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Issue relevance and source credibility
as a determinant of retention
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Forty-four college students were randomly assigned to four groups in which they read a sir}gle
communication varying in levels (high-low) of source credibility and issue relevance. I{nmetzl}ate
retention was assessed by six questions contained on one of two randomly distributed questionnaires.

Long-term retention

assessment consisted of combining

items on the immediate retention

questionnaires—thus obtaining two measures, one for identical items and another for new items. Results
indicated that source credibility and issue relevance interact with the high source credibility /high issue
relevance group retaining a statistically significant greater amount of issue content than the high source
credibility /low issue relevance and low source credibility /high issue relevance groups.

The postulate that an individual attends more readily
to stimuli congruent with his own beliefs, values, and
concepts has encouraged study of the interaction of such
variables with opinion, learning, memory, perception,
etc. Much of this research has concerned the selective
learning and retention of controversial materials. Early
research by Levine and Murphy (1943), based on the
unconfirmed hypotheses of Edwards (1941),
demonstrated superior retention ~of mildly
pro-communist subjects for a pro-Soviet communication
in comparison to anti-communist subjects and the
superior retention of anti-communist subjects for
anti-Soviet learning materials. Thus, the effects of
subjects” attitudinal variables on memory were
demonstrated, and this finding has tended to be
supported by some of the subsequent research (Alper &
Korchin, 1952; Jones & Aneshanel, 1956; Jones &
Kohler, 1958; Taft, 1954; Zimmerman & Bauer, 1956).

Brigham and Cook (1969), in an experiment
paralleling the Levine and Murphy (1943) and the Jones
and Kohler (1958) paradigms, failed to confirm the
results of the attitude-selective learning hypothesis as
well as the postulate that individuals retain plausible
statements consonant with the subjects’ attitudes better
than implausible statements dissonant with the subjects’
attitudes. This finding, in conjunction with other similar
results (Smith & Jamieson, 1972; Waly & Cook, 1966)
conflicting with the Levine-Murphy hypothesis, has
seriously questioned the generality of attitudinal
mediation in the retention of controversial materials and
has suggested that other variables may have been
confounded with the earlier findings. Dutta and
Kanungo (1967) have shown that the intensity of
unpleasant and pleasant affects generated by tasks
influences later task retention, while Smith and
Jamieson (1972) have found ego involvement to be a
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major determinant of retention rather than pre-existing

attitude.

The present experiment was designed to investigate
the effects of stimulus variables contained within the
communication upon retention. The roles of relevance
of the issue to the subject and credibility of the source
reporting the communication in the mediation of
retention were examined. It was hypothesized that
communications varying with respect to these variables
would lead to discernible group differences in retention
of issue content.

METHOD

Subjects and Materials

Forty-four introductory psychology students of both sexes
served as subjects and were assigned randomly to four groups.

Four 300-word written communications, identical except for
information pertinent to the variables source credibility and
issue relevance, were used. Highly credible communications were
defined as those ascribed to “Dr. John A. Wood, PhD, JD,”
while low credibility communications were defined as those
ascribed to rumor. High relevance was defined as a referendum
against current laws forbidding the sale of alcoholic beverages in
the local county (Watauga, North Carolina). Low relevance was
defined as the same referendum, but proposed in a different
county in a distant state (Spillwell, Idaho).

Twelve fill-in-the-blank questions were used to assess recall of
communication content. These questions were divided into two
separate six-item questionnaires which were randomly
distributed among subjects as a measure of immediate retention.
All 12 items comprised the questionnaire which was used after
the communication presentation and the immediate retention
test in order to provide the two measures of long-term retention.
One measure was the score achieved on the items that the
subject received on the immediate retention test, while the
second measure consisted of the score obtained on the new
items. This was done as a control for possible confounding
resulting from the interaction between the independent variables
and question rehearsal.

Procedure

Upon entering psychology classes, the experimenters
explained that they were interested in studying aspects of social
attitudes. The subjects were offered bonus grade points to
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Figure 1, Mean retention scores for the four groups.

participate. The communication pamphlets were randomly
distributed, and the subjects were asked to read  the
communication silently. After a 10-min interval, the
communications were collected and the six-item questionnaires
distributed. Subjects were asked to complete the questionnaire
within 5 min, after which the questionnaires were collected and
the subjects informed that the experimenters would return in 1
week for additional research. One week later, the 12-item
questionnaire was presented, and, after 10 min, all
questionnaires were collected, and the subjects were debriefed.

