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Persuading the Implicit Mind: Changing
Negative Implicit Evaluations With an
8-Minute Podcast

Benedek Kurdi1 , Thomas C. Mann2, and Melissa J. Ferguson1

Abstract

Implicit evaluations can be malleable via reinterpretation of previously encountered evidence. Here, we report three studies
(N ¼ 1,007) investigating the robustness of this updating modality using ecologically realistic materials. Participants were first
introduced to a target who killed an endangered black rhino in Namibia. They then listened to a real podcast providing
counterattitudinal information on the benefits of trophy hunting. The podcast resulted in considerable revisions of initially
negative implicit evaluations toward positivity, consistently across implicit measures (affect misattribution procedures vs. implicit
association test), samples (American students vs. nonstudents from various countries), study settings (lab vs. online), and the
presence versus absence of a memory retrieval manipulation prompting reflection on participants’ views on trophy hunting. Taken
together, these findings suggest that reinterpretation can shift implicit evaluations of even highly negative targets, including under
conditions of external validity.
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Meet Corey Knowlton. He is 41 years old and resides in Dallas,

TX, with his wife and two children. In 2014, he paid $350,000

to kill an endangered black rhino in Namibia and, despite con-

siderable controversy, did so in 2015.

If, like the most Americans (Kellert, 1993), you are unfa-

vorably disposed toward trophy hunting, reading even the

minimal passage above was probably sufficient for you to

develop highly negative views of Knowlton. These negative

views are likely strong enough to emerge not only on explicit

(self-report) measures but even on their implicit counterparts

assumed to reflect more automatic aspects of thought and

feeling (Devine, 1989; Fazio et al., 1986; Greenwald &

Banaji, 1995). But does the extremity of this negative initial

impression necessarily imply that it will be resistant to per-

suasion? Or could it be malleable and, if so, under what

conditions?

In this project, we use Knowlton’s highly publicized story as

a case study to test whether even highly negative implicit eva-

luations, such as the ones created via the short vignette above,

are amenable to updating using strong counterattitudinal

arguments. In doing so, we build and expand upon previous

work on implicit attitude change in general (Cone et al.,

2017; De Houwer et al., 2020; Kurdi & Dunham, 2020) and

implicit attitude change via reinterpretation in particular

(Mann & Ferguson, 2015, 2017; Wyer, 2010, 2016).

Implicit Attitude Change Via
Reinterpretation

Most past work examining the possibility of implicit attitude

change has used entirely novel counterattitudinal information

to induce updating. In contrast, a small set of studies relying

on the idea of reinterpretation have introduced counterattitudi-

nal information that prompts a different interpretation of some

old information. For instance, Mann and Ferguson (2015) had

participants read a vignette about a target named Francis West

who breaks into two adjacent family homes to remove

“precious things” from them. Subsequently, it is revealed that

West, initially presumed to be a burglar, entered the homes

because they were on fire and the “precious things” were young

children, resulting in significant revision, and often full rever-

sal, of implicit evaluations.

Notably, reinterpretation is the only learning modality that

has reliably produced rapid reversals of initially negative
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implicit evaluations. Given the diagnosticity of negative infor-

mation, this direction of updating has consistently been shown

to be more difficult to achieve than updating in the other direc-

tion (e.g., Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Trafimow & Schneider,

1994). However, so far, reinterpretation-based updating of

implicit evaluations has been demonstrated only in artificial

paradigms in which participants are initially led down the

wrong path only to then encounter new information that com-

pletely reverses initial interpretation of the events. In this way,

an initial evaluatively extreme behavior (e.g., burglary) is fully

replaced with another evaluatively extreme behavior (e.g.,

heroism).

Although this kind of “bait and switch” may happen from

time to time under ecologically realistic conditions, it is far

more common for individuals to learn new information that

pushes them to reconsider initial evaluations by adding context,

nuance, and detail. For example, one might learn about some-

one harming another person, but then find out that the harm was

accidental or prompted by an altruistic motive (e.g., Young

et al., 2007). These cases of updating are evaluatively complex

in that new information does not fully invalidate the initial

interpretation of the behavior but rather prompts reconsidera-

tion of its evaluative implications (e.g., Knobe, 2003). The

additional complexity involved in inferring the evaluative

implications of new information under these conditions raises

the question of whether implicit evaluations are sensitive to

such nuance.

