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Self-Definition, Defensive Processing, and Influence: 
The Normative Impact of Majority and Minority Groups 

W e n d y  W o o d ,  G r e g o r y  J.  P o o l ,  K i r a  L e e k ,  a n d  D a n i e l  P u r v i s  
Texas A&M University 

Past research has found that recipients agree with majority group positions and resist minority 
group positions on direct measures of influence. The authors suggest that these attitude shifts reflect 
normative pressures to align with valued majorities and to differentiate from derogated minorities. 
In support of this idea, participants who considered a majority group relevant to their own self- 
definitions (but not those who judged it irrelevant), on learning that the group held a counterattitu- 
dinal position, shifted their attitudes to agree with the source. In a second study, recipients who 
judged a minority group (negatively) self-relevant, on learning that the group held a similar attitude 
to their own, shifted their attitudes to diverge from the source. These shifts in attitudes were based 
on participants' interpretations of the attitude issues. 

The effects of  opinion minorities on majority views is of in- 
terest to social scientists who study social change. Selected his- 
torical events suggest that these effects can be substantial, such 
as the influence achieved by the civil rights movement during 
the 1960s and, more recently, the political power of  the Chris- 
tian right. When minority influence has been studied in exper- 
imental research, minorities have typically been defined as 
groups or individuals who are numerically infrequent and who 
advocate an antinomic position (e.g., Moscovici, 1976, 1985a, 
1985b). In addition, to differentiate opinion minorities from 
other, more socially advantaged groups who may advocate devi- 
ant views (e.g., experts and political leaders), definitions of  mi- 
norities often specify that they possess no special competence 
or status. 

A recent recta-analytic synthesis of 97 minority influence ex- 
periments examined the effects of  opinion minorities under 
controlled laboratory conditions (Wood, Lundgren, Ouellette, 
Busceme, & Blackstone, 1994). One of tbe most striking results 
of  this synthesis is that minority and majority sources appar- 
ently established unique normative pressures; recipients appear 
to have been motivated to differentiate themselves from mino-  
rities and to align themselves with majorities. The pressure 
to differentiate from minorities was apparent in the lesser 
agreement that emerged on direct rather than on more indirect 
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measures of  influence. Recipients who were exposed to minor- 
ity sources, in comparison to no-message controls, demon- 
strated small to moderate levels of  agreement on the issue in 
the appeal when they publicly expressed their judgments to the 
source and when they expressed their judgments privately. 
However, significantly greater agreement was apparent on in- 
fluence measures that assessed private judgments in a more in- 
direct manner, such that recipients were relatively unaware of 
the link between their ratings and the influence appeal. ! Thus, 
recipients appear to have limited their agreement with the mi- 
nority source on measures directly related to the appeal (vs. less 
direct measures) so that they would not be aligned in judgmen t  
with the deviant minority. 

Additional evidence of  the normative pressures to avoid di- 
rect agreement with minority sources has emerged in studies 
that compared the influence of  minorities with that of  majority 
sources. Majorities proved more influential than minorities 
on measures of  direct public agreement and direct private 
agreement. However, on the more indirect private measures, on 
which recipients were relatively unaware that their judgments 
could align them with the deviant minority, minority and ma- 
jority sources did not differ. 

Wood et al.'s (1994) synthesis also provided insight into the 
mechanisms underlying direct agreement. Minorities had uni- 
form impact across public self-presentations, reflected in direct 
public measures of agreement, and private attitude judgments, 
were reflected in direct private measures. Thus, the normative 
pressures controlling direct agreement do not reside simply in 
recipients' public presentations of  themselves to others. Instead, 
public and private attitude statements likely stem from a com- 

~ Indirect measures assess change in attitudes without recipients' 
awareness that their responses indicate acceptance or rejection of the 
advocated position. For example, the source might advocate that cor- 
porations are primarily responsible for pollution, and an indirect mea- 
sure of acceptance of this position might be recipients' disagreement 
with the idea that individuals are primarily responsible for pollution. 

1181 



1 182 WOOD. POOL, LECK, AND PURVIS 

mon foundation, involving recipients' private desires not to be 
aligned in judgment with the minority source and to align with 
the majority one. 

Certain types of minority sources were especially likely to in- 
hibit recipients' direct agreement on public and private mea- 
sures. Minorities that were defined as low-frequency social 
groups in the broader society (e.g., homosexual college stu- 
dents, an international feminist group that organizes "Take 
Back the Night" marches) presumably emphasized the social 
deviancy of the minority, and recipients agreed less with these 
minorities on direct than on indirect measures. In contrast, 
other studies that did not define minorities as members of unu- 
sual social groups presented the source as less of a social deviant 
(e.g., when the source was defined statistically, such as the 
18% of the population who endorse a position). Recipients' 
agreement with these minorities was comparable on direct and 
indirect measures. It seems, then, that the negative normative 
pressures attenuating direct influence of minority sources are 
linked to the minority's deviant social identity. These normative 
pressures apparently arise in part from the implications of a 
negatively valued minority source for recipients' personal self- 
definitions (see Neweomb, 1950). 

Normat ive  Pressures Exerted by Majority 
and Minori ty  Sources 

Deutsch and Gerard ( 1955) originally used the term norma- 
tive pressure to refer to a broad set of social motives and goals 
that excludes only informational reasons for agreement. Thus, 
normative social influence was defined as "influence to conform 
with the positive expectations of another" (p. 629). The "other" 
could be a group, another person, or oneself. Recipients who 
fulfill others' positive expectations experience positive feelings 
rather than negative feelings and solidarity rather than alien- 
ation. Fulfillment of positive se/f-expectations was thought to 
generate specific feelings of self-esteem and self-approval and to 
help an individual avoid anxiety and guilt. 

The normative motivations to align the self with personally 
valued reference groups and to defend the self against alliance 
with derogated groups can be considered manifestations of a 
defensive orientation, reflecting recipients' "desire to hold atti- 
tudes and beliefs that are congruent with existing self-defini- 
tional attitudes and beliefs" (Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla, & Chen, 
1996; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989). The defense moti- 
vation established by group membership is illustrated in the 
hostile media phenomenon, in which partisan group members 
process balanced media presentations in a biased manner, re- 
sulting in the perception of hostile media (Giner-Sorolla & 
Chaiken, 1994; Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985). The general 
idea that attitudes are changed or' maintained in the service of 
defense-oriented motivations has considerable precedence in 
the attitude literature (e.g., Johnson & Eagly's [ 1989 ] concept 
of value-relevant involvement, Katz's [ 1960 ] idea that attitudes 
serve an ego-defensive function; see also Swann's [1990] self- 
verification theory and Tesser's [1988 ] self-evaluation mainte- 
nance theory). 

Minority and majority group sources are likely to instigate 
defensive normative pressures to the extent that group identity 

is relevant to recipients' self-definitions. Indeed, classic research 
by Hovland and his c0workers at Yale (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 
1953 ) suggested that recipients' group identity confers resis- 
tance to messages that counter group norms primarily when the 
group is personally important and salient. Thus, Boy Scouts 
who reported valuing their troop membership were more resis. 
tant to a message criticizing woodcraft activities than Scout~, 
who placed little value on the troop (Kelley & Volkart, 1952). 
Similarly, Catholic high school students who had been re- 
minded about their religious identity were more resistant tc 
anti-Catholic positions (e.g., involving traditionalism of reli- 
gious practices) than students who were not reminded of theil 
Catholic identity (Kelley, 1955 ). We anticipated, then, that ma- 
jority and minority sources who are not judged self-relevanl 
would have limited impact on recipients' attitude judgments be. 
cause they do not elicit defense-related motivations. 

Process Models of  Normatively Based Influence 

What are the processes by Which defensively linked norma- 
tive pressures affect direct agreement with a source group? Ac. 
cording to social identity and self-categorization theories, 
source's in-group identity affects influence because attitude~ 
and opinions are common category characteristics that are in. 
ferred from the social group category and are automatically as. 
signed to all members, including oneself (Tajfel, ! 978, 1982: 
Turner, 1991 ). In-group attitudes, especially those that are cri- 
terial attributes of category membership, are adopted with cer- 
tainty and confidence because of their high subjective validity 
(Mackie & Skelly, 1994; McGarty, Turner, Oakes, & Hasl/~m, 
1993). Thus, majority group positions are endorsed in prefer. 
ence to minority views as part of the process of defining onesell 
as a majority group member. 