Scores on both retention tasks were determined by two paid
individuals not associated with the study according to answers
specified by the experimenters. One point was assigned for each
correct response.

RESULTS

Each subject’s retention of communication content
was assessed by scores obtained on the six-item
immediate retention questionnaire, the same questions 1
week later and six new questions also 1 week later.

As predicted, variations in levels of source credibility
and issue relevance differentially influence
communication content retention. Analysis of variance
on retention scores (source credibility by issue rele-
vance by retention assessment method) indicates
that source credibility and issue relevance interact,
F(1,40)=6.04, p<.025. Figure 1 demonstrates this
interaction where scores for the groups are averaged
across the three retention assessment methods. A paired
comparisons analysis indicates that the high source
credibility/high issue relevance group retained
significantly more content than the high source
credibility/low issue relevance group, t(40)=2.09,
p<.05, and the low source credibility/high issue
relevance group, t(40)=2.55, p<.02. Mean scores for
the high source credibility/high issue relevance, high
source credibility/low issue relevance, low source
credibility/high issue relevance, and low source
credibility/low issue relevance groups are, respectively,
3.00,2.18,2.00, and 2.54.

The analysis of variance also indicates that retention
of communication content varies as a function of the
time and method of measurement, F(2,80)=34.45,
p <.001. A paired comparisons reveals that immediate
retention scores are higher than long-term retention
measured by the same questions, t(80) =4.31, p <.001,
and long-term retention measured by the new items,
t(80) = 8.33, p<.001. The difference between
identical item and new item long-term retention scores,
t(80) = 4.03, p<.001, indicates that long-term
retention is facilitated on items previously answered.
Means for immediate long-term identical and long-term
new item retention scores are, respectively, 3.34, 2.41,
and 1.54. The nonsignificiant interactions between
retention assessment methods and source credibility,
issue relevance, and source credibility by issue relevance
indicate that questionnaire item rehearsal was not
confounded with long-term retention.

DISCUSSION

The finding of primary importance is that the communication
variables source credibility and issue relevance interact to effect
immediate and long-term retention of communication content.
A controversial communication ascribed to a source of high
credibility and of high relevance to the reader has been shown to
ameliorate subsequent retention in comparison to
communications of high credibility/low relevance and low
credibility /high relevance. This finding contributes to the
established subject related variables of pre-existing attitude
(Levine & Murphy, 1943), ego involvement (Smith & Jamieson,
1972), and the intensity of affect generated by the task (Dutta &
Kanungo, 1967), the stimulus variables source credibility and
issue relevance.

REFERENCES

Alper, T. G., & Korchin, S. J. Memory for socially relevant
material. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1952,
47, 25-37.

Brigham, J. C., & Cook, S. W, The influence of attitude on the
recall of controversial material: A failure to confirm. Journal
of Experimental Social Psychology, 1969, 5, 240-243.

Dutta, S., & Kanungo, R. N, Retention of affective material: A
further verification of the intensity hypothesis. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 1967, 5, 476-481.

Edwards, A. L. Political frames of reference as a factor
influencing recognition. Journal of Abnormal & Social
Psychology, 1941, 36, 34-61.

Jones, E. E., & Aneshanel, J. The learning and utilization of
contravaluant material. Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology, 1956, 53, 27-33.

Jones, E. E., & Kohler, R. The effects of plausibility on the
learning of controversial statements. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 1958, 57, 315-320.

Levine, J. M., & Murphy, G. Learning and forgetting
controversial material. Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology, 1943, 38, 507-517.

Smith, S. S., & Jamieson, B. D. Effects of attitude and ego
involvement on the learning and retention of controversial
material. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1972,
22, 303-310.

Taft, R. Selective recall and memory distortion of favorable and
unfavorable material. Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology, 1954, 49, 23-28,

Waly, P., & Cook, S. W, Attitude as a determinant of learning
and memory: A failure to confirm. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 1966, 4, 280-288.

Zimmerman, C., & Bauer, R. A. The effect of an audience upon
what is remembered. Public Opinion Quarterly, 1956, 20,
238-248.

(Received for publication March 8, 1975.)




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200039002000280039002e0034002e00350032003600330029002e000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003100200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