Some theoretical perspectives that argue that implicit eva-

luations are immune, or at least less responsive, to high-level

propositional reasoning (e.g., Rydell & McConnell, 2006;

Smith & DeCoster, 2000) would predict that implicit evalua-

tions may be relatively insensitive to such processes of updat-

ing. Moreover, such more complex cases of updating are

characterized by the simultaneous presence of positive and

negative information. As such, the same theoretical accounts

would also likely predict that implicit evaluations should not

be strongly moved given this evaluative complexity: After all,

under these accounts, implicit evaluations are thought to reflect

the sum total of positive and negative information encountered

about an attitude object. By contrast, more recent theoretical

perspectives have suggested that implicit evaluations can be

sensitive to propositional reasoning emerging from persuasive

messages and need not reflect the sum total of evaluative asso-

ciations (e.g., Cone et al., 2017; De Houwer, 2014; Kurdi &

Dunham, 2020). The studies reported below give us the oppor-

tunity to test these competing predictions.

The Present Work

In the present work, we probe whether implicit evaluations

respond to ecologically realistic novel information with com-

plex evaluative implications. Specifically, across three studies,

we introduced participants to trophy hunter Corey Knowlton

via a short vignette akin to the one included above. Participants

then listened to excerpts from an episode of the Radiolab pod-

cast that addresses the Knowlton case and provides convincing

counterattitudinal information about it. For example, it is

revealed that the trophy hunting program in Namibia targets

only postreproductive rhinos that are likely to hurt and even kill

conspecifics. Moreover, listeners learn that the funds raised

through hunting licenses are spent on wildlife conservation and

job creation.

This paradigm is an instance of the kind of complex updat-

ing discussed above. Participants first learn about Knowlton as

a trophy hunter, and this fact is never challenged; rather, the

new information introduces detail on previously unknown

implications of the behavior (e.g., Knobe, 2003). In addition,

the podcast, produced entirely outside the experimental con-

text, contains ample negatively valenced information, whereas

counterattitudinal information in past work was always consis-

tently positive. Although some of this negative information

may be seen as relatively incidental, the podcast repeatedly

expresses ambivalence regarding the very practice of trophy

hunting itself. Crucially, counterattitudinal material was pro-

duced by an award-winning radio show whose goal is to get lis-

teners to consider another perspective on a matter that may

initially seem straightforward. As such, in addition to probing

whether updating occurs in response to attributionally and eva-

luatively nuanced information, we can establish whether ecolo-

gically valid materials can result in the updating of implicit

evaluations via reinterpretation.

Finally, we also directly explore the replicability of reinter-

pretation effects and their robustness to variations of the para-

digm. Specifically, in Study 2, we include a memory retrieval

manipulation asking participants to reflect on their views

regarding trophy hunting before being exposed to counterattitu-

dinal information. Such a thought-listing manipulation may

inoculate participants against counterattitudinal arguments

(e.g., McGuire, 1961; McGuire & Papageorgis, 1961;

Tannenbaum et al., 1966; but see Schiller et al., 2010), thus

potentially undermining the effectiveness of the reinterpreta-

tion manipulation. Moreover, Studies 1–2 and Study 3 addi-

tionally differed from each other in terms of the implicit

measure used, the type of sample recruited, and the setting in

which the experiment was conducted, thus creating further

ways to explore generalizability.

Studies 1–2

In Studies 1–2, we probe the effects of reinterpretation on

implicit evaluations in a novel paradigm that, unlike relevant

past work, uses materials created entirely outside the experi-

mental context to relay counterattitudinal information to parti-

cipants, thus improving ecological realism at the cost of

experimental control. Crucially, this material contains ample

negatively valenced information, expresses ambivalence

regarding the actions performed by the target, and addresses

a controversial issue. In addition, in Study 2, we examine

whether a thought-listing manipulation instructing participants

to reflect on their preexisting views regarding trophy hunting

modulates the effectiveness of counterattitudinal material. As

such, these studies provide us with multiple opportunities to
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investigate the robustness of reinterpretation as a modality of

updating implicit evaluations.

Method

Open Science Practices

All materials, data files, and analysis scripts are available for

download from the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/

427mh/). We report how we determined the sample size, all

data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures in all stud-

ies. Study 3 was formally preregistered (https://aspredicted.

org/dn3vi.pdf).

