., the source of the persuasive
message) was not presented. The implicit condition was
identical to the unexposed condition, except that four
subliminal 23-msec exposures of the target face were
randomly inserted into the sequence (because all photos
were presented in the same space and there were no
pauses between faces, presentation in the implicit condition was both backward and forward masked). The
explicit condition was identical to the unexposed condition except that the face presented 4 times was the target
face.1 To bolster the cover story, all participants then
answered several irrelevant questions about the group of
persons they had just seen. Participants then viewed
instructions for the second task. They were again to
answer questions about a person, but this time they
would receive more information: both her photograph
and an essay she had written. Participants were asked to
read the essay carefully.
Manipulation of argument strength. A 200-word essay was
then presented on the computer screen accompanied by
a square 1.5-in. × 1.5-in. monotone photograph of the
target face in the upper left hand corner. The essay advocated the position that taxes should be raised to help
repair freeways (pretesting had indicated that the subject population was neutral on the issue, M = 4.68, Mdn =
5 on a 9-point scale, and regarded it as of moderate
importance and relevance, Ms = 4.53 and 4.40, respectively, on 9-point scales). This claim was supported by
four arguments. In the strong argument condition, four
arguments (e.g., “a tax rate hike to repair our freeways at
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this time would save the taxpayers from an even larger
tax rate hike which would be necessary in approximately
7 years, according to the state government”) shown in
pre-testing to be strong and valid were combined. The
weak argument condition message combined four arguments (e.g., “considering that our freeways are somewhat unsightly and boring, this tax rate increase could
repair some of our highways unattractiveness”) shown to
be weak and invalid in pre-testing. Pilot testing with 33
undergraduate participants confirmed that ratings of
argument strength (using a 9-point scale ranging from
weak to strong) were significantly higher for the strong
essay (M = 5.78) than the weak essay (M = 2.87), t(32) =
4.62, p < .001.
Dependent variables. Participants then responded to
three key items. Using a 7-point scale with the endpoints
labeled disagree and agree, they rated their agreement
with the advocated position (“Taxes should be raised to
help repair freeways”). They also reported the perceived
attractiveness of the source and the validity/correctness
of the arguments in the essay using 7-point scales with
endpoints labeled not at all and very. Participants also
rated the pleasantness of the source and difficulty of the
presented message; neither produced significant effects
or interactions and they will not be discussed further.
Finally, participants were probed for suspicion, thanked,
and debriefed.
Results and Discussion
Data from 6 participants were lost due to software failure. Thus, the final sample size was 105 participants.
AGREEMENT

We submitted participants’ reported agreement with
the essay to a 3 (no, implicit, or explicit exposure) × 2
(weak or strong argument message) analysis of variance
(ANOVA). As expected, the strong essay elicited more
agreement than the weak one, F(1, 99) = 43.59, p < .001.
More important, there was a main effect of exposure,
F(2, 99) = 8.61, p < .05, unimpeded by an interaction with
argument quality (p > .5). Because we had a priori
hypotheses concerning source exposure compared to
no exposure, separate planned contrasts were conducted comparing responses in each of the exposure
conditions to those in the no exposure condition.
Compared to the no exposure condition (M = 3.37), participants agreed with the essay more both when they had
been explicitly exposed to the source (M = 4.18), F(1, 99)
= 4.89, p < .05, and when they had been implicitly
exposed to the source (M = 4.19), F(1, 99) = 5.83, p < .05
(see Figure 1). Thus, both implicit and explicit prior
exposure to the source increased agreement. The lack of
an interaction between exposure and argument quality
is inconsistent with the position that prior exposure

7

No Exposure

Implicit

Explicit

6
5
4

*
* *

3
2
1
Agreement

Attractiveness

Figure 1 Agreement with and attractiveness of the source as a function of source exposure, Experiment 1.
NOTE: Asterisks indicate a significant difference (p < .05) from the unexposed source condition.

influenced the amount of elaboration under these
circumstances.
PERCEIVED ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE SOURCE