According to self-categorization theory, then, agreemenl 
arises from the use of a heuristic-like rule in which individual 
group members are assumed to hold attitudes typical of the 
group as a whole (Hogg & Turner, 1987 ). We suggest that group 
identity can also instigate agreement through more systematic, 
central-route analyses of attitude issues. For example, Asch, 
( 1940, 1948) argued that influence'appeals from groups do not 
have a direct impact on recipients' attitudes but instead change 
recipients' interpretations of the object or issue referenced in 
the appeal. In one of Asch's (1940) experiments, participants 
who were exposed to others' favorable evaluations of the atti- 
tude object "politicians" assumed that this referred to "states- 
men" and, because Of this interpretation, reported relatively fa. 
vorable views themselves. In contrast, participants who were 
exposed to others' unfavorable judgments inferred that "politi- 
cian" must refer to the "more offensive forms" of the political 
animal (e.g., Tammany Hall, low politics, underlings), and they 
expressed relatively negative evaluations. Apparently, the posi- 
tions "imputed to congenial groups produced changes in the 
meaning of the objects of judgment" (Asch, 1940, p. 462 ). Sim- 
ilar ideas have en~erged, although in slightly different form, in 
other theoretical analyses within the Gestalt tradition 
(Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958). 

More recently, Allen and Wilder ( 1980 ) outlined a multistage 
process of meaning change in which (a) recipients modify their 
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interpretation of  an issue in light of  the position advocated by a 
majority, (b) this new interpretation of  the issue makes the 
source's position seem reasonable and acceptable, and (c) re- 
cipients then agree with their (new) interpretation of  the advo- 
cated position. In an elegant demonstration of  this process, Al- 
len and Wilder (1980) presented participants with a unanimous 
majority that claimed, for example, that "I would never go out 
of  my way to help another person if it meant giving up some 
personal pleasure?' Participants inferred that the phrase go out 
of  my way must have an unusual interpretation, meaning "risk 
my life?' Then, by adopting this unusual interpretation them- 
selves, they were able to agree with the majority. In a compari- 
son condition, participants were exposed to the opinions of  a 
social supporter as well as the opposing majority view. Again, 
the majority group was judged to have adopted an unusual in- 
terpretation of  the attitude issue, but the supporter was per- 
ceived to have adopted a more typical interpretation, similar to 
participants' own (i.e., "be inconvenienced"). The social sup- 
porter apparently freed participants to maintain their initial in- 
terpretation o f  the attitude issue and to resist conforming to the 
majority. 

In summary, we propose that self-relevant majority groups 
establish normative pressures for recipients to align themselves 
with the majority position. Normative pressures instigate a de- 
fensively based interpretation of  the issue in the appeal that al- 
lows recipients to adopt the majority group view. In a mirror 
image of  this process, derogated minority groups may establish 
negative normative pressures to differentiate from the minority 
position. Negative pressures are likely to instigate a defensively 
based interpretation that allows recipients to reject the minority 
position. 

The general ideas that recipients' group membership deter- 
mines how they interpret messages and that interpretation de- 
termines message acceptance are consistent with social judg- 
ment theory (Sherif & Hovland, 1961 ). However, this earlier 
work was limited primarily to perceptual processes, and it 
treated the attitudes of  ego-involved recipients as stable an- 
chors that direct perceptions of  messages as acceptable or 
unacceptable. 

The  Present  Research 

In the present research we assessed the defensive motivation 
established by the self-definitional implications of  majority and 
minority source groups and documented the informational 
processes by which these motivations affect influence. The first 
experiment was designed to replicate earlier informational ex- 
planations of  majority infldence, which demonstrated that atti- 
tude change toward the source position depends on shifts in in- 
terpretation of  the attitude issue thai make the source position 
seem reasonable and acceptable (Allen & Wilder, 1980; Asch, 
1940). The second experiment addressed the (negative) self- 
definitional normative pressures exerted by derogated minority 
groups. 

In the first study, recipients were told that a majority group 
of students at their university had expressed a position on an 
attitude topic that differed from the recipients' positions. The 
attitude issues were selected so that they were ambiguous and 

open to multiple interpretations. Recipients gave their inter- 
pretation of  the attitude issue and their own opinions. Self-rele- 
vance of  the source group was assessed through questionnaire 
ratings of  the extent to which recipients' self-definition was tied 
to their student identity. 

We anticipated that, when the majority group was judged self- 
relevant, recipients would generate a defensively based inter- 
pretation of  the issue in order to agree with the source. In con- 
trast, Griffin and Buehler ( 1993; Buehler & Griffin, 1994 ) have 
recently argued that cognitive reinterpretation of  a message (in 
their terminology, situational construal) typically follows atti- 
tude change, as an after-the-fact justification for agreement. In 
their view, recipients directly adopt majority views, perhaps by 
relying on heuristic principles, such as "there is strength in 
numbers" and "the majority rules?' Recipients subsequently 
undertake a biased interpretation of  the majority position when 
they are asked to justify their position. 

Postchange justification processes seem most likely to occur 
when recipients are unmotivated or unable to carefully process 
the appeal before indicating their opinions but later are encour- 
aged to do so as a means of  justifying their new appeal-congru- 
ent attitudes. In the present study, however, we anticipated that 
participants who judged the majority group as highly relevant 
to their self-identity would experience sufficient self-definitional 
normative pressures to motivate a careful, thoughtful (although 
defensive) analysis of the source position before making attitude 
judgments. To test whether interpretations preceded or followed 
attitude change in the present study, we manipulated the order- 
ing of  the attitude and interpretation measures. We anticipate d 
that the greatest attitude change would be observed when the 
interpretation questionnaire was administered befor~ the atti- 
tude scale. In this condition, the interpretation measures should 
have cued recipients to generate inferences that would allow 
them to align with the source. Less attitude change should have 
been observed when the attitude questionnaire was given before 
the interpretation measures; because recipients in this condi- 
tion rated their attitudes before they were provided with the in- 
terpretation scales, they were not provided with a structured 
opportunity to bias interpretation before stating their attitude's. 
In contrast, if Griffin and Buehler's ( 1993 ) post-attitude-change 
justification account is correct, questionnaire order should have 
little impact on attitudes. If  attitude change is not dependent on 
biased interpretation, it can occur whether or not recipients are 
cued to reinterpret the issue. 

The two theoretical accounts also make divergent predictions 
about interpretation results. In our account of  interpretation- 
then-attitude-judgment, question order Should not affect inter- 
pretations. Directed interpretation is a response to self-defini- 
tional normative pressures and should be found whether or not 
participants have already indicated their attitudes. However, in 
Gritt~n and Buehler's (1993) post-attitude-justification ac- 
count, questionnaire order might affect interpretation ratings. 
Greater bias might occur when interpretations follow attitude 
ratings, and can justify the attitudes indicated, than when inter- 
pretation ratings come first and there is no explicit attitude judg- 
ment to justify. 

In addition to assessing the relevance of  the majority source 
for participants' own self-definitions and varying the order of  
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complet ion o f  the attitude and interpretation scales, we manip- 
ulated source group idgntity. Some participants were exposed 
to a major i ty  source, and others were exposed to a comparison 
group sou rce~fo re ign  Texas A & M  s tuden t s~ tha t  was not  es- 
pecially relevant to the personal identities o f  our  American-  
born students. Given that  this comparison group elicits mini-  
real self-definitional normat ive  pressure, it should have had lit- 
tle effect on interpretations or  attitudes. 

E x p e r i m e n t  1 

M e t h o d  

Part ic ipants  

One hundred ninety-eight (non-Hispanic) Caucasian U.S.-horn stu- 
dents participated as part of a requirement in Introductory Psychology 
at Texas A&M University. Because 98 of these participants indicated 
that the majority group, Texas Aggies, was only moderately self-relevant 
(see relevance questionnaire, below), they did not meet the require- 
ments of our experimental design and were not included in the reported 
analyses. An additional 10 participants were ineligible because they did 
not attend to the source, the message position information, or both (see 
below), Approximately equal numbers of participants were deleted 
from each cell in the design. The final sample consisted of 90 
participants. 