Participants and Design

In both studies, participants were undergraduate students

(N ¼ 216 and N ¼ 208, respectively) recruited via the Cornell

University study pool. They completed the study in the lab and

received partial course credit. We made an a priori decision to

recruit at least 200 participants and continue data collection

until the end of the semester even if the sample size of 200 has

been reached. Participants who did not complete both affect

misattribution procedures (AMP; n ¼ 2 in Study 1 and n ¼ 8

in Study 2), pressed the same key on all AMP trials, suggesting

noncompliance with instructions (ns ¼ 7 and 10), or failed a

manipulation check (ns ¼ 3 and 2) were excluded from the

analyses. The final sample size, following exclusions, was

204 in Study 1 and 208 in Study 2.

In Study 1, for the purposes of the Time 2 learning phase

(see below), participants were randomly assigned to a control

condition (n ¼ 102) or an experimental condition (n ¼ 102).

In Study 2, no control condition was implemented. Instead, par-

ticipants were randomly assigned to a no retrieval condition

(n ¼ 104), which was identical to the experimental condition

of Study 1, or a retrieval condition (n ¼ 104), in which partici-

pants were additionally prompted to reflect on their views

regarding big-game hunting after reading the initial negative

information about the target. In both studies, time of measure-

ment (Time 1 vs. Time 2) and, for the implicit measure, type of

prime (control vs. Knowlton) were additionally manipulated

within participants.

Materials

Facial images. An image of Corey Knowlton was used to repre-

sent him throughout the study. An additional set of five images

of White men with neutral facial expressions obtained from the

Chicago face database (Ma et al., 2015) were used as control

primes on the AMP.

Abstract images. Eighty computer-generated images were used

as target stimuli on the AMP (Katz et al., 2020). These images

were divided into two sets of 40 each (Set 1 and Set 2).

Podcasts. Two episodes of the Radiolab podcast were adapted

for use in this project. Both episodes were edited down to a

length of about 8 min to prevent participant fatigue. The epi-

sode entitled “� kg” was selected for use in the control condi-

tion (Study 1). This episode discusses the origins of the

definitions of the units of measurement in the International

System of Units. The episode is mildly evaluatively positive

and does not contain any information related to Corey Knowl-

ton or trophy hunting.

The episode entitled “The Rhino Hunter” was selected for

use in the experimental condition and both conditions of Study

2. Featuring a combination of reporter narration and interviews

with Knowlton and other individuals, this episode discusses the

benefits of auctioning off permits to hunt black rhinos in coun-

tries such as Namibia. To summarize, such permits are granted

in select cases to kill older, aggressive individuals that fre-

quently endanger the black rhino population by injuring and

even killing younger animals. Moreover, the money raised is

used to protect endangered species from poachers and create

new jobs for game wardens and trackers. In fact, according

to the podcast, wildlife populations in Namibia have increased

by 80% since the start of the program.

Procedure and Measures

Learning Phase 1. In both conditions of both studies, participants

were first introduced to Corey Knowlton via a short vignette

designed to induce negative evaluations of him, given general

societal disapproval of trophy hunting (Kellert, 1993). In the

retrieval condition of Study 2, after reading the vignette about

Knowlton, participants were instructed to reflect on how they

feel about trophy hunting and why they feel the way that they

do. They were asked to list their thoughts in a textbox and were

not allowed to proceed until they spent at least 2 min doing so.

Test Phase 1. Implicit and explicit evaluations of Knowlton

were measured. Given the theoretical focus of the present work,

implicit evaluations were always measured first.

Implicit evaluations. Implicit evaluations were measured using an

AMP (Payne et al., 2005). On each trial of the AMP, a prime

image (75 ms) was first followed by a blank screen (125 ms),

then by a target image (100 ms), and finally a noise image until

the participant entered a response. Participants were instructed

to indicate the pleasantness of the target while disregarding the

prime using the “K” key (more pleasant than average) or the

“D” key (less pleasant than average).

Twenty control trials and 20 Knowlton trials were adminis-

tered. On control trials, the prime image was randomly selected

from the five control faces such that each control face was

shown four times. On Knowlton trials, the face of Knowlton

served as the prime image. The target image was randomly

selected such that each of the 40 targets was displayed once.

Use of target image Sets 1 and 2 on the two AMPs was counter-

balanced. Trial order was individually randomized.