An identical 3 × 2 ANOVA on attractiveness ratings
revealed a marginal main effect of exposure, F(1, 99) =
2.52, p < .09, with no other significant main effects or
interactions. Planned contrasts revealed that the source
was rated as more attractive (M = 5.00) when participants
had been explicitly exposed to her than when they had
never seen her before (M = 4.29), F(1, 99) = 5.0, p < .05.
In contrast, the source was not seen as more attractive
when exposure was implicit (M = 4.58) than when there
was no exposure, F(1, 99) < 1, ns (see Figure 1). The
higher attractiveness ratings conferred on the explicitly
exposed source relative to the implicitly exposed source
suggest that the explicitly exposed source was the clear
object for attribution of positivity, whereas the implicitly
exposed source was not, a finding consistent with the MA
position.
MEDIATION OF MESSAGE AGREEMENT
BY SOURCE ATTRACTIVENESS

To provide evidence for the process underlying agreement with the explicitly exposed source, we assessed the
extent to which re-exposure to the source increased
agreement with the advocated position as a consequence
of source attractiveness. To provide support for this
mediational claim, we coded explicitly exposed source
participants as “1” and unexposed source participants as
“0,” reflecting our exposure manipulation, and entered
this exposure variable into two regression equations, one
predicting attractiveness and one predicting agreement.
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Consistent with already described analyses, the exposure
variable significantly predicted both source attractiveness and message agreement, as indicated by the positive
and significant Beta weights (B = .27 and .25, respectively, both p < .05; see Figure 2). When rated attractiveness was simultaneously entered with the exposure variable, rated source attractiveness positively and
significantly predicted agreement with the essay (B = .47,
p < .001). More important, the persuasive effect of previous explicit exposure to the source dropped dramatically when rated attractiveness was simultaneously
entered, as indicated by the large decrease in Beta (from
.25 to .12). A Sobel test revealed that this decrease was
significant, Z = 2.09, p < .05. Thus, the greater persuasiveness invoked by explicit prior source exposure compared to when the source was novel depended on the
greater attractiveness that prior explicit exposure
generated.
Because implicit source exposure did not predict
attractiveness ratings, mediation tests such as those
performed in the explicit source exposure condition
were not appropriate (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). The
greater persuasiveness obtained in the implicit exposure
condition could not have been mediated by greater
attractiveness.
PERCEIVED ARGUMENT VALIDITY AND CORRECTNESS

To check that our messages were perceived as
intended, we asked participants to indicate how valid
and correct the arguments were. The same 3 × 2 ANOVA
conducted on these scores revealed an expected main
effect for argument quality, indicating that strong messages (M = 9.88) were perceived as more valid than weak
messages (M = 5.09), F(1, 99) = 128.19, p < .001. There
was also a main effect of exposure, F(2, 99) = 5.42, p < .01,
and a significant interaction between the two factors,
F(2, 99) = 6.0, p < .001. Of importance, there were significant differences (all p < .01) between strong and weak
messages within each level of source exposure (a result
that is inconsistent the idea that prior exposure influenced the amount of elaboration). However, simple
effects tests revealed that this difference was smallest in
the explicit source condition where participants rated
weak arguments as more valid (M = 6.94) than they did in
the novel (4.05) and implicit source (4.37) conditions,
F(1, 99) = 16.08, p < .001. No such differences occurred
on strong arguments or when comparing implicit exposure to no exposure. Because explicit exposure did predict validity (B = .23, p < .05) we checked to see if validity
also mediated the explicit exposure-persuasion effect.
When validity was simultaneously entered with explicit
exposure, validity predicted persuasion (B = .69, p <
.001) and reduced the influence of explicit exposure
(from B = .25 to B = .08). A Sobel test indicated that this
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Attractiveness
B = .273*

Explicit (1) vs.
No (0) Exposure

B = .469***

B= .121 (.249*)

Agreement

Figure 2

Mediation of the relation between explicit source exposure
and persuasion.
NOTE: B indicates the beta weight associated with the effect. The parenthetical number indicates beta before including rated attractiveness. Asterisks indicate a significant difference from 0.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.

