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Personality Traits, Dissonant Information, and Political Persuasion
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Is there anything like a “persuadable type” when it comes to exposure to dissonant
information? Who is more likely to be swayed by information that tries to persuade them?
Using data from an online sample of American respondents (N = 1,199), we assess whether
personality traits (Big Five, Dark Triad) are associated with different perceptions and
effectiveness of persuasive political information. In two controlled simulations, we exposed
the respondents to dissonant information related to selected political issues (environment and
economy) and measured whether they showcased a stable or changed opinion afterward.
Results indicate that personality matters partly for the evaluation and persuasiveness of
dissonant information. More conscientious and introverted respondents were more likely to
evaluate the dissonant information positively. They were at the same time also more likely to
resist persuasion itself and so were more agreeable respondents. Inversely, to some extent,
narcissism and psychopathy are associated with greater susceptibility to persuasion.

Keywords: persuasion, dissonant information, personality, Big Five, Dark Triad

When discussing politics in small groups, people often test their capacity to resist dissonant
arguments (Eveland, 2004; Kwak, Williams, Wang, & Lee, 2005). The growing importance of such “mini-
publics” (Ingham & Levin, 2018) sheds precious light on how opinions are coined, altered, or consolidated
and highlights the fundamental role of exposure to opinions we dislike. Exposure to political information in
general, most notably during election campaigns, almost necessarily generates a confrontation with
persuasive arguments that clash with people’s values and beliefs (Cialdini, 2007; O’Keefe, 1990). To what
extent are these persuasive attempts successful, and for whom? Research on resistance to persuasion—that
is, “the extent to which an attitude change is capable of surviving an attack from contrary information”
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(Petty & Brifiol, 2010, p. 240)—has shown that persuasion is more likely when the source is perceived as
honest (Priester & Petty, 1995), or credible (e.g., Smith, De Houwer, & Nosek, 2013). Alongside message
attributes, individual-level factors can determine the success of persuasive communication: From the
recipient’s standpoint, research on the affective underpinnings of cognition has shown that the reception
and treatment of persuasive information are fostered by issue anxiety (e.g., Nai, Schemeil, & Marie, 2017).
When experiencing anxiety, individuals start to pay more attention to information (Steenbergen & Ellis,
2006) and uncouple themselves from previously held beliefs (Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000). At the
same time, rejection of persuasive information is a function of cognitive abilities, so people tend to reject
dissonant arguments “only to the extent that they possess the contextual information necessary to perceive
a relationship between the message and their predispositions” (Zaller, 1992, p. 44). We further have a good
indication that more dispositional characteristics such as self-esteem (Rhodes & Wood, 1992),
argumentativeness (Levine & Badger, 1993), and emotional reactivity (Dillard & Nabi, 2006) influence
people’s susceptibility to persuasive appeals. Undoubtedly, individual differences matter. As such, it is
relatively surprising that only a handful of studies have investigated how higher-order personality factors
affect our propensity to be persuaded. Although interest in the relationship between personality and politics
has been growing in recent years, most scholars deal with attitudes, beliefs (e.g., Gerber, Huber, Doherty,
Dowling, & Ha, 2010; Jonason, 2014, 2015), and political behavior (e.g., Mondak, Hibbing, Canache,
Seligson, & Anderson, 2010). A few studies look more specifically at the consumption of political information
(e.g., Gerber, Huber, Doherty, & Dowling, 2011; Mondak & Halperin, 2008), but they focus almost
exclusively on exposure to political information and media preferences and not on how different personality
types receive and process the new information. Moreover, most of the literature neglects the antisocial traits
and primarily investigates how the socially accepted personality types interact with the political world (for
an exception, see Chen, Pruysers, & Blais, 2020). We fill this gap and test the relationship between
personality and persuasion with two established inventories of personality traits—the Big Five (openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability; McCrae & John, 1992) and the Dark
Triad (narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism; Paulhus & Williams, 2002).

We, further, go beyond mere persuadability and examine an additional step in the information-
processing sequence: The evaluation of the persuasive message. Although clearly related, a positive
evaluation of opposing views must not necessarily lead to attitude change—an outcome that occurs later in
the information-processing sequence (Minson & Chen, 2022). By studying this additional stage of the
information process, we hope to get a more nuanced understanding of how personality relates to our main
variable of interest, which is people’s susceptibility to persuasion.