Explicit evaluations. Six semantic differential items were admi-

nistered in the following order: unlikeable–likeable, bad–good,
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mean–pleasant, disagreeable–agreeable, uncaring–caring,

cruel–kind. Responses were provided on a 7-point scale.

Learning Phase 2. Participants listened to one of the two podcast

episodes: an attitudinally irrelevant podcast about the metric

system (control condition of Study 1) or the counterattitudinal

podcast about Corey Knowlton (experimental condition of

Study 1 and both conditions of Study 2).

Test Phase 2. Implicit and explicit evaluations of Knowlton

were measured anew in the same fixed order. A manipulation

check item, reinterpretation items, and demographic items

were also additionally administered.

Manipulation check. Participants selected a short description of

the content of the podcast to which they had listened from four

options.

Reinterpretation items. Participants completed five items mea-

suring the extent to which information encountered during the

second learning phase caused them to revise their views of

Knowlton and big-game hunting. Responses were provided

on a 9-point scale.

Demographic items. Participants reported their gender, age,

political orientation, and race.

Analytic Strategy

Implicit evaluations were investigated using a generalized

linear mixed-effects model with binary response (pleasant vs.

unpleasant) as the dependent variable. Explicit evaluations

were investigated using a linear mixed-effects model with

responses on the 7-point semantic differential items as the

dependent variable. In both cases, random and fixed effects

were added stepwise to the model, and incremental gains in

model fit were investigated using a likelihood ratio test. The

best fitting model was retained and interpreted in each case.

In Study 1, we conducted an exploratory analysis to probe

whether the reinterpretation items mediated the effects of con-

dition on implicit evaluations. Mediation models were fit using

10,000 nonparametric bootstrap simulations with bias-

corrected and accelerated confidence intervals. Based on con-

siderations of internal consistency, the mean of the first three

reinterpretation items was used as the mediator variable.

Results

Evaluations of Knowlton are shown in Figures 1 and 2

(Study 1) and Figures 3 and 4 (Study 2). Explicit and impli-

cit evaluations of Knowlton were markedly negative at

Time 1 in both conditions of both studies. In Study 1, eva-

luations remained equally negative at Time 2 in the control

condition but shifted toward positivity and reached neutral-

ity in the experimental condition. In Study 2, initially neg-

ative explicit and implicit evaluations of Knowlton shifted

toward positivity at Time 2 in both conditions, suggesting

that updating unfolded robustly irrespective of the retrieval

manipulation.

Explicit Evaluations

In Study 1, the best fitting model included random intercepts

for participants and items, and a Condition � Time interaction

as a fixed effect. In the control condition, the difference

between Time-1 and Time-2 explicit evaluations was not

significant, t(11) ¼ 0.04, p ¼ .972. By contrast, in the

Figure 1. Distribution of explicit evaluations by condition and time of measurement (Study 1). The dashed horizontal line marks neutrality, and
the solid dots show condition means. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals derived from the mixed-effects model reported for the
study. Positive scores indicate positive evaluations of Knowlton.
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experimental condition, explicit evaluations shifted signifi-

cantly in the positive direction, t(11) ¼ 12.60, p < .001.

In Study 2, the best fitting model included random intercepts

for participants and items, and a fixed effect for time but no

main effect for condition and no interaction. In line with the

results of Study 1, explicit evaluations shifted significantly in

the positive direction from Time 1 to Time 2 across both retrie-

val conditions, t(10) ¼ 18.70, p < .001.

Implicit Evaluations

In Study 1, the best fitting model included random intercepts

for participants, target stimuli, and prime stimuli, and a Condi-

tion� Time� Prime type interaction as a fixed effect. At Time

1, we observed a strong implicit preference for control over

Knowlton primes both in the control condition, z ¼ 6.63,

p < .001, and in the experimental condition, z ¼ 5.96, p < .001.

Figure 2. Distribution of implicit evaluations by condition, time of measurement, and prime (Study 1). The dashed horizontal line marks
neutrality, and the solid dots show condition means. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals derived from the mixed-effects model
reported for the study. Positive scores indicate positive evaluations of the control primes or Knowlton, respectively.