Development  o f  S t i m u l u s  Mater ia l s  

A separate group of 60 pretest participants rated their attitudes to- 
ward and gave their interpretations of a series of attitude statements. 
Interpretations were given in a free-response format and were coded by 
two independent raters to identify common themes in statement mean- 
ings. Eligible statements generated primarily two interpretations, one of 
which plausibly yielded a favorable attitude; the other interpretation 
yielded an unfavorable attitude. The two statements were: " I  would not 
approve of a friend who took illegal drugs," and "Sex of employees 
should be considered in promotion:' For the illegal drug issue, 69% of 
participants gave the phrase would not approve a qualified interpreta- 
tion, suggesting that it meant continued interact.ion without personally 
condoning the habit. More extreme interpretations, given by 31% of the 
participants, included ending the friendship or turning the person in to 
the authorities. In addition, pretest participants endorsed the statement, 
giving it a mean rating of 8.89 on an I l-point evaluation scale. For the 
sex-and-promotion issue, 29% of participants gave the phrase should be 
considered a qualified interpretation, suggesting that it meant promote 
the best person ( regardless of sex) unless the job requires certain physi- 
cal skills, such as strength. A more extreme interpretation was given 
by 53%, suggesting that it referred to sex discrimination--that sex of 
employees determines who gets promoted. (Proportions do not total to 
100%, because some responses could not be classified. ) Pretest attitudes 
were strongly opposed to this statement, with a mean of 1.97 on the 1 l- 
point scale. 

Procedure  

Sessions were conducted with groups of 15-20 participants. The 
study was ostensibly designed to interpret the findings of an earlier atti- 
tude survey. Participants received a questionnaire packet that described 
the earlier survey as highly valid and reliable; they were told it had been 
conducted by the Gallup organization, with several thousand respon- 
dents, and the results were to be reported in Time magazine. The iden- 
tity of the respondents in the earlier survey comprised the manipulation 

of source identity. When the survey sample was to represent a majority 
group, they were described as "American Aggies?' Supposedly, 87% of 
all students at the university fit this description. In a comparison condi- 
tion, the source was described as a relatively neutrally evaluated group: 
"foreign A&M students:' The comparison group was selected to be of 
only minimal self-relevance and was expected to instigate only limited 
defensive processing. 

Participants were shown an 1 l-point attitude scale that indicated the 
mean judgment of the students in the earlier survey on one of the issues. 
So that the survey position opposed participants' initial opinions, for 
the illegal drugs issue, the sample of students had supposedly indicated 
a mean attitude of "1.5"' reflecting strong disagreement, whereas for 
the sex-and-promotion issue the earlier students had indicated a mean 
position o f "  10.5;' reflecting strong agreement. 

To ensure that participants attended to the source identity and the 
advocated position, we asked them to recall, in a free-response format, 
the identity of the group and the group's position. As noted above, the 
data from 10 participants who failed to attend to this information were 
deleted from the analyses. 

The third page of the questionnaire assessed inferences about the 
source group's interpretation of the issue, participants' own personal 
interpretations, and their own attitudes on the issue (see below). We 
varied the order of the attitude and interpretation measures across con- 
dition, so that half of the participants completed the attitude measure 
first and half completed the interpretation measure first. This consti- 
tuted the questionnaire order manipulation. 

Finally, to assess the extent of the self-definitional normative pressure 
exerted by the majority group, participants indicated the strength of 
their ties with the values and attitudes of students at the university (see 
below). Participants were then debriefed and excused. 

Quest ionnaire  Measures  

Interpretations. On 9-point scales, participants indicated the inter- 
pretation they believed the original source group had used when re- 
sponding to the attitude statement. Participants then gave their own per- 
sonal interpretations. The scale anchors represented the two opposing 
interpretations that had been identified in pretesting. Thus, for the ille- 
gal drug issue, the phrase would not condone was rated on a scale with 
anchors of 1 ( would continue to interact but personally not condone the 
habit ) and 9 (would take extreme measures--ending the friendship or 
turning the person in to the authorities). For the sex-and-promotion is- 
sue, the scale anchors were 1 (sex of employees should be an important 
determinant of who gets promoted) and 9 (promote the most qualified 
person regardless of sex unless the job requires certain physical skills 
like strength). 

Attitudes. On an I l-point scale anchored by strongly agree and 
strongly disagree, participants rated their agreement with the critical 
attitude statement. They also rated the statement on three 9-point se- 
mantic differential items with scale labels of fair-unfair, good-bad, and 
positive-negative. Responses to the four attitude scales proved to be re- 
lated (coefficient a = .73 and .87 for drug use and for sex and promo- 
tion, respectively) and were combined into an aggregate attitude index. 

Self-relevance of source. To assess the self-definitional normative 
pressure exerted by the majority source group, participants indicated 
the extent to which the group was relevant to their self-definitions. On 
1 I-point scales, they rated (a) whether they usually agree with the atti- 
tndes and values of most students at Texas A&M University (with scale 
anchors ranging from almost always disagree to almost always agree), 
(b) how important it was that they personify the values and attitudes of 
students at Texas A&M University (with anchors ranging from ex- 
tremely unimportant to extremely important), and (c) the extent to 
which being an Aggie was an important part of who they are (anchors of 
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extremely unimportant and extremely important ). Responses to these 
items were combined into a mean score (coefficient a = .86 ) that ranged 
from 1.67 to 10.67, with a mean of 6.9t. We performed a three-way 
split on the aggregated scores: The upper group represented participants 
whose identity was closely tied to American Aggies (M = 9.50, SD = 
0.51, n = 45 ), the lower group represented those whose identity was not 
closely tied to the source group (M = 4.31, SD = 1.23, n = 45 ), and the 
middle group represented those who were indifferent (but not opposed) 
to the majority group. Because we did not have clear predictions for the 
middle group, the scores of these 98 participants were not included in 
the analysis. 2 

Results 

We analyzed the data with a Source Identity (majority vs. 
comparison group) × Self-Relevance of  Majority Group (high 
vs. low) × Question Order (attitude scale administered first vs. 
interpretation scale administered first) × Issue (sex and promo- 
tion vs. drug use) analysis of  variance (ANOVA). 

Interpretation o f  the Attitude Statements 

Personal interpretation. The anticipated interaction be- 
tween source identity and self-relevance of  the majority was ob- 
tained in analyses of  participants'  ratings of  their own personal 
interpretation of  the issue, F (  1, 74) = 10.16, p < .01 (see Table 
1 ). Planned comparisons revealed that participants who were 
exposed to a majority view were more likely to shift their inter- 
pretation when the group was rated self-relevant than when it 
was not rated as relevant, F (  1, 74) = 21.56, p < .001. In addi- 
tion, comparisons revealed that the low-relevance participants 
who received a majority position did not differ from those who 
received the comparison source position (Fs  < 1.75). 

Several additional effects were revealed by this analysis. A 
main effect for source type revealed a greater shift in inter- 
pretations of  the issue for majority sources than for comparison 
group sources, F (  1, 74) = 19.28, p < .001. Also, a greater shift 
in interpretations was al~parent for participants who rated the 
majority group self-relevant than those who did not, F (  1, 74) 
= 7.03, p < .05. Finally, an interaction between questionnaire 
order and issue, F (  1, 74) = 8.41, p < .01, revealed that, for the 
illegal drugs issue, more biased interpretation was given when 
interpretations were assessed first than when attitudes were as- 
sessed first (p < .05). However, no differences for questionnaire 
order were obtained for the sex-and-promotion issue. 

Attributed source interpretation. The only significant result 
was a main effect for question order, F (  1, 74) = 8.27, p < .01, 
indicating that the attributed source interpretation shifted more 
when interpretation was measured first ( M  = 5.74) than when 
attitudes were measured first ( M  = 4.16 ). Note that the direc- 
tion of  this effect counters a justification explanation for our 
findings. That is, if  participants had been justifying their 
agreement with the source by distorting their interpretations of 
the message, greater bias in interpretations should have emerged 
when attitudes rather than interpretations were assessed first. 