Personality and Persuasion

According to the “online” information-processing models, people form judgments as a function of
the sequence of news they are exposed to, adjusting or reinforcing their opinion with any new piece of
information they receive (McGraw, Lodge, & Stroh, 1990; Redlawsk, 2002). Classic models of information
“priming” (Althaus & Kim, 2006), as well as Zaller's (1992) “accessibility axiom,” further assume that
receiving a new piece of information reshapes the mental structure of beliefs, such that the most recent
information is the most likely to be retrieved when asked to form a new judgment. According to these
models, we would expect individuals to update their attitude with every new information they receive, even
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if this information challenges our preexisting beliefs. Does this mean that we are all equal before political
persuasion? Existing literature on political preferences and electoral choices suggests not and indicates that
these processes depend on party identification or ideological alignment and, particularly important for this
investigation, psychological factors. In the following sections, we describe how personality might inform how
individuals respond to persuasive political appeals.

Big Five

Beginning with the Big Five paradigm, we expect people high in openness to evaluate new
information positively. As this trait is “associated with an attraction to new and challenging stimuli” (Gerber,
Huber et al., 2011, p. 37), open individuals “crave experiences that will be cognitively engaging [and] seek
information of virtually all sorts” (Mondak, 2010, p. 50). Another central facet of openness is
unconventionality, which is defined as “the tendency to accept the unusual [and being] receptive to ideas
that might seem strange or radical” (Lee & Ashton, 2004, p. 336). Open individuals are also likely to engage
in political discussions (e.g., Boulianne & Koc-Michalska, 2022; Lindell & Strandberg, 2018; Mondak, 2010;
for an exception, see Gerber, Huber, Doherty, & Dowling, 2012), have more heterogeneous discussion
networks (Kim, Hsu, & Gil de Zufiiga, 2013), and are theorized to be more tolerant toward opposing views
(Choi & Shin, 2017). This idea is somewhat supported by a study that shows that openness is positively
related to people’s “willingness to engage in thought, discuss, or consider opposing points of view” (Hodge,
Hook, Van Tongeren, Davis, & McElroy-Heltzel, 2021, p. 2). Openness should, therefore, be associated with
a greater willingness to accept and engage with alternative arguments, which could increase a person’s
responsiveness to persuasive appeals (Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowling, & Panagopoulos, 2013).

People high in extraversion have a strong need for social interaction (Mondak, 2010) and tend to have
larger and more heterogenous discussion networks, which increases their likelihood of being exposed to cross-
cutting political discourse (Kim et al., 2013; Mondak, 2010). Similar to the previous argument, this should lead
to greater political tolerance (Choi & Shin, 2017; see also Marcus, Sullivan, Theiss-Morse, & Wood, 1995) and
is partly mirrored in a person’s propensity to discuss sensitive political topics (Gerber et al., 2012). Although
willing to engage in alternative views, extraverts are not necessarily easy to persuade. Because of their self-
assured nature, extraverts have an assertive approach to the social world, which makes them less concerned
with social sanctions (Gerber et al., 2013). In line with this, studies show that extraverted individuals experience
less psychological discomfort when faced with opposing arguments and, as a result, are less likely to change
their attitude (Matz, Hofstedt, & Wood, 2008; Norman & Watson, 1976; see also Carment, Miles, & Cervin,
1965). Extraversion is also associated with a competitive conflict style characterized as assertive and
uncooperative (Wood & Bell, 2008). Extraverted individuals further have a tendency to convince others of their
viewpoints (Tehrani & Yamini, 2020) and dominate political conversations (Grill, 2021). In the light of these
findings, we expect lower persuasibility for people high on extraversion.