Figure 3. Distribution of explicit evaluations by condition and time of measurement (Study 2). The dashed horizontal line marks neutrality, and
the solid dots show condition means. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals derived from the full mixed-effects model containing a
Condition � Time interaction. Positive scores indicate positive evaluations of Knowlton.
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In the control condition, we found no evidence for any shift

in the evaluation of control primes, z ¼ –0.80, p ¼ .422, or of

Knowlton primes, z ¼ –0.06, p ¼ .951, from Time 1 to Time 2.

By contrast, in the experimental condition, the evaluation of

control primes may have shifted in the negative direction,

z ¼ –1.96, p ¼ .050, and, crucially, the evaluation of Knowlton

primes clearly shifted in the positive direction, z ¼ 4.90,

p < .001. Accordingly, at Time 2, control primes were still

strongly preferred to Knowlton primes in the control condition,

z ¼ 6.20, p < .001, and to a considerably attenuated degree in

the experimental condition, z ¼ 1.97, p ¼ .049.

In Study 2, the best fitting model included random intercepts

for participants, target stimuli, and prime stimuli, and a Time�
Prime type interaction as a fixed effect. Retrieval condition had

no main effect and did not participate in any significant inter-

actions. At Time 1, we observed a strong implicit preference

for control over Knowlton primes, z ¼ 7.19, p < .001; at Time

2, this preference was considerably attenuated, z ¼ 2.19,

p ¼ .029, thus replicating the main finding from Study 1.

Mediation Via Reinterpretation

In Study 1, exploratory analyses suggested full mediation of

implicit attitude change via reinterpretation. The total effect

of experimental condition on implicit evaluations was signifi-

cant, b ¼ 0.36, 95% CI: [0.09, 0.63], p ¼ .007. The average

causal mediation effect was significant, b ¼ 0.54, 95% CI:

[0.11, 1.06], p ¼ .019, whereas the average direct effect was

not, b ¼ –0.19, 95% CI: [–0.72, 0.28], p ¼ .447.

In Study 2, given that condition had no effect on implicit or

explicit evaluations, no mediation analyses involving the rein-

terpretation variable were conducted. However, across both

conditions, updating of implicit evaluations was significantly

associated with reinterpretation scores, r ¼ .15, t(206) ¼ 2.23,

p ¼ .027.

Discussion

In Studies 1–2, we found clear evidence for the revision of impli-

cit evaluations via reinterpretation under a previously unexa-

mined set of conditions. Specifically, the information that

participants initially learned was in line with their preexisting

negative views of a controversial subject. Moreover, the subse-

quently presented counterattitudinal material was ecologically

realistic, contained information of mixed valence, and expressed

ambivalence regarding the target’s actions. In Study 2, this

effect was additionally found to persist in the face of a manipu-

lation that prompted participants to retrieve arguments in favor

of their (overwhelmingly negative) initial evaluations of the

focal issue. Finally, exploratory analyses suggested that the

effects of counterattitudinal information on implicit evaluations

were predicted by the extent to which participants were willing

to reassess their preexisting attitudes toward trophy hunting.

Study 3

Given that Studies 1–2 indexed implicit evaluations using only

one measure (the AMP), results may be specific to this measure

and may not generalize to the more general construct of

Figure 4. Distribution of implicit evaluations by condition, time of measurement, and prime (Study 2). The dashed horizontal line marks
neutrality, and the solid dots show condition means. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals derived from the full mixed-effects model
containing a Condition � Time � Prime type interaction. Positive scores indicate positive evaluations of the control primes or Knowlton,
respectively.
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implicit evaluation. In fact, previous studies suggest that the

AMP may be especially responsive both to information

prompting rapid revision of strong preexisting evaluations in

general (e.g., Van Dessel et al., 2019) and to reinterpretation

manipulations in particular (e.g., Mann & Ferguson, 2015).

Such dissociations across implicit measures are unsurprising,

given that they are each characterized by different operating

conditions (e.g., De Houwer & Moors, 2011). Therefore, in the

present study, we investigate whether the findings from Studies

1–2 replicate using a measure operating via response competi-

tion rather than the misattribution of affect: the implicit associ-

ation test (IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998). In addition, this final

experiment allows us to probe whether the findings from Stud-

ies 1–2 generalize to a more heterogeneous nonstudent sample

recruited from different countries around the world. Finally,

unlike Studies 1–2, Study 3 was administered fully online

rather than in the lab.