Participants'Attitudes 

The attitude scale for the drug use issue was reverse scored so 
that, for both issues, higher numbers represent change toward 

the source group position. The analyses yielded the anticipated 
three-way interaction among source type, self-relevance of  ma- 
jority, and questionnaire order, although it achieved only mar- 
ginal significance, F (  1, 71 ) = 3.30, p < .08. As anticipated, par- 
ticipants who were exposed to the majority group source who 
judged the source self-relevant and gave their interpretations be- 
fore attitudes reported the greatest amount of  agreement (see 
Table 1 ). Thus, simple effects comparisons within the majority 
source condition revealed that high-self-relevant, interpreta- 
tion-first participants gave attitudes closer to the source position 
than did the low-self-relevant, attitude-first group, F (  1, 71 ) = 
4.85, p < .05. Although the high-self-relevant, interpretation- 
first group also indicated attitudes closer to the source than did 
participants in the other two majority conditions, comparisons 
with these conditions did not reveal significant differences. As 
anticipated, no differences emerged in the attitudes of  partici- 
pants who were exposed to the comparison source; in addition, 
participants in the comparison source conditions did not differ 
from those in the majority conditions in which attitude was as- 
sessed first or in which interpretation was assessed first but the 
source was judged of  low self-relevance. The analyses also 
yielded a main effect of  issue, F (  l, 71 ) = 16.47, p < .001, re- 
flecting simply that participants reported more favorable atti- 
tudes on the illegal drugs issue ( M  = 6.67) than on the sex-and- 
promotion issue ( M  = 4.91 ). 

Interpretations Mediate Attitude Change 

We used regression analyses to examine whether inter- 
pretations mediate attitude change (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 
These analyses included only participants who answered the in- 
terpretation measures before giving their attitudes, because only 
their ratings allowed us to assess the hypothesized causal 
sequence. 

In the first regression equation, attitudes were predicted from 
the independent variables. The three independent variables--  
source identity, rated self-relevance of  source, and issue--were 
represented through effects coding and were entered as predic- 
tors along with the multiplicative interactions among them. The 
anticipated two-way interaction between source identity and 
self-relevance approached significance, regression coefficient B 
= - .29,  t( 31 ) = 1.81, p < .  10; no other effects approached sig- 
nificance. In the next equation, the mediator, rated personal in- 
terpretation, was predicted from the independent variables and 
the interactions among them. As anticipated, the two-way in- 
teraction between source identity and self-relevance of source 
was significant, B = - .30,  t(31 ) = -2 .07 ,  p < .05. In addition, 
significant effects emerged for issue (p < .01 ) and source iden- 
tity (p < .05). The final regression equation predicted attitudes 
from the independent variables, their interactions, and the crit- 
ical mediator, rated personal interpretation. In this analysis, the 
two-way interaction between source identity and self-relevance 

2 We also conducted analyses that represented the self-relevance rat- 
ings as a continuous variable, and the results were comparable to those 
reported in the text. For simplicity of presentation, we report the find- 
ings for participants who scored at the extremes on this scale; these 
groups allow for the most straightforward test of our hypotheses. 
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Table 1 
Mean Interpretation o f  Issue in Appeal and Mean Postappeal Attitudes: Experiment 1 

Majority source Comparison source 

Majority Majority Majority Majority 
source judged source judged source judged source judged 
self-relevant not self-relevant self-relevant not self-relevant 

Question order M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Personal interpretation 

Attitude first 7.67 1.41 4.17 2.95 3.71 2.05 3.75 2.24 
Interpretation first 7.55 1.70 4.36 3.23 2.91 2.74 4.67 3.20 

Postappeal attitudes 

Attitude first 5.60 2.00 5.10 2.42 6.09 2.07 5.44 2.91 
Interpretation first 7.04 1.82 6.02 2.63 5.15 2.37 5.92 1.59 

Note. Higher numbers represent greater endorsement of an interpretation that supports a counterattitu- 
dinal position (i.e., source's position) as well as greater attitude change toward the source position. Inter- 
pretations were given on a 9-point scale and attitudes were given on an i l-point scale. Cell ns range from 6 
to 16. 

of  the majority was not even close to significance (B = - .10,  t 
< 1, ns) .  However, the mediator was significant, B = .58, t (30)  
= 2.62, p < .01. In addition, issue emerged as significant (p < 
.05). Thus, the regression models  are consistent with the idea 
that, when interpretations were measured before attitudes, re- 
cipients' own interpretations of  the issue mediated the effects of  
source self-relevance and source identity on attitude change. 

Discuss ion 

This experiment replicated earlier informational analyses of  
conformity by demonstrating that majority sources can gener- 
ate attitude change by shifting recipients' interpretation of  the 
issue in the influence appeal (Allen & Wilder, 1980; Asch, 
1940). Furthermore, in support of  our ideas about the norma- 
tive pressures that underlie majority impact, interpretation 
shifts and attitude change emerged only when the majority 
group was judged highly relevant to recipients' self-definitions. 
That is, our participants who indicated that their personal iden- 
tities were closely linked to the majority source group, Ameri- 
can Aggies, experienced normative pressures to align them- 
selves with the source, whereas those who reported that their 
identity was not linked to the majority group were apparently 
not motivated by a desire to align with the source. 

The interpretation shifts demonstrated by participants who 
judged the source group as self-relevant rendered the source's 
counterattitudinal position reasonable and acceptable. Con- 
sider the participants who valued American Aggies and learned 
that, unlike them, this group believed that sex of employees 
should be considered in promotion. For these participants, the 
phrase should be considered acquired a new meaning, one in 
which sex discrimination was construed in relatively congenial 
terms that involved promoting the most qualified person re- 
gardless of  sex unless the job  required certain physical skills, 
such as strength. Recipients who adopted this interpretation 

could then align their attitudes with that of  the majority and 
endorse the statement themselves. Participants who were rela- 
tively indifferent to the majority group source and those who 
were exposed to the comparison group source of foreign Texas 
A&M students apparently experienced minimal normative 
pressure. They did not generate defensive interpretations of  the 
attitude statements, and they demonstrated little shift in their 
attitude judgments. 

We also manipulated the order in which participants com- 
pleted the attitude and interpretation measures so that we could 
assess whether interpretations preceded attitude change or 
served as postchange justification. The results strongly suggest 
that biased interpretation was the mechanism through which 
normative pressures generated attitude change. Thus, for recip- 
ients who rated the majority group as self-relevant, completing 
the interpretation measures first served as a cue to change the 
meaning of the attitude statement. The new interpretation of 
the issue then rendered the source's deviant attitudes accept- 
able, and recipients changed their attitudes to be consistent with 
the source's position. When these participants responded to the 
attitude measure first, they did not demonstrate much attitude 
change, presumably because they were not cued by the inter- 
pretation scales to generate interpretations that enabled them 
to align with the source group. 

It seems, then, that normative pressure alone was not suffi- 
cient to instigate directed interpretation of  the appeal. Only 
when participants were given a structured opportunity to rein- 
terpret the issue before indicating their attitudes did they change 
their attitudes to be congruent with the source's view. Appar- 
ently, participants who indicated their attitudes before their in- 
terpretation were not sufficiently motivated or able to sponta- 
neously reinterpret the attitude issue before indicating their 
opinions. It may be that cognitive reinterpretation in the present 
paradigm is a relatively effortful, demanding process that re- 
quires very high levels of normative pressure. The self-defini- 
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tion we examined in the present investigation, school-linked 
identity, may not have been sufficient to spontaneously motivate 
such a process even among the high-relevance group. 

Two aspects of interpretation were assessed in this study: the 
interpretations attributed to the source group and participants' 
personal interpretations. It is interesting that the anticipated 
effects emerged only with personal interpretations and that nor- 
mative pressure did not motivate biased source interpretation. 
Thus, interpretation shifts were not undertaken to explain the 
majority source's counterattitudinal position. The primary im- 
petus behind the shifts appears to have been participants' at- 
tempts to devise a seemingly rational interpretation of the 
source group's counterattitudinal position for themselves, one 
that ultimately allowed them to align with the majority view. 