Individuals low in emotional stability tend to be anxious and nervous. Because they experience
conflictual interactions as threatening and emotionally upsetting (Gerber, Raso et al., 2011), they generally
avoid controversial activities and contentious discussions (Gerber et al., 2012; Grill, 2021; John, Naumann,
& Soto, 2008). In this sense, we might expect low emotional stability to be associated with a negative
evaluation and lower acceptance of arguments that threaten one’s beliefs.
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Conscientious individuals are usually willing to “comply with conventional rules, norms, and standards”
(Costa & McCrae, 1992, p. 9). They also engage in political discussions more frequently (Hibbing, Ritchie, &
Anderson, 2011; Mondak & Halperin, 2008; but see also Gerber et al., 2012) and are, thus, more likely to
expose themselves to opinions different from their own. Nevertheless, prudence is a central facet of this trait,
which makes conscientious individuals more likely “to inhibit impulses . . . , consider their options carefully and
. . . be cautious and self-controlled” (Lee & Ashton, 2004, p. 336). Indeed, excessive conscientiousness “can be
associated with obsessionality, perfectionism, rigidity and slowness to respond [such that a person high in
conscientiousness] may be over conventional and traditionalist, . . . rejecting change and innovation” (Furnham,
2017, p. 1880). Although conscientiousness can be associated with a more positive evaluation of new
information—especially if people high in this trait view the discussion of different political views as a social
norm—on balance, we expect lower opinion change for people high in conscientiousness.

Individuals high in agreeableness generally seek “harmonious relations with others” (Costa &
McCrae, 1992, p. 9) and tend to avoid conflict (e.g., Gerber et al., 2012). A central facet of agreeableness
is flexibility, which is defined as “one’s willingness to compromise and cooperate with others. Low scorers
are seen as stubborn and are willing to argue, whereas high scorers avoid arguments and accommodate
others’ suggestions, even when these may be unreasonable” (Lee & Ashton, 2004, p. 335). Going in a
similar direction, Muradova and Arceneaux (2022) recently showed that attitudinal empathy increases
people’s reflectiveness about opposing views and encourages them to change their attitude in the direction
of dissonant arguments. All this suggests that agreeable individuals should be more prone to evaluate
incongruent information positively and be more attuned to political persuasion.

Dark Triad

As the Dark Triad is commonly associated with “aggressiveness, impulsivity, and callousness”
(Jonason & Webster, 2010, p. 420) we generally expect these traits to drive rejection of counterarguments.
To start with, a central facet of psychopathy is antagonism, which describes a tendency to be distrustful,
arrogant, and self-centered (Lynam et al., 2011). Moreover, psychopathy is related to interpersonal
manipulation, antisocial behaviors, and callousness toward others (Hare, 2003). Evidence further suggests
that psychopathy is associated with low cognitive dissonance (Murray, Wood, & Lilienfeld, 2012), potentially
leading to less opinion change. Based on these findings, we expect that people high in psychopathy are
more likely to reject dissonant information and stick to their initial opinion.

For narcissists, “derogating the dissenter could be a form of interpersonal self-regulation with the goal
of bolstering one’s own view of the self” (Saucier & Webster, 2010, p. 20; see also Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001).
Indeed, it has been shown that individuals high in social vigilantism—that is, “the tendency of individuals to
impress and propagate their ‘superior’ beliefs onto others to correct others’ more ‘ignorant’ opinions” (Saucier
& Webster, 2010, p. 19)—are prone to resist persuasion. Evidence also suggests that under certain
circumstances, narcissists tend to be overconfident in their opinions (Campbell, Goodie, & Foster, 2004). In light
of these findings, we expect that such individuals will generally reject information that goes against their beliefs.

Lastly, Machiavellianism may increase the propensity to resist counterarguments and enhance
opinion stability. This trait, along with psychopathy, has been shown to decrease the likelihood of
perspective-taking, which describes “an individual’s ability to adopt the point-of-view of other people”
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(Giammarco & Vernon, 2014, p. 24). The effects of the three dark traits are expected to go broadly in the
same direction. In this sense, we thus expect a generalized negative effect of the “"Dark Core” (presence of
the three dark traits) on both the evaluation of the counterarguments and the capacity to be persuaded.
Our hypotheses are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Theoretical Expectations.

Evaluation of counterargument Persuasion

Extraversion + -
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness

Emotional stability

+ + + +

Openness
Narcissism - -
Psychopathy - -

Machiavellianism - -

Note. + Positive effect expected; — negative effect expected.