Method

Participants and Design

Six hundred and two participants were recruited from the Proj-

ect Implicit educational website (http://implicit.harvard.edu/).

Participants who did not complete the IAT (n¼ 4) or responded

excessively fast on more than 10% of IAT trials (n ¼ 3) were

excluded from analyses. The final sample size was 595. In

deviation from the preregistered analysis plan, we did not

exclude participants based on the manipulation check item

given that results were identical with or without these partici-

pants retained.

The design of Study 3 was different from that of Studies

1–2. Specifically, participants were either assigned to a control

condition (n¼ 321) in which they read only the initial negative

information about Knowlton or an experimental condition

(n ¼ 274) in which they additionally also listened to the coun-

terattitudinal podcast.

Materials

The materials were identical to the ones used in Studies 1–2,

with the exception that five new facial images of Knowlton and

five facial images of the four control targets each (see below)

were obtained.

Procedure and Measures

Learning phase. The learning phase was similar to Studies 1–2,

with a few exceptions. First, in addition to the vignette about

Knowlton, participants also read a length-matched vignette

about one of four control targets (Prince Andrew, Alec Bald-

win, Bernie Madoff, and Martin Shkreli). The order of

the two vignettes was counterbalanced. Participants in the con-

trol condition proceeded directly to the test phase, whereas par-

ticipants in the experimental condition first listened to the

experimental podcast from Studies 1–2.

Test phase. Implicit and explicit evaluations of Knowlton rela-

tive to the control target were measured in the same fixed order,

followed by manipulation check and reinterpretation items in

the experimental condition.

Implicit evaluations. Implicit evaluations were measured using a

standard 5-block IAT. Category labels were “Corey Knowlton”

and the full name of the control target and category stimuli

were five facial images of each target. Attribute labels were

“Good” and “Bad” and attribute stimuli were “good,” “great,”

“fantastic,” “pleasant,” and “wonderful,” as well as “awful,”

“bad,” “horrible,” “terrible,” and “unpleasant.” The order of the

two combined blocks was counterbalanced. IAT scores were

calculated in line with Greenwald et al. (2003), such that pos-

itive D scores indicate a preference for Knowlton over the con-

trol target.

Explicit evaluations. Explicit evaluations were measured by ask-

ing participants to what extent they agreed that each target was

characterized by each attribute stimulus used on the IAT.

Explicit evaluations were measured using 100-point sliding

scales. The order of the two targets and the order of items

within each target was randomized. To create an overall index

of explicit evaluations, mean responses to negative items were

first subtracted from mean responses to positive items within

each target and then the difference score for the control target

subtracted from the difference score for Knowlton. As such,

similar to the IAT D score, higher scores on the explicit evalua-

tion measure express a relative preference for Knowlton over

the control target.

Manipulation check and reinterpretation items. Participants in the

experimental condition completed the same manipulation

check and reinterpretation items as in Studies 1–2. Agreement

with the reinterpretation items was measured using 100-point

sliding scales.

Results and Discussion

Explicit and implicit evaluations of Knowlton relative to

the control target shifted in a positive direction from the control

to the experimental condition, reflecting the effect of

the counterattitudinal manipulation (see Figure 5). In the

control condition, Knowlton was evaluated equivalently to the

control targets both on the explicit measure, b0 ¼ –0.01,

t(586) ¼ –0.23, p ¼ .820, and on the implicit measure,

b0 ¼ –0.04, t(593) ¼ –0.73, p ¼ .468. A significant difference

between both conditions emerged on both the explicit,

b1 ¼ 0.87, t(586) ¼ 13.00, p < .001, and on the implicit mea-

sure, b1 ¼ 0.51, t(593) ¼ 6.51, p < .001. Inferentially identical

results emerged in Bayesian mixed-effects models explicitly

accounting for control target identity. Finally, similar to Stud-

ies 1–2, implicit evaluations in the experimental condition were

significantly correlated with scores on the reinterpretation

scale, r ¼ .27, t(268) ¼ 4.54, p < .001. Taken together, these

results underscore the generalizability of the findings from
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Studies 1–2 to a different implicit measure, a different setting,

and a different, and more diverse, sample.