Expe r imen t  2 

In the second experiment we extended our influence model 
to minority group sources and examined whether the normative 
pressures instigated by (negatively) self-relevant minority 
groups affect influence through directed interpretation of ap- 
peals. Unlike Study l, the source group in this study was pre- 
sented as holding a position that recipients also endorsed. Align- 
ing source and recipient allowed us to examine the extent to 
which recipients shifted their own positions away from that of 
the minority group. Conceptually, this prediction parallels the 
negative normative pressures that appeared to attenuate direct 
(vs. indirect) agreement with minority group sources in Wood 
et al?s (1994) review. 

Specifically, recipients for whom the minority was negatively 
self-relevant should experience strong normative pressures to 
reject the minority view and should change their interpretation 
of the attitude issue to support an alternative attitude position. 
In contrast, recipients who reported that the minority source 
was not self-relevant should not experience strong normative 
pressures to differentiate from the minority, should not be mo- 
tivated to engage in defensive interpretation of the minority ap- 
peal, and should express attitudes that do not differ as strongly 
from the advocated position. 

The prediction that some recipients will show a boomerang 
effect and move their positions away from the minority source 
group might seem to contradict attributional analyses of social 
comparison, which suggest that agreement from dissimilar oth- 
ers can enhance people's confidence in their attitudes (e.g., Goe- 
thals & Darley, 1977, 1987 ). In this earlier work, the knowledge 
that other people with varying attributes and backgrounds 
agreed with them apparently suggested to participants that their 
own evaluation was a valid reaction to the attitude object and 
not an idiosyncratic perception. However, the "dissimilar 
other" in the present context is not simply an out-group mem- 
ber or someone with different values or attitudes. The source 
represents a derogated social group that is, for some of our par- 
ticipants, highly self-relevant; participants define themselves as 
not being members of the minority. This negative self-defini- 
tional motivation is likely to instigate movement away from the 
source. 

As in Experiment 1, we varied the order of the attitude and 
the interpretation questionnaires. Our predictions followed 

those in the first experiment: Although we did not anticipate 
that order would affect interpretation ratings, the greatest atti- 
tude shifts should be demonstrated by participants who strongly 
derogate the minority and are cued to change their inter- 
pretations by completing the interpretation ratings before the 
attitude scales. Thus, we anticipated that attitudes would yield 
an interaction between questionnaire order and self-relevance 
of the minority source. 

In the second study we obtained a more precise measure of 
attitude shift than in the first experiment. Instead of estimating 
initial attitudes from a pretest control group, we obtained direct 
measures of participants' initial positions on the influence topic 
during a mass prescreening session at the beginning of the se- 
mester. During the prescreening, participants also gave initial 
ratings of the self-relevance of two minority source groups: the 
Ku Klux Klan and the Radical Lesbian Feminists. We were 
then able to evaluate whether the self-relevance of the source 
group remained stable after exposure to the influence appeal. 

M e t h o d  

Part ic ipants  

One hundred-seventy students participated as part of a requirement 
for Introductory Psychology at Texas A&M University. Of these, 4 did 
not attend to the source and the message position (see below) and were 
deleted from the analyses. An additional 44 were ineligible for the de- 
sign because they rated the minority source as only moderately self- 
relevant (see source-relevance questionnaire below). The final sample 
thus consisted of 122 participants (72% White, 10% African-American, 
11% Hispanic, and 7% other)? 

Development  o f  S t imu lus  Mater ia l s  

A separate group of 37 pretest participants rated their attitudes to- 
ward a series of statements, listed their spontaneous interpretations of a 
central phrase in each statement, and rated their knowledge of various 
minority groups and the extent to which the groups were self-relevant. 
Interpretations were coded by two independent raters. The selected at- 
titude statements could be interpreted in two general ways, with one 
interpretation yielding a favorable attitude and another yielding an un- 
favorable one. The statements were "In the US, anyone who is willing 
and able to work hard has a good chance of succeeding" and "Sex of 
employees should be considered in job promotion decisions," 

For the work-and-success issue, 57% of participants interpreted the 
phrase anyone who is willing and able as meaning that success is attain- 
able by anyone, regardless of race or sex, whereas 35% of participants 
gave a more qualified interpretation, suggesting that it meant that al- 
though most people can succeed if they work hard, women and mino- 
rities have it tougher than others because of discrimination. (The pro- 
portions do not total to 100% because some responses could not be 
classified.) Participants were moderately favorable toward the state- 
ment, with a mean pretest attitude of 8.26 on an 1 l-point agreement 
scale. For the sex-and-promotion issue, 43% of participants gave the 

phrase should be considered a qualified interpretation in which sex is 
considered relevant only for jobs that require physical skills such as 
strength, and 43% gave a more absolute interpretation, in which consid- 
eration of sex means discrimination against women. Participants' pre- 

3 Because of the small numbers of non-White participants, we were 
unable to conduct analyses on participant race/ethnicity. 
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test attitudes were unfavorable toward this statement, with a mean of 
2.43 on the 1 l-point scale. 

In addition, we selected the Ku Klux Klan and the Radical Lesbian 
Feminists as our two minority groups because most pretest participants 
indicated that they were familiar with them. In addition, the groups 
were judged to be moderately self-relevant with considerable variability 
across respondents in the relevance ratings. 

We conducted additional pretesting with 81 participants to ensure 
that judged self-relevance of the minority was not related to initial atti- 
tudes or to interpretations. This pretest group completed the attitude 
and interpretation measures for both issues and rated the self-relevance 
of the source groups, without receiving any indication of the minority 
group positions. Participants who judged the Klan highly self-relevant 
indicated comparable opinions on the work-hard issue (M = 4.01, n = 
43 ) to those who judged the Klan not relevant (M = 4.29, n = 26, ns).4 
They also indicated similar personal interpretations (Ms = 3.73 and 
4.40 for the not-relevant and highly relevant groups, respectively, ns). 
Participants who judged the Lesbian Feminists highly relevant indi- 
cated comparable attitudes on the sex-and-promotion issue (M = 3.31, 
n = 32) to those who indicated the Feminists were not relevant (M = 
3.08, n = 29). Furthermore, personal interpretations did not differ as a 
function of source relevance (Ms = 4.28 and 3.91 for the not-relevant 
and highly relevant groups, respectively, n s). 

Procedure 

At a mass prescreening at the beginning of the semester, participants 
indicated their attitudes on the two critical issues and rated the self- 
relevance of the Ku Klux Klan and the Radical Lesbian Feminists (see 
below ). 

Approximately 1 month later, participants were recruited in groups 
of 15 for an ostensibly unrelated experiment. They were told that an 
earlier survey had assessed the attitudes of various social groups on a 
number of issues and that the present experiment was intended to de- 
termine the meaning of these groups' earlier responses. 

Participants were randomly assigned to read either the Ku Klux 
Klan's position on the issue of working hard and success or the Radical 
Lesbian Feminists' position on the issue of sex-based promotion. They 
received a questionnaire packet that reported the opinions (supposedly) 
obtained in the earlier survey and included the dependent measures. 
The mean judgment of the group in the earlier survey was indicated on 
an 1 l-point attitude scale. So that the group's position corresponded 
with participants' initial opinions, for the work issue, Klan members 
had supposedly indicated a mean of 9, reflecting moderate agreement. 
For the sex-and-promotion issue, the Radical Lesbian Feminists sup- 
posedly reported a mean of 2, indicating strong disagreement. 

To ensure that participants attended to the source identity and the 
advocated position, on the second page of the questionnaire they were 
asked to list the identity of the group and its attitude. As noted above, 
the data from the 4 participants who failed to do this correctly were 
deleted. 

The third page of the questionnaire assessed inferences about the 
source group's interpretation of the issue, participants' own personal 
interpretations, and their attitudes on the issue (see below). The order 
of the attitude and interpretation measures was varied across condition, 
so that half of the participants completed the attitude measures first and 
half completed the interpretation measures first. All participants then 
completed the source-relevance questionnaire and indicated their race 
and sex. They were then debriefed and excused. 