Methods
Participants

An opt-in sample of U.S. citizens filled out a survey via the online platform Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk; Paolacci & Chandler, 2014) in early November 2018; participants were recompensed with 0.60 cents.
Besides self-selection concerns, several studies positively assessed the quality of MTurk data (for a more critical
perspective, see e.g., Ford, 2017): MTurkers tend to be more attentive to instructions than students (Hauser &
Schwarz, 2016), more representative of the U.S. population (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012), more diverse
(Casler, Bickel, & Hackett, 2013), and more representative of the psychological divisions of liberals and
conservatives in the United States (Clifford, Jewell, & Waggoner, 2015). Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling (2011)
show, furthermore, that compensating MTurkers is not detrimental to the data quality.

The final sample! contains 1,199 respondents and is composed of 51% of females, with an average
age of 39.6 years (SD = 12.6). The sample consists of mostly White/Caucasian respondents (79.5%),
followed by Blacks/African-Americans (9.5%), respondents of Asian origin (7.6%), and Hispanics/Latinos
(6.3%). The respondents are generally well-educated (bachelor’s degree or higher = 55.2%) and show high
interest in politics (45.6% are “very” interested, 44.5% “somewhat” interested, and only 2.7% are “not
interested at all”). Turning to the political ideology, we find that the sample is skewed to the left of the
political spectrum: The average self-reported left-right position is 4.1 (SD = 3.1) on a 0-10 scale, and
47.5% think of themselves as Democrat (24.6% Republican, 23.7% independent).

! We excluded respondents who failed a “screener” (Berinsky, Margolis, & Sances, 2014), set up as a
digressive question within which a specific instruction to follow is hidden (n = 19, 1.5% of the initial sample).
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Design?

To investigate the dynamics of political persuasion, the questionnaire included two sequential
simulations of exposure to dissonant information from a bipartisan, unbiased expert report.> In both
simulations (hereafter referred to as “scripts”) the respondents were first asked their opinion about a political
issue on a 0-10 scale.* More specifically, they were asked to what extent they support an economic
slowdown to counter the effects of climate change (script 1), and to what extent they support free trade
versus protectionism (script 2). Based on their answer to this initial question, they were exposed to a tailored
counterargument. Respondents were asked to rate how “reasonable” this counterargument was and then
asked their opinion about the issue again. Comparing their opinions before and after the exposure to the
counterarguments provides a direct measure of how respondents’ opinions resist persuasive attempts (Nai
et al., 2017; Valli & Nai, 2022; see Appendix A).

The environment and the economy represented major political issues in the 2018 midterm elections
and were decisive for people’s vote choices (Pew Research Center, 2018), which makes them a particularly
intriguing case for studying the effects of persuasion and resistance. To circumvent the exogenous effects
of issue saliency, and because we could not exclude the presence of learning effects during the second
script, we pooled the data of the two scripts. As the units of analysis were now at the respondent-script
level, the pooled data set allowed us to test for the direct effect of personality traits beyond the specificities
of each issue. Such a restructured (pooled) data set reflects the idea that the effects of personality are
assumed to be independent of the issue at stake. All models will control for the specific script, and
throughout the article, we will present the results for script 1 and script 2 next to the main models run on
the pooled data set.

Measures®
Evaluation of the Counterargument

To measure openness toward dissonant information, respondents were asked to evaluate the
persuasive argument by rating how “reasonable” they found this “other way to look at the issue” (from 0 to
4). On average, respondents evaluated the persuasive arguments as averagely reasonable (M = 2.05, SD
= 1.32 for script 1; M = 2.33, SD = 1.17 for script 2).

2 The project received full approval from the Ethics Review Board (ERB) of the Faculty of Social and
Behavioral Sciences of the University of Amsterdam on October 31, 2018 (ref. 2018-PCJ-9625).

3 Because the relationship between personality and persuasion is still relatively unexplored, especially with
regard to the Dark Triad, it seems important to first analyze the broader, context-independent tendencies,
which is why we present the information in the most neutral manner possible.

4 Respondents who scored 5 on the 0-10 scale (n = 149 in script 1 and n = 184 in script 2) were encouraged
to pick a side. In script 1 (environment) 42% of the respondents initially opposed the economic slowdown
whereas 57.6% were in favor of it. In script 2 (economy), 70.4% of the respondents were initially in favor
of free trade while 29.3% supported protectionism.