reduction was marginally significant, Z = 1.95, p < .06. Of
importance, further analyses showed that the relationship between explicit source exposure and agreement
continued to be mediated by source attractiveness, even
when accounting for this “biased processing” effect.
When argument validity was included with exposure and
attractiveness to predict persuasion, attractiveness continued to strongly predict persuasion (p < .001), as did
validity (p < .001), indicating that the two mediational
effects were relatively independent. Thus, independent
of the fact that argument validity marginally mediated
the impact of explicit exposure on persuasion, explicit
exposure clearly facilitated source attractiveness ratings,
which, in turn, influenced the persuasiveness of the message. Because implicit exposure did not influence perceived argument validity, the effect of implicit exposure
on persuasiveness was not mediated by this variable.
The findings from Experiment 1 indicate that both
implicit and explicit prior exposure can be valuable persuasive tools for a message source, even on a topic that is
moderately relevant and important to message recipients and even when participants were asked to read the
message carefully. Our participants certainly appeared
to process the persuasive appeal quite carefully, as indicated by their clear differentiation of the persuasive
impact of strong and weak arguments, regardless of
exposure condition. Nevertheless, prior exposure to the
source had clear persuasive impact. Even in this motivated processing setting, simply presenting the source’s
face ahead of time—even when completely masked and
outside of awareness—increased that source’s persuasive effectiveness.
Our results also show that gains in the source’s persuasive ability occurred through different processes
depending on the nature of the initial exposure. When
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initial exposure was explicit, the source was rated as
more attractive, which consequently led to increased
agreement (as did the increased validity of weak
arguments). When exposure was implicit, however, reexposure led to agreement with a message persuasively
argued by that source in the absence of greater source
attractiveness or perceived argument validity. This pattern of results is more consistent with MA than AP models of the effects of re-exposure. In particular, it appears
that re-exposure to a face that participants had unknowingly seen before resulted in a reaction that was not
directly attributed to the source but rather to an argument made by that source. In fact, a similar result has
appeared previously in the literature. When Bornstein,
Leone, and Galley (1987) asked participants to resolve a
trivial disagreement between two confederates, participants were more likely to resolve the issue in favor of a
confederate whose face had been subliminally presented earlier in the experiment, but they did not report
liking the previously presented confederate more.
EXPERIMENT 2

We have suggested that the pattern of our results is
more consistent with an MA model of re-exposure effects
in that such a model allows for the attribution of the positive reaction triggered by stimulus re-exposure to other
plausible stimuli in the re-exposure context. One important caveat of such re-exposure/attribution effects is that
neither the process of exposure attribution nor the
effects that it has on later judgments need be open to
conscious awareness (Petty & Wegener, 1998; Strack,
Schwarz, Bless, Kuebler, & Wanke, 1993) or understanding (Bargh, 1994; Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). In fact, participants typically experience mere exposure reactions
to explicitly exposed objects (see Bornstein, 1989;
Murphy et al., 1995) even though the mere exposure
paradigm is relatively straightforward. Nevertheless, the
attributional potential inherent in MA models suggests
that the process involved with re-exposure effects is more
open to conscious disruption than would be suggested
by the AP model, which argues that preference for the
re-exposed object automatically results from reexposure.
To provide further evidence in support of the
attributional position, we focused in a second experiment on conditions that typically undermine or interfere with misattribution of the positive reaction. If a plausible cause of the positive reaction evoked by reexposure is available and accessible, the informational
value of that positive reaction can be undermined and
typical re-exposure effects can be eliminated. Jacoby,
Kelley, Brown, et al. (1989, Experiment 2) provided evidence for this limiting condition by showing that making
explicit (at re-exposure) the fact that names have been

seen previously undermined the typical false fame effect
(also see Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1994). Rather than
misattributing the exposure-based reaction to the fame
of a name, participants were presumably able to attribute
their reaction to the exposure itself. As Bornstein and
D’Agostino (1994) note, such findings are difficult to
explain with an AP model of re-exposure effects (which
posits an automatic affective preference for the reexposed object) but are consistent with MA reasoning.
Of course, when participants do not know they have
been previously exposed, attribution of any positive reaction to prior exposure is unlikely. When prior exposure
is implicit, participants should have no reason to see an
exposure manipulation as having an effect on them and
thus no reason for attributing their positive reaction to
it.
In a second experiment, we adapted Bornstein and
D’Agostino’s (1994) technique and asked participants to
accurately recall whether they had seen the source during the exposure phase. We expected such a manipulation to eliminate exposure effects when prior exposure
was explicit but not when it was implicit, lending further
support to the MA position. We predicted that when
prior exposure became obvious to participants (when
exposure was explicit), the previously exposed source
would no longer be rated as more attractive than other
sources and thus would be no more persuasive than a
control source. However, when prior exposure could not
be made obvious (when exposure was implicit), the
source’s message would be more persuasive than a message authored by an explicitly exposed or novel source.
We also wanted to resolve some methodological ambiguity in the first experiment about why there was more
agreement with the implicitly exposed source. We suggested that in the implicit source condition, the positive
reaction triggered by re-exposure is misattributed to a
salient plausible cause in the re-exposure context—in
this case the position advocated in the message. However, because the first question participants responded
to focused on their agreement, it is possible that question placement is what drove their apparent attribution
(for a similar argument, see Mandler et al., 1987). To
assess this possibility, in Experiment 2, we asked participants to report their agreement last, after items concerning source attractiveness and argument validity. If attribution occurred to a plausible cause online, then the
implicitly exposed source should continue to be more
persuasive. If, on the other hand, attributions are made
to the first evaluative question after re-exposure, then
implicitly exposed sources should be rated as more
attractive. In sum, we expected source gains in persuasion due to implicit exposure (but not explicit exposure)
to be immune to interventions occurring after the experimental manipulations.
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Method