Questionnaire Measures 

Interpretations. On I l-point scales, participants rated the inter- 
pretation they believed the source group had used when responding to 

the attitude statement and then gave their own interpretations. For the 
work-hard-and-success issue, the phrase anyone who is willing and able 
was rated on a scale with anchors of I (the world is fair; people who work 
hard succeed regardless of their race or sex ) and 9 (although most people 
can succeed i f  they work hard, women and minorities have it tougher 
than others because of discrimination). For the sex-and-promotion is- 
sue, the phrase should be considered was rated on a scale with anchors 
of 1 (discriminate against women) and 9 (sex of employee is only rele- 
vant for jobs that require physical skills such as strength). 

Attitudes. On an l 1-point scale anchored by strongly agree and 
strongly disagree, participants rated their agreement with the critical 
attitude statement. Then they rated the statement on three 7-point se- 
mantic differential items with scale labels of fair-unfair, good-bad, and 
positive-negative. Responses to these attitude scales proved to be 
strongly related, and thus we combined them into an overall attitude 
index (coefficient as = .90 and .87 for the work-hard and the sex-and- 
promotion issues, respectively, at prescreening; as = .93 and .91 for the 
work-hard and the sex-and-promotion issues, respectively, during the 
experiment). 

Self-relevance of source. To assess the negative normative pressure 
generated by the minority, we asked participants to indicate the extent 
to which differentiation from the applicable minority group (i.e., Klan 
or Feminists) formed an important basis for their self-definitions. On 
1 l-point scales, they rated (a) whether they usually agree or disagree 
with the attitudes and values of the Klan or Lesbian Feminists (with 
scale anchors ranging from almost always agree to almost always 
disagree ), (b) how important it was that they reject the values and atti- 
tudes of the minority group (with scale anchors ranging from extremely 
unimportant to extremely important), and (c) the extent to which being 
dissimilar from the group was an important part of who they are (with 
scale anchors ranging from extremely unimportant to extremely 
important). Responses to these items were closely related and were 
combined into an index representing relevance of the minority group 
(coefficient as = .85 and .90 for the Klan and the Lesbian Feminists, 
respectively, during the prescreening; coefficient as = .89 and .91 for the 
Klan and the Lesbian Feminists, respectively, during the experiment). 

Ratings of self-relevance proved stable, with those given during the 
prescreening session highly correlated with those given during the ex- 
periment (rs = .76 and .80 for the Klan and the Lesbian Feminists, 
respectively). To maintain comparability with the analyses in the first 
experiment, we classified participants according to the judgments they 
gave during the experiment. However, the Study 2 results were compa- 
rable whether source relevance was assessed from prescreening ratings 
or those given during the experimental session. 5 

For the Ku Klux Klan, judgments of self-relevance ranged from 2.67 
to 11.00, yielding a mean of 8.95 (SD = 2.10, n = 85 ). We performed a 
three-way split, with the upper portion representing participants whose 
identity was negatively tied to the Klan and who wished to differentiate 
from this group (M = 10.68, SD = 0.40, n = 38). The lower portion of 
participants, whose identity was not closely tied to the Klan, repre- 
sented those who were relatively indifferent to the minority; indeed, the 
mean rating of the low group was almost exactly at the scale midpoint 
(M = 6.26, SD = 1.52, n = 26). We did not include the middle portion 

4 The designations of high and low relevance of the minority source 
were constructed to be the same as those used in the actual experiment. 

5 Participants rated the self-relevance of both minority groups at the 
pretest, allowing us to calculate the association between these judg- 
ments. The nonsignificant correlation (r = .  14) indicates that self-rele- 
vance ratings are specific to group identity and suggests that the 
interpretation and attitude change effects do not reflect any general dis- 
position to align with in-groups and reject derogated out-groups (e.g., 
ethnocentrism, dogmatism). 
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from the three-way split in the analysis because we had no clear predic- 
tions concerning this group. 

For the Radical Lesbian Feminists, judgments on the self-relevance 
measure ranged from 2.33 to 11.00, with a mean of 7.08 (SD = 2. ! l, n 
= 80). We performed a three-way split; the upper portion represented 
participants whose identity was negatively tied to the Feminists (M = 
9.56, SD = 1.10, n = 26). The lower group was relatively indifferent and 
indicated a mean rating that fell close to the scale midpoint (M = 5.18, 
SD = 1.09, n = 33 ). The middle group was not included in the analyses. 

Resu l t s  

We analyzed the data with a Self-Relevance of Minority 
Group (high vs. low) X Question Order (attitude scale admin- 
istered first vs. interpretation scale administered first) × Repli- 
cation Across Minority Source/Issue (Ku Klux Klan/work 
hard vs. Radical Lesbian Feminists/sex and promotion) 
ANOVA. 

Interpretat ion o f  A t t i tude  S ta t emen t s  

Participants who rated the minority group highly self-rele- 
vant should experience normative pressures to differentiate 
from the source. This negative pressure should generate inter- 
pretation shifts to justify an attitude judgment that was different 
than the position of the source group. 

Personal interpretation. As we had anticipated, a significant 
main effect of self-relevance, F( 1, 114) = 10.01, p < .01, re- 
vealed that participants for whom the minority group source 
was (vs. was not) self-relevant shifted their interpretation of the 
issue to a more qualified meaning, supporting a position oppo- 
site to that of the source group. The only other effect was that of 
issue, F( 1, 114) = 9.63, p < .01. The direction of this effect was 
not especially interpretable; more extreme interpretations were 
given by recipients of the Klan position on hard work and suc- 
cess (M = 3.75) than by recipients of the Radical Lesbian Fem- 
inists' position on sex and promotion (M = 4.92). 

Attributed-source interpretation. The only effect to emerge 
in this analysis was a main effect of issue, F( l, 114 ) = 9.32, p < 
.01. Again, this was not interpretable except that the direction 
of the effect countered the one obtained with personal inter- 
pretations: More extreme source interpretations were inferred 
by recipients of the Radical Lesbian Feminists' position con- 
cerning sex and promotion (M--  2.89) than by recipients of the 
Ku Klux Klan's position on hard work and success (M = 3.67 ). 

Par t ic ipan ts 'A t t i tudes  

Analyses of attitude change revealed the anticipated interac- 
tion between self-relevance of source and question order, F( 1, 
114) = 3.86, p = .05. Planned comparisons revealed that this 
effect was due to a boomerang away from the source position by 
the recipients who judged the minority to be self-relevant and 
who gave their interpretations before indicating their attitudes 
(see Table 2). These participants shifted their judgments to- 
ward the opposite end of the attitude scale to a greater extent 
than high-self-relevant participants who gave their attitudes 
first, F(  l, 114) = I 1.79, p < .001. In addition, the high-self- 

Table 2 
Mean Interpretation o f  the Issue in Appeal and Mean 
Attitude Change: Experiment 2 

Minority source Minority source 
judged self- judged not self- 

relevant relevant 

Question order M SD M SD 

Personal interpretation 

Attitude first 4.86 2.82 3.48 2.08 
Interpretation first 4.93 2.84 3.90 2.12 

Attitude change 

Attitude first 0.07 1.53 0.47 0.98 
Interpretation first 1.42 2.36 0.82 1.77 

Note. Higher numbers represent greater endorsement of an inter- 
pretation that supports a position opposed to the source group (i.e., 
attitude change away from the source position). Interpretations were 
given on a 9-point scale and attitudes on an I 1-point scale. Cell ns range 
from 29 to 35. 

relevant, interpretation-first condition differed significantly 
from the low-self-relevant, attitude-first condition, F( 1, 114) = 
5.35, p < .05, although not from the low-self-relevant, inter- 
pretation-first condition, F( 1, 114) = 2.17, ns. The ANOVA 
also yielded a main effect of question order, F( 1, 114) = 10.97, 
p < .01, indicating greater change away from the source when 
interpretation was assessed first than when attitudes were as- 
sessed first. Also, the main effect of issue, F( 1, 114) = 29.19, 
p < .001, reflected the greater overall change on the sex-and- 
promotion issue with the Radical Lesbian Feminist source (M 
= 1 .41  ) than on the work-hard-and-success issue with the Ku 
Klux Klan source (M = -0 .05) .  