5 All data, code, and materials are available for replication via the following Open Science Foundation
repository, which also includes the appendices: https://osf.io/y2a85/
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Persuasion

Persuasion is measured by comparing the answers with the opinion questions before and after
exposure to the counterarguments, as illustrated in the conceptual diagram in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Types of opinion change.

The diagram illustrates the situation of a fictive respondent who was initially in favor of the initial
statement, indicated by the position on the right-hand side of the opinion scale (“initial opinion”). In the
bottom half of the figure, we illustrate four possible scenarios after exposure to the counterarguments.
Respondents could, first, exhibit a final opinion perfectly in line with their initial one. For them, exposure to
the new information did not affect their issue-related opinions. Those respondents have a “stable” opinion
and represent about half of the sample (48.9% for script 1 and 47.7% for script 2).

The rest of the respondents did, however, change their opinion. Some of them were persuaded and
adjusted their opinion in the direction of the counterarguments (43.4% of all respondents in script 1; 43% in
script 2). Given the initial scale, the magnitude of such persuasion ranges theoretically between 1 and 10 (M =
2.6, SD = 1.8 forscript1,and M = 2.2, SD = 1.4 for script 2). Among the persuaded respondents, about a third
(30.1% for script 1; 26.3% for script 2) “switched” their opinion and went from being in favor to being against
the initial statement after exposure to the counterargument or vice versa. Those “switchers” represent the “hard
case” scenario when it comes to persuasion as they did not simply update their initial opinion but completely
changed their mind about the issue. The magnitude of persuasion (expressed on a 0-10 scale) and the presence
of an opinion “switch” are our two main dependent variables when investigating persuasion. Figure 1 also shows
the existence of a fourth category of respondents on the right-hand side of the scheme. Those respondents
changed their initial opinion against the direction of the counterargument and reported a stronger opinion than
the one they initially had (7.8% in script 1; 9.4% in script 2). Because we believe that different mechanisms
drive attitudinal polarization, separate from the mechanisms associated with political persuasion, we will not
investigate those respondents here and exclude them from our analyses. Further investigations on attitude
polarization as a parallel response to persuasion are foreseen.
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Big Five and Dark Triad

To measure the Big Five, we use the Ten Items Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling, Rentfrow, &
Swann, 2003).° Respondents had to indicate their agreement (1 for “disagree strongly” to 7 for “agree
strongly”) with 10 statements describing them (e.g., "I see myself as sympathetic, warm”). Respondents’
values on each of the five traits are computed as average scores for the pairs of statements. Next to the
five separate traits, our models are replicated using the “Huge Two” of stability and plasticity (Silvia,
Nusbaum, Berg, Martin, & O’Connor, 2009; Silvia et al., 2008), which are second-order meta-traits behind
the structure of the Big Five. Stability, on the one hand, reflects high levels of agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and emotional stability and indicates a proclivity “to maintain stability and avoid
disruption in emotional, social, and motivational domains” (DeYoung, 2006, p. 1138). Plasticity, on the other
hand, indicates high levels of extraversion and openness and reflects the desire “to explore and engage
flexibly with novelty, in both behavior and cognition” (DeYoung, 2006, p. 1138). These meta-traits are
simply computed as the average score of the traits that compose them and thus also vary between 1 and
7. To measure the three dark personality traits we used the “Dirty Dozen” battery developed by Jonason
and Webster (2010). Again, respondents had to rate their agreement from 1 to 7 on a series of statements
that describe them (e.g., "I have used deceit or lied to get my way”). Respondents’ values on each of the
three traits are computed as average scores for pairs of statements. The average score across the three
traits gives an indication of respondents’ “Dark Core.” All personality variables vary between 1 and 7.