7

PARTICIPANTS

The study included 43 female UCSB students who
participated in this experiment in exchange for partial
credit in an introductory class.

Implicit

Explicit

6
5

PROCEDURE

General instructions and the manipulation of exposure were identical to Experiment 1. Participants saw
only weak arguments presented in favor of road taxes.2
As soon as participants had finished reading the article
they used the “0” (no) or “1” (yes) keys to answer the
question, “Please try to be accurate in answering the following question to the best of your abilities: Was there a
photo of the author of the essay in the ‘rapid succession
of faces’ that you saw just before you read the essay?” We
then assessed source attractiveness, argument validity,
and last, message agreement using the items described
in Experiment 1.

No Exposure

697

4

*

3
2
1
Agreement

Attractiveness

Figure 3

Agreement with and perceived attractiveness of the source
as a function of source exposure, Experiment 2.
NOTE: Asterisks indicate a significant difference (p < .05) from the unexposed source condition.

Results and Discussion
RECALL CUE RESPONSES

Participants in the explicit prior exposure condition
were significantly more likely (M = .94, p < .05) to correctly respond that they had seen the source than those
in the unexposed (M = .59) and implicit exposure (M =
.71) conditions, which did not differ from one another
(p > .19). Thus, all but one of the participants in the
explicit exposure condition were correctly aware of having seen the source before (i.e., there had been an
impact of prior exposure and participants knew there
had been prior exposure).3
AGREEMENT RATINGS

A priori–based planned contrasts revealed that the
implicitly exposed source continued to exert an influence on participants’ agreement (M = 4.13) compared
to both the unexposed source (2.83), F(1, 41) = 5.102, p <
.05, and the explicitly exposed source (3.06), F(1, 41) =
4.02, p < .06, where these latter two sources did not differ
from one another, F < 1, ns (see Figure 3). Consistent
with these contrasts, an ANOVA revealed a main effect of
exposure that bordered on significant, F(2, 40) = 3.104, p
= .056. Thus, it appears that source gains in persuasive
ability produced by implicit exposure continued,
despite the recall cue. However, persuasive gains due to
explicit exposure were eliminated when people could
correct for their prior exposure.
ATTRACTIVENESS RATINGS

A priori–based planned contrasts revealed that there
was no effect of explicit source exposure on attractiveness ratings, F < 1, ns (see Figure 3). In fact, the highest
mean for this question came from the unexposed condi-