To compare the attitude results of this study with the results 
of the first experiment, we also conducted analyses on the .  
postappeal attitude ratings. The attitude scale for the work- 
hard-and-success issue was reverse scored so that higher num- 
bers represent change away from the source group position. The 
interaction between source relevance and question order, F( 1, 
I 15 ) = 4.48, p < .05, yielded the predicted pattern: Less favor- 
able attitudes were expressed by high-self-relevance partici- 
pants who gave their interpretations first (M = 4.33) than by 
high-self-relevance participants who gave their attitudes first (M 
= 3.21), F( 1, 115) = 5.39, p < .05 ,  whereas the attitudes of 
participants who did not consider the minority self-relevant did 
not differ from each other or from the high-self-relevant groups 
(Ms = 3.85 and 3.96 for interpretation-first and attitude-first 
groups, respectively, all Fs < 1 ). In addition, the ANOVA 
yielded an uninterpretable interaction between source rele- 
vance and issue, F( 1, 115 ) = 8.32, p < .0 l, which reflected that, 
collapsed across question order, low-self-relevant participants 
changed more than high-self-relevant participants when the 
Klan advocated that working hard leads to success, whereas the 
two groups did not differ when the Radical Lesbian Feminists 
argued that sex should not be a factor in job promotion. 
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Interpretations Mediate  Atti tude Change 

We conducted the mediation analyses with participants who 
answered the interpretation measures before giving their atti- 
tudes, because only for this group could we examine the hypoth- 
esized causal sequence. 

In the first regression equation, attitude change was predicted 
from the independent variables (represented through effects 
coding). The predictors in the equation were self-relevance of 
source, issue, and the multiplicative interaction between these. 
As anticipated, self-relevance predicted attitude change, regres- 
sion coefficient B = .23, t(55 ) = 1.92, p < .06. In addition, the 
analyses yielded an effect of  issue (p < .01 ). In the next equa- 
tion, the mediator, personal interpretation, was predicted from 
the independent variables and the interaction. As anticipated, 
self-relevance of  source emerged as a significant predictor, B = 
.27, t (55)  = 2.10, p < .05. In addition, a significant effect for 
issue was obtained (p < .05). The final equation predicted atti- 
tude change from the independent variables (self-relevance of 
source, issue, the interaction between self-relevance and issue) 
in addition to the mediator, personal interpretation. Demon- 
strating mediation, the effect of  self-relevance was reduced to 
nonsignificance, B = .13, t (54) = 1.14, ns, whereas personal 
interpretation remained a significant predictor, B = .36, t (54) 
= 3.14, p < .01. The main effect for issue remained significant 
as well (p  < .01 ). Thus, the regression models provided strong 
support for the idea that, when interpretations were measured 
before attitudes, participants '  construals of  the issue mediated 
the effects of  self-relevance of  source on attitude change. 6 

Discussion 

This study demonstrated that opinion minority groups, in 
this case the Ku Klux Klan and the Radical Lesbian Feminists, 
affect recipients' attitudes to the extent that recipients experi- 
ence self-definitional normative pressures to differentiate from 
the source group. Participants who judged the minority group 
source as negatively self-relevant and learned that the group 
held a position that corresponded to their own views shifted 
away from the minority position. This boomerang effect was not 
obtained among participants for whom the minority was not 
especially self-relevant. These effects nicely maintained across 
the two source-issue pairings used in the study, both when the 
Klan advocated that working hard leads to success for everyone 
in the United States and when the Radical Lesbian Feminists 
argued against considering employee sex in hiring decisions. 

As in the first experiment, attitude change proved to be me- 
diated by interpretation of  the issue in the influence appeal. The 
issues used in this experiment were selected to be ambiguous in 
meaning and open to at least two different interpretations. The 
negative self-relevance of  the minority source motivated recipi- 
ents to reinterpret the issue in a way that allowed them to 
differentiate themselves from the minority group. Thus, for ex- 
ample, interpretation shifts were found when recipients who de- 
fined themselves as different from the Radical Lesbian Femi- 
nists learned that, like them, the Lesbian Feminists disagreed 
that "Sex of  employees should be considered in job promotion 
decisions?' These participants shifted from an absolute inter- 

pretation of  the phrase should be considered to a more qualified 
interpretation, suggesting that it means promoting the most 
qualified person regardless of  sex unless the job requires physi- 
cal skills such as strength. Given this new interpretation, partic- 
ipants could then differentiate from the source and express 
some degree of  agreement with the attitude statement. 

Evidence that change in interpretations mediated attitude 
change was provided by the manipulation of  question order. As 
in Experiment 1, only participants who completed the inter- 
pretation measure first, and not those who completed the 
attitude measure first, demonstrated the boomerang effect in 
attitude judgments. Apparently, for the self-relevant group, the 
interpretation measures served as a cue to base their attitude 
shifts on a change in their interpretation of  the issue. In the ab- 
sence of  this cue before indicating their attitudes, participants 
did not shift their attitudes away from the source view. 

The mediation analyses provided additional evidence that at- 
titude change depended on interpretation shifts. We conducted 
these analyses only for participants who indicated their inter- 
pretations first, because only for these participants Could we ex- 
amine the effects of rated interpretation prior to attitude 
change. Indeed, the analyses revealed that the negative self-rele- 
vance of the minority source had no direct effect on attitude 
change. Instead, self-relevance instigated defensively based in- 
terpretation of  the issue in the influence appeal, so that partici- 
pants for whom the source group was highly relevant judged the 
issue in an unusual manner, and this interpretation then allowed 
attitude change away from the source position. 

In this second experiment we assessed the negative self-rele- 
vance of the minority source at two points in time: once during 
a pretest at the beginning of the semester and again at the end 
of  the experimental session, after participants had been exposed 
to the minority position. As we anticipated, the self-relevance 
ratings proved stable across assessments, with rs approaching 
.80. Furthermore, in the analyses with self-relevance as a pre- 
dictor of interpretations and attitudes, the results remained con- 
stant whether we relied on initial or final ratings. Although we 
did not have any explicit predictions concerning stability of self- 
relevance, we conducted some exploratory analyses to deter- 
mine whether these ratings changed as a function of the experi- 
mental variations. We calculated change scores by subtracting 
initial ratings from final ratings and analyzed these change 
scores with a Source Self-Relevance (initially high vs. low) X 
Source Group/Issue (Klan's  position on working hard vs. Les- 
bians' position on sex and promotion) X Question Order 
(attitude vs. interpretation first) ANOVA. The analyses yielded 
a main effect of initial self-relevance, F(  1, 114) ='24.98, p < 
.001, indicating that participants who initially judged the 
source to be relatively low in self-relevance changed their judg- 
ments to be even lower in relevance ( M  = - 1.59 ), whereas par- 
ticipants who judged the source high in relevance showed little 
change ( M  = -0 .33) .  Thus, participants in the low-relevance 
group, who did not experience the normative pressure to 
change their attitudinal positions away from the minority 

6 When we conducted the mediation analyses with postattitude scores 
as the dependent measure, the results were similar to those obtained 
with attitude change scores reported in the text, but not as strong. 
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source, responded in a nondefensive manner to the information 
that an opinion minority group agreed with them. They 
changed their judgment 0fthe minority and reported that they 
did not wish to differentiate from this source group even to the 
limited extent they had initially indicated. Given this self-rele- 
vance shift, these participants may be more accepting of  the mi- 
nority's appeals in the future. 

General  Discussion 

The present findings support Wood et al 's (1994) conclu- 
sions that, on direct measures of  influence, positive normative 
pressures underlie agreement with majority sources, and nega- 
tive pressures underlie resistance to minorities. That is, posi- 
tively valued majority social groups that are relevant to one's 
self-definition generate normative pressure to align in judgment 
with the attitudes and beliefs of  the majority. Derogated minor- 
ity social groups that are self-relevant generate normative pres- 
sures to differentiate from the position of  the minority. 