Additional Variables

As partisan preferences often shape opinions on the environment and the economy, we controlled
every model for partisanship. More specifically, we asked respondents if they considered themselves
Democrat, Republican, or independent, and to what extent. By combining answers to these two variables,
we obtained a measure of partisanship on a 5-point scale, from 1 “strongly Democrat” to 5 “strongly
Republican.” Because anxiety is a powerful driver of opinion change (Nai et al., 2017) we also controlled our
models for issue anxiety, which was measured by asking respondents to what extent thinking about climate
change and free trade made them feel anxious (from 0 “disagree strongly” to 4 “agree strongly”). Next to
gender, age, education, and race (White vs. non-White), our models also controlled for issue knowledge,
which was captured with three multiple-choice factual questions each about climate change and free trade
(0-3 scale). All models were further controlled for initial opinion and opinion extremity, measured by folding
the initial opinion on itself to create a scale ranging from 0 “weak initial opinion” to 5 “strong initial opinion.”
Table B2 in Appendix B presents the bivariate intercorrelations among all personality traits and additional
covariates (script 1). Table B1 (Appendix B) has all the descriptive statistics.

6 The TIPI is unable to capture all nuances and facets of personality (Bakker & Lelkes, 2018). Yet, it has the
advantage of being relatively quick to administer while achieving comparatively satisfactory results (Ehrhart
et al., 2009).
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Results

Evaluation of Counterarguments

Figure 2 reports the results of a series of models that estimate how favorably respondents
evaluated the counterarguments. The left-hand panel reports results for the pooled sample (both scripts
jointly), whereas the two other panels report results for the first and second script, respectively. All panels
show results for three models, the first including the effect of the Big Five, the second including the effects
of the Dark Triad, and the third including the results for the three meta-traits of plasticity, stability, and the
“Dark Core.” All models include the full set of covariates described above and are run on standardized
variables (M = 0, SD = 1) to allow for an adjusted comparison of effect sizes. In other words, the magnitude
of all effects reported in Figure 2 is perfectly comparable both within and across panels. Full results of the
models run on the original, non-standardized variables can be found in Appendix B (Tables B3-B5). The
figure presents regression coefficients with 95% and 90% confidence intervals.

Pooled data Script 1 Script 2
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Figure 2. Evaluation of the counterargument, coefficients plots. 95% (outer-cap) and 90%
(inner-cap) confidence intervals. All variables were standardized (M = 0, SD = 1). All panels
report three sets of models, including, respectively, the effect of the Big Five (M1), Dark Triad
(M2), and meta-traits (M3). All models include the full set of covariates. X, Extraversion; A,
Agreeableness; C, Conscientiousness; E, Emotional stability, O, Openness; N, Narcissism; P,
Psychopathy; M, Machiavellianism; STAB, Stability; PLAST, Plasticity; DARK, Dark Core.
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As expected, Figure 1 shows that conscientious respondents are more likely to have a positive
opinion of the persuasive information. This is the case for the pooled data set and the two separate scripts.
Contrary to our expectations, extraverted and emotionally stable respondents are less likely to evaluate
counterarguments positively, even if the effects are somewhat muted in script 1. Agreeableness and
openness seem unrelated to the evaluation of the counterarguments, even if a slightly negative effect for
openness is picked up in script 2. Models with meta-traits confirm the positive effect of stability (driven by
conscientiousness) and the negative effect of plasticity (likely driven by extraversion).

Turning to the dark traits, our models show a relative lack of effects, excluding a (weak) positive
effect for Machiavellianism in the pooled data. All in all, dark traits seem unrelated to argument evaluation.

Persuasion

Figure 3 presents two sets of models. The three top panels report results for models that estimate
the presence and magnitude of persuasion on a 0-10 scale. The variable is very skewed, with more than
half of respondents scoring zero points of persuasion. We account for this zero inflation by using negative
binomial models. The three bottom panels report results from models that estimate the presence of opinion
switch among respondents who have been persuaded (i.e., have a nonzero value on the persuasion scale).
As the “switch” variable is binary, models are binary logistic regressions. As for argument evaluation, all
models are based on standardized variables (M = 0, SD = 1) and include the full set of covariates, including
argument evaluation. Full results with the original, non-standardized variables are in Appendix B (Tables
B6-B11).

Looking at the Big Five, two effects stand out: As expected, more conscientious individuals are less
likely to be persuaded. However, this effect is not extremely strong and is significant only in the pooled
data. On the other hand, extraverted individuals, when persuaded, are significantly more likely to actually
switch their opinion when exposed to counterarguments. This effect is relatively strong and exists in the
pooled data and the second script, whereas it is more muted in script 1. The magnitude of this effect is also
big enough to create a positive effect of plasticity on opinion switch, the only meta-trait that reveals a
significant effect. Finally, agreeable individuals are significantly and consistently less likely to switch their
opinion when persuaded. Neither emotional stability nor openness directly affects persuasion or opinion
switch.