General Discussion

Across three studies, we found consistent evidence that implicit

attitudes toward a target, subject to strongly unfavorable eva-

luations due to his involvement in a negatively evaluated activ-

ity (trophy hunting), can be substantially revised in response to

an 8-min podcast presenting persuasive counterattitudinal

information. As such, the present experiments corroborate

existing results suggesting that implicit evaluations can be

updated via reinterpretation of previously encountered evi-

dence (Mann & Ferguson, 2015, 2017; Wyer, 2010).

Crucially, the present work demonstrates the robustness of

reinterpretation as a modality of updating in several ways. Most

importantly, unlike past work on implicit attitude change via

reinterpretation, and most work on implicit attitude change

more generally, the present studies used ecologically realistic

materials that were created outside the experimental context.

These materials contained ample negative information and

even conveyed a measure of ambiguity on the focal issue. As

such, the studies reported here found an effect of reinterpreta-

tion on implicit evaluations using an arguably more subtle

manipulation than previous relevant work involving full rever-

sal of the moral character attributed to a target from abhorrent

to heroic. Moreover, unlike previous work involving fully

novel targets performing unambiguously positive or unambigu-

ously negative behaviors, the present work introduced a target

in the context of a highly contentious real-world issue. Finally,

Study 3 provided evidence for the generalizability of reinter-

pretation effects across implicit measures, samples, and study

settings.

In addition, across all three studies, the revision of implicit

evaluations was predicted by participants’ self-reported will-

ingness to revise their views on trophy hunting, thus providing

evidence for the importance of propositional processes in

implicit evaluation (Cone et al., 2017; De Houwer et al.,

2020; Kurdi & Dunham, 2020). Moreover, in Study 2, a manip-

ulation that prompted participants to retrieve and reflect on

their preexisting attitudes had no impact on the revision of

implicit evaluations. Although this result underscores the

robustness of the main finding of this article, its theoretical

interpretation is ambiguous. It is conceivable that the manipu-

lation of memory retrieval was not sufficiently strong to influ-

ence subsequent updating. Alternatively, two countervailing

processes, one inhibiting learning (inoculation; McGuire,

1961; McGuire & Papageorgis, 1961; Tannenbaum et al.,

1966) and the other one conducive to learning (temporary

memory instability upon retrieval; Schiller et al., 2010) may

have canceled each other out. These competing explanations

may be directly tested in the future.

The present results make contact with recent findings sug-

gesting that implicit evaluations of even very well-known indi-

viduals can be subject to rapid revision. For example, in a study

by Van Dessel et al. (2019), implicit evaluations of Gandhi

shifted toward negativity when participants learned that he

withheld lifesaving treatment from his wife but later accepted

the same treatment for himself. Cone et al. (2019) created a full

reversal of implicit attitudes toward Jack Black, a well-known

and universally liked public figure, via doctored information

about him being a perpetrator of domestic abuse. However, the

current results differ from such previous work in two crucial

ways. First, they demonstrate revision of initially negative

implicit evaluations toward positivity, which is a direction of

updating arguably more challenging to achieve given the dom-

inance of negative information in impression formation

Figure 5. Distribution of explicit and implicit evaluations by condition (Study 3). The dashed horizontal line marks neutrality, and the solid dots
show condition means. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals derived from the relevant regression model. Positive scores indicate
positive evaluations of Knowlton over the control target.
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(e.g., Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Trafimow & Schneider, 1994).

Second, in the present work, updating was produced via reinter-

pretation rather than via the introduction of entirely new

information.

The latter distinction may be seen as particularly pertinent

given differences in the memory processes assumed to play a

role in updating via addition of new information versus reinter-

pretation of old information. Specifically, new information

may be less effective in shifting implicit evaluations than rein-

terpretation of old information given persistence of the original

memory trace with competing evaluative implications in the

former, but not in the latter, case (Bouton, 1994; Gawronski

et al., 2018; Gershman et al., 2013). In line with this idea,

Mann and Ferguson (2015) have found that implicit evalua-

tions of burglar-turned-savior Francis West were updated more

strongly in response to reinterpretation of the previous evi-

dence than in response to unrelated, but equally positive, infor-

mation (but see Mann et al., 2020). In addition, initially

negative implicit evaluations of Francis West were found to

be amenable to updating via reinterpretation even 48 hrs after

exposure to the original information (Mann & Ferguson,

2017). Whether these results, obtained using carefully crafted

experimental materials, would generalize to more ecologically

realistic settings, such as the one investigated here, await

empirical testing.
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