From our perspective, the unique pattern of  influence associ- 
ated with minority (vs. majority) sources that has emerged 
from the literature (cf. Wood et al., 1994) stems from the nega- 
tive (and positive) self-reference functions of  source groups. 
That is, past experimental research has often portrayed opinion 
minorities through a deviant, or at least nonnormative, social 
identity. Recipients reject this group identity by resisting influ- 
ence on direct measures, the ones that might plausibly align 
them with the minority group. In contrast, opinion majority 
sources in past research have typically been portrayed as repre- 
senting social consensus and thus may be positively valued. To 
assume or maintain a positive group identity themselves, recip- 
ients align with the majority. In this account, then, the impact 
of  minority or majority group sources is not due to an intrinsic 
feature of minority or majority status per se but rather arises 
from the negative or positive implications of  the source group 
for recipients' self-definitions. 

We speculate that minority group sources are not always neg- 
atively self-relevant and majorities positively self-relevant. Un- 
der some conditions, minority groups can serve as a positive 
self-referent identity for recipients. The most obvious example 
is when recipients are also members of  the minority and they 
personally value the group identity (e.g., Ethier & Deaux, 
1994). In addition, in decision-making and judgment contexts, 
sources representing deviant positions may assume a positively 
valued identity, representing innovation, originality, and "cour- 
age" (Nemeth, 1986, 1994; Nemeth & Chiles, 1988). Recipi- 
ents may wish to adopt the self-identity of  innovator themselves, 
and may be influenced by a minority to generate novel, creative 
solutions. In such decision-making contexts, sources advocat- 
ing majority, consensual positions may appear pedestrian and 
commonplace. Recipients may then reject majority views be- 
cause they do not wish to represent such ordinary, banal posi- 
tions themselves. 

Although the present research provided nice documentation 
of  the normative pressures that generate resistance to minority 
positions and acceptance of  majority views on direct measures 
of  influence, these direct effects represent only one facet of mi- 

nority impact. On indirect measures, minorities appear to exert 
greater influence, presumably because recipients are less aware 
that they are aligning themselves with the minority source (see 
footnote l ). We believe that the negative normative pressures 
associated with minority advocacy can account for the greater 
tendency to agree with minorities on indirect than direct 
measures. 

Proponents of  minority influence have made the additional 
claim that, on indirect measures of  agreement, minorities are 
more impactful than majorities (Moscovici, 1976, 1985a). Al- 
though Wood et al 's (1994) meta-analytic review did not docu- 
ment any overall tendency for greater minority than majority 
impact on indirect measures, under certain conditions a minor- 
ity advantage did emerge. Indirect influence might be generated 
through a variety of  mechanisms. As Moscovici ( 1976, 1985a, 
1994) has claimed, the minority status of  the source may en- 
courage participants to conduct a detailed, thoughtful analysis 
of  the issue in the appeal. Although not likely when the minority 
source assumes a deviant, negatively valued identity, this out- 
come may be obtained in circumstances in which minority in- 
novation is valued (Babcock & Wood, 1996). Recipients who 
attempt to innovate may carefully evaluate the minority view 
and use it to generate their own unique judgments, resulting in 
broad position shifts that emerge on direct and indirect mea- 
sures of  agreement. The typical majority may seem less innova- 
tive, encourage less creative thought, and thus yield less change 
than the minority on indirect measures. In addition, Wood et 
al. suggested that greater minority than majority impact on in- 
direct measures may emerge over time as recipients forget the 
identity of  a derogated minority source or the source identity is 
dissociated from the message (i.e., the "sleeper" effect). An- 
other possibility is that derogated minority groups in real-world 
contexts do not exert immediate, direct influence but instead 
effect indirect change by shifting recipients' understanding of  
the range of  possible positions on issues (cf. Wood et al., 1994). 
For example, the Black Panthers' extreme views on civil rights 
during the 1960s may have rendered moderate positions on civil 
rights acceptable to mainstream America. Finally, Alvaro and 
Crano (in press) argue that social norms to be lenient with in- 
group minorities can result in recipients favorably processing 
such positions, despite recipients' resistance to aligning directly 
with the minority's deviant views. In-group minorities thus may 
generate agreement on indirect but not direct measures. 

Conclusion and Impl icat ions  

We have proposed a unified model of  minority and majority 
influence in which the unique impact of  these sources stems 
from the negative and positive self-definitional normative pres- 
sures exerted by typical minority and majority social groups on 
(the typically majority group) recipients. The present results 
suggest that these pressures function as a mirror image; the mo- 
tivation to align with valued, self-relevant majorities differs only 
in direction from the motivation to differentiate from dero- 
gated, self-relevant minorities. Highlighting this symmetry, we 
used one of  our attitude issues, involving sex of  employees and 
job promotion, in both studies in our research, demonstrating 
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alignment with self-relevant majorities in Experiment 1 and 
differentiation from self-relevant minorities in Experiment 2. 

However, positive and negative normative pressures may not 
mirror each other in all respects. The effects identified with the 
majority source in Experiment 1 were slightly larger in magni- 
tude than those found in Experiment 2, despite our attempt to 
identify minority groups that were strongly self-relevant for at 
least some participants. 7 It may be that negative normative pres- 
sures are typically less strong than positive pressures. Support- 
ing this idea, research on the self-concept has found that people 
are more likely to focus on attributes that they possess and 
groups to which they belong (e.g., "I am a Texan") rather than 
attributes that they lack (e.g., "I am not a New Yorker," see 
McGuire & McGuire's [1992] cognitive positivity bias). In- 
deed, affirmations of personal attributes hold considerably 
more information value than negations of attributes and should 
more effectively meet the self-relevant goals of a coherent iden- 
tity (e.g., Swann, 1990) and a positive self-view (e.g., Tesser, 
1988). An important exception to this generalization occurs 
when groups are in conflict with each other; self-definitions of 
not-the-enemy-group may be highly salient and important for 
members of hostile groups. However, in nonconflict situations, 
people may experience pressures to align with positively valued 
self-relevant groups more often and perhaps more intensely 
than pressures to differentiate from negatively valued self-rele- 
vant groups. 

We propose further that normative pressures effect influence 
by motivating a defensive interpretation of the issue in the in- 
fluence appeal. Defensively based interpretations and norma- 
tive shifts in attitudes emerged in the present research only when 
recipients were cued to reinterpret the attitude issue before in- 
dicating their opinions. It thus appears that generating biased 
interpretations is a cognitively challenging process that requires 
the assistance of a structured reasoning paradigm or, poten- 
tially, more motivating self-definitional pressures than we were 
able to instigate in the present study. 

Given the apparent effort involved in reinterpreting source 
positions, it seems plausible that recipients may often rely on 
less effortful defensive processing strategies. Especially when 
normative pressures are moderate in size, recipients may meet 
their self-definitional goals, aligning with positively valued ma- 
jorities and rejecting derogated minorities, by following less de- 
manding strategies. These could involve selective attention to 
influence appeals (e.g., not recognizing those from negatively 
self-relevant source groups) or misperception of or misremem- 
bering the source position (e.g., recalling the position of a posi- 
tively self-relevant source group as more congenial than it actu- 
ally is). The type of defensive processing strategy that recipients 
use has implications for the stability of changed attitudes. More 
superficial processing strategies may yield judgments with lim- 
ited stability, whereas more thoughtful, extensive defensive pro- 
cessing strategies may yield relatively enduring attitude change 
that is apparent whenever the source group identity becomes 
salient. In general, our approach is consistent with the experi- 
mental literature on motivated reasoning, which has identified 
a variety of mechanisms by which people meet specific social 
goals (Krugianski, 1990; Kunda, 1990). The present research 
has extended these accounts to consider some of the informa- 

tional processes by which people defend and maintain valued 
group identities in social influence contexts. 

7 When we compared the attitudes expressed by participants who 
judged the source self-relevant and who completed the interpretation 
measures first with those who judged the source self-relevant but com- 
pleted the attitude measures first, the effect for the majority group in the 
first study (standardized mean difference, d = .70) was slightly larger 
than that for the minority in the second study (d = .58). Similar results 
were obtained when only the interpretation-first conditions were evalu- 
ated, and we compared participants who judged the source group highly 
self-relevant with those who judged it not relevant (ds = .50 and .25 
for the majority group in Study l and the minority group in Study 2, 
respectively). 
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