The trends for the Dark Triad are somewhat inconsistent: Our models only show a positive effect
for narcissism on persuasion (but less so in script 2) and for psychopathy on opinion switch (in the pooled
data). Machiavellianism does not seem to significantly affect persuasion or opinion switch.
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Figure 3. Persuasion and opinion switch, coefficients plots. 95% confidence intervals, all
variables standardized (M = 0, SD = 1). All panels report three sets of models, including,
respectively, the effect of the Big Five (M1), Dark Triad (M2), and meta-traits (M3). All models
include the full set of covariates. X, Extraversion; A, Agreeableness; C, Conscientiousness; E,
Emotional stability, O, Openness; N, Narcissism; P, Psychopathy; M, Machiavellianism; STAB,
Stability; PLAST, Plasticity; DARK, Dark Core.



1072 Alessandro Nai et al. International Journal of Communication 17(2023)

Robustness Checks and Additional Analyses

The empirical protocol we used to simulate exposure to persuasive information was set up so that
respondents received a tailored counterargument that challenged their initial opinion. Respondents who
initially showcased an ambivalent position (5 on the 0-10 scale) were asked to pick a side if they could (i.e.,
either in favor or against the issue). This is potentially problematic: First, those respondents might have
responded to a desirability bias (itself likely driven by personality traits; but see Graziano & Tobin, 2002)
and might have reported a fabricated opinion after the additional prompt. Second, from a conceptual
standpoint, changing an opinion from a neutral starting point (i.e., neither in favor nor against) is not the
same as when the initial opinion is more profiled, which essentially affects the interpretation of the
persuasive outcome. With this in mind, we replicated all analyses but omitted these initially “neutral”
respondents. Results in Figures B1 and B2 (Appendix B) are similar to the results from models that include

them, even if some effects are weaker.

A case could be made that opinion change is artificially created by repeatedly asking respondents
issue-related questions, thus providing respondents with an incentive to showcase an opinion they do not
really have. To be sure, all models control for opinion extremity, which should capture variance associated
with opinion (un)certainty, but from a conceptual standpoint, the issue remains. While we have no way to
ensure that all initial opinions are genuine, the problem should be a function of issue-related knowledge,
such that opinions become more unstable with decreasing levels of knowledge (Zaller, 1992; Zaller &
Feldman, 1992). Figures B3 and B4 (Appendix B) present the interaction effects between issue knowledge
and each personality trait (including the three meta-traits) for the evaluation of counterarguments and
persuasion in the separate models. As the figures show, the moderating role of knowledge on the effect of
personality traits and meta-traits is largely irrelevant. In two cases (conscientiousness for evaluation of
counterarguments and agreeableness for persuasion) a significant interaction term exists with issue
knowledge. The magnitude of these moderation effects is extremely small, however (see Figures B5 and B6
for marginal effects). All in all, the results hold across different levels of issue knowledge, suggesting that
the issue of artificially generated initial opinions should not be overestimated.

Discussion and Conclusion

Are we equally able to resist persuasive attempts or are some individuals more vulnerable to
counterarguments than others? Research on motivated reasoning suggests that ideological predispositions
play a major role so individuals are prepared to reject information that is inconsistent with their previously
held beliefs (Taber & Lodge, 2006). Simply showing that liberals are likely to reject information framed in a
conservative way (or vice versa) does not provide a satisfactory answer to the fundamental question of
whether individual differences matter, however. In this article, we filled this gap by assessing the effects of
personality traits on people’s capability to resist persuasive attempts. We designed two scripts where
respondents were, first, asked about their opinion on political issues (environment and economy) and,
depending on their initial answer, exposed to a tailored counterargument. After exposure to this persuasive
information, their opinion was asked again, which allowed us to assess to what extent and under which
conditions respondents adjusted their opinions.
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Main Results

Taking stock of all our analyses, the following trends emerge: First, as expected, conscientiousness
is associated with a more positive evaluation of the counterarguments but also with resistance to persuasion.
Because conscientious people are known to comply with social norms (Costa & McCrae, 1992, p. 9) and are
generally more open to political discussions, we expected that they would be more accepting of opposing
views, which is indeed the case in our data. At the same time, as they tend to be self-controlled and less
impulsive (Lee & Ashton, 2004), conscientious individuals should be more likely to exhibit more rigid
attitudes, which again our results seem to confirm.