tion. The recall item apparently undermined source
gains in attractiveness due to the explicit exposure
manipulation in Experiment 1. Presumably, this was why
the explicitly exposed source was no longer more persuasive than the unexposed source. That is, had the
explicitly exposed source been seen as more attractive,
she also should have been more persuasive (attractiveness ratings continued to be correlated with agreement
ratings, r = .44, p < .05). Instead, the recall item allowed
participants to attribute the positivity arising from
explicit exposure to the manipulation itself, and
there was no reason to account for the positivity by rating
the source as more attractive. As a result, the explicitly
exposed source no longer enjoyed gains in persuasiveness.
There was no effect of explicit source exposure on
perceived argument validity, as there had been in Experiment 1.
The results of Experiment 2 provide further evidence
in favor of an attributional model of prior exposure and
suggest that the effect of implicit (subliminal) source
exposure on agreement ratings is relatively robust to
conditions that typically undermine misattribution. As
predicted by the MA model, when a subtle cue is provided that discredits the explicit exposure-related
response, the effects (such as those noted in Experiment
1) caused by being exposed to a previously seen source
are eliminated. Thus, the explicitly exposed source was
no longer rated as more attractive, and the source was
not more persuasive. However, because the subliminal
exposure manipulation was not accessible to participants, the implicitly exposed source continued to be
more persuasive than the other sources.
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Furthermore, it appears that attribution of the
positivity associated with re-exposure to the implicit
source occurred online. That is, more positive judgments were not made to the first question asked but
rather were made to agreement with the source’s appeal.
Implicitly exposed sources were immune to interventions occurring after the manipulations.
GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across two studies, people were persuaded to a
greater extent by a source to whom they had been (previously) subliminally exposed than by a novel source.
Because that prior exposure was unavailable to awareness (as pilot testing showed), this persuasive advantage
remained even when participants were queried about
the possible effect of prior exposure to the source. Participants also were more persuaded by a source that they
had knowingly seen than by a novel source. However, this
latter effect had several contingencies. First, it only
occurred to the extent that the previously seen source
was rated higher on attractiveness than the novel source
(Experiment 1). Second, the persuasive effect was eliminated when participants’ attention was drawn to the fact
that they may have seen the source earlier (Experiment
2). Despite the very small differences in exposure time in
the different conditions, explicit, implicit, and no prior
exposure to the source had quite distinct persuasive
outcomes.
Although these effects should of course be replicated
in other experimental designs and contexts with other
sources and persuasive issues, the pattern of results
across the two studies was more consistent with MA than
AP explanations of repeated exposure. The results were
not consistent with the idea that increased attraction for
a re-exposed object is an automatic consequence of reexposure, as had been suggested by Zajonc and his colleagues (Murphy et al., 1995; Zajonc, 1980, 2000). When
prior exposure was implicit, arguably the condition in
which AP effects should be strongest, participants
showed increased acceptance of a persuasive message
without finding the re-exposed object (the message
source) more attractive (or the arguments more valid).
These findings are consistent with the idea that the ME
effect may well be a specific instance of an attribution to
re-exposure, as others have argued (Bornstein &
D’Agostino, 1994; Jacoby, Kelley, & Dywan, 1989; Klinger
& Greenwald, 1994).
For experimental social psychologists, one advantage
of using subliminal manipulations is that an experimenter can be sure that participants are not explicitly
aware of the influence of the independent variable on
later thought, feeling, and behavior (Bargh, 1992). Nevertheless, there are probably a great many stimuli to
which we are exposed on a daily basis that are function-

ally subliminal—for one reason or another we are
unaware of exposure and unaware of the influence of
exposure. Jacoby and Kelley (1990) suggest that when we
are unaware of an influence, or have forgotten that the
influence took place, we easily misattribute the externally caused impact of that influence to an internal state
or drive. Similarly, Bargh (1994) notes that “the
unawareness of an influence on thought . . . precludes
the possibility of controlling that influence . . . and makes
likely that one would attribute the cause (of one’s psychological state) to more salient possible causes” (p. 13).
These statements certainly appear true of the technique of implicitly exposing message recipients to the
sources of those messages. Implicit prior exposure to a
source—where the participants were unaware of that
influence—led participants to misattribute their reaction to internal agreement with the source’s message, at
least under conditions that made the message the focus
of their attention at the time of re-exposure. Similarly,
implicit prior exposure to the source made that source’s
resultant persuasive advantage invulnerable to correction or control, at least with the technique we used. All
other things being equal, then, employing a seen-before
source whom message recipients (voters, consumers)
are not likely to recall previously encountering seems
even more persuasively fruitful than employing a source
whom consumers know that they have seen before.
Although a recognizably familiar source also can reliably
aid persuasion, that influence is likely to occur via source
attraction (and perhaps perceived argument validity)
and appears more vulnerable to disruption than the
influence of an implicitly familiar source. At the same
time, it is important to note that the implicit source’s persuasive edge occurred when attention was focused on
the persuasive appeal modally and spatially associated
with source re-exposure (for a similar discussion, see
Kelley & Jacoby, 1998). Otherwise, the initial response to
re-exposure may be attributed to the source itself, and
then the influence of that source would be subject to the
same contingencies as the explicitly exposed source.
These findings can be integrated into the larger literature on source effects and attitude change. The current
findings are in harmony with such source effects in at
least one respect—as in previous research, a manipulation that increased the source’s perceived attractiveness
led to an increase in that source’s persuasive power
(explicit condition, Experiment 1). However, these findings also suggest the benefit of adding the source characteristic of familiarity to the list of features typically associated with source effects (credibility, expertise, and
attractiveness; e.g., see Petty & Wegener, 1998) because
little is currently known about this obviously impactful
source quality. In addition, several studies have shown
that the impact of repetition can be mimicked by alter-

Downloaded from psp.sagepub.com at DENVER UNIV on May 9, 2011

Weisbuch et al. / IMPACT OF PRIOR SOURCE EXPOSURE
ing various perceptual features of the target stimulus.
For instance, Reber et al. (1998) altered the figureground contrast of the target, with greater contrast
resulting in higher ratings. It is therefore possible that
source effects accruing from repetition (such as those
reported here) may be explained by a broader model
that considers the ease with which the source’s face is
perceptually processed (e.g., perceptual fluency;
see Jacoby, Kelley, & Dywan, 1989, for a review). It therefore seems instructive to consider perceptual features
associated with any source that may make that source
easy or hard to process perceptually with multiple
consequences.
Processing ease also may be related to the availability
of a particular feature for explanatory attribution, a possibility about which we also currently know little. In our
results, whether subjects were or were not aware of prior
exposure had decidedly different persuasion outcomes.
Other quantitative changes in source characteristics
might have similar effects. For instance, individuals
exposed to a subtly attractive source may be more
inclined to accept the source’s persuasive appeal than if
the source is highly and obviously attractive (e.g.,
because of suspicion of being influenced; Petty,
Wegener, & White, 1998; because of being distracted by
her appearance—this may account for why source attractiveness effects are less amenable to systematic processing situations; Pallak, 1983).
Future research should be directed to several issues
left unresolved by our current findings. Our results show
that the implicitly exposed source had an impact on attitude change, independent of the argument quality and
even when the attitude issue was moderately important.
Although it was clear that this effect was not mediated by
source attractiveness (as in the explicit exposure condition), it was not clear what processes might mediate it
(argument validity did not seem to). If future research
were able to find a processing base for such agreement,
individual difference factors such as need for cognition
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) and situational factors such as
the relevance of the advocacy would have a clear impact.
In addition, future research might well focus on the
nature of the re-exposed stimulus (what would happen if
the stimulus was negative rather than neutral or positive)
(Klinger & Greenwald, 1994), the nature of the initial
response (situations in which reactions of positive affect
versus perceptual fluency make a difference), and the
attributional plausibility of factors present at reexposure (could a positive reaction to re-exposure be
plausibly attributed to agreement with an extremely
counterattitudinal appeal?).
Our findings suggest that repeatedly exposing influence recipients to a source can enhance persuasion via a
number of mechanisms. We believe that such findings
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are not only practically important but also have theoretical parallels to recent work showing a variety of similarly
persuasion-enhancing mediators of repeated exposure
to message content (Arkes, Boehm, & Xu, 1991; Begg &
Armour, 1991; Garcia-Marques & Mackie, 2000; Howard,
1997; Sawyer, 1981). Our research thus extends and
complements growing evidence of the considerable and
varied ways in which familiarity, broadly defined, can
influence persuasion.
NOTES
1. To ensure the effectiveness of the exposure sequence, 39 pilot
participants were randomly assigned to one of the three exposure
sequences and then asked how many times (0-5) they had seen the target face. As expected, participants in the explicit condition claimed, on
average, to have seen the target face 3.6 times, compared to only 0.4
times for the unexposed condition and 0.4 times for the implicit condition. A priori–based contrasts comparing the explicit condition with
the unexposed and implicit conditions were significant (p < .001), whereas
these latter two conditions did not differ from each other (p > .65).
2. Although the interaction of exposure and argument strength on
persuasion was not significant in Experiment 1 (p > .5), the main effect
of explicit exposure on agreement was stronger with the weak arguments message than with the strong arguments message. Given that we
were attempting to eliminate the main effect of exposure, we felt that it
would be more conservative to use the weak argument message.
3. We had, of course, expected responses in the implicit and no
exposure conditions to be closer to zero. Given that the false alarm rate
was so high in the no exposure condition, we assume that our very asking of the question led some participants to “guess” that they had seen
the source before. If this is considered the baseline, then it is reassuring
that the response rate in the implicit exposure condition did not differ
from it. Recall also that the pre-test reported in Note 1 convinced us
that accurate recognition in the implicit exposure condition was virtually nil. However, we performed the reported agreement and attraction analyses with recognition as a covariate and found all reported
effects unchanged.
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