Second, agreeable individuals are significantly less likely to switch their opinion when persuaded.
While against our general expectations, this finding could be an indication that agreeable individuals tend
to weaken their initial opinion not because there are persuaded per se but as a way to prevent a potential
conflict and accommodate their opponents.

Third, contrary to what we hypothesized, extraversion is associated with more negative evaluations
of the counterarguments. Considering that extraverts are more assertive and uncooperative (Wood & Bell,
2008) and often try to convince others of their viewpoints (Tehrani & Yamini, 2020) by dominating political
conversations (Grill, 2021), this finding is not completely unreasonable. Extraverted individuals, in this
sense, would showcase their energy and social dominance by explicitly rejecting persuasive information. At
the same time, our results show that extraversion is associated with an increased likelihood of being
persuaded (opinion switch), which could be associated with the impulsivity intrinsic to this trait. In other
words, our results seem to suggest that extraverts are more likely to reject persuasive information explicitly,
but they are affected by it implicitly (by changing their mind). A similar effect exists for psychopathy,
suggesting that disinhibition and boldness—key aspects of both extraversion and psychopathy (Newman,
1987; Newman, Widom, & Nathan, 1985)—are associated with more daring and fearless opinion change.
Except for some marginal effects here and there, emotional stability and openness seem to be unrelated to
both argument evaluation and persuasion.

Finally, we did find a rather consistent effect for narcissism, which was associated with greater
persuasion. While our measures are not sophisticated enough to capture more nuanced effects of the trait
facets, this result could be associated with the more “vulnerable” side of narcissism (Miller et al., 2011),
itself related to insecurity, low self-esteem, and feelings of incompetence.

Importantly, these results exist similarly across the two scripts. Neither for the evaluation of the
counterarguments nor for persuasion did we find substantial differences across the two scripts but only
differences in effect magnitude. This could provide a preliminary indication that the specific issue remains a
marginal matter when it comes to how personality affects information processing and opinion change. This
presents an important methodological result per se, especially given that experimental investigations are
often not powerful enough to also vary the issue at stake.
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Limitations

These results are not without limitations. First, our tests were based on “short” personality
measures, which cannot capture all facets and nuances of human personality (e.g., Bakker & Lelkes, 2018).
Given that differential effects on persuasion for different personality facets cannot be excluded, our results
probably suffer from oversimplification—as shown perhaps for narcissism. Yet, they set the stage for further
research in a context where still very little is known about how these two sets of personalities interact with
persuasive messages.

Second, even if our results globally exist across the two issues, we cannot exclude that the results
shown here are, in part, driven by the issues’ controversial nature. Indeed, evidence exists that individuals
are more likely to engage in selective exposure when thinking about current salient issues (Jonas,
Greenberg, & Frey, 2003). As such, a case could be made that our results are unlikely to hold for less-salient
issues. The opposite case is, of course, equally likely, that is that individual differences are especially
important for low-saliency issues whereas high-saliency issues are more likely to be processed similarly by
everyone. As noted above, more research that manipulates issue content is foreseen.

Third, our design did not manipulate any source attributes. All counterarguments presented
information from an unnamed authority, which was implicitly given legitimate scientific authority over the
veracity of the information. With this, we aimed to focus on the general tendencies and minimize potential
context effects, which are highly likely to influence the relationship between personality and politics (see
Gerber et al., 2012). Scientific evidence cannot be considered intrinsically neutral, however. Mounting
evidence suggests that a non-negligible part of the public distrusts scientific evidence (e.g., Gauchat, 2012)
and that this is a function of their ideological profile (McCright, Dentzman, Charters, & Dietz, 2013). Further
research should manipulate the source to (i) test for mechanisms related to perceived honesty and credibility
and (ii) control for the fact that different sources are trusted differently by different people. Moreover, we
urge future research to explore how these mechanisms differ among persuasive environments (e.g.,
interpersonal versus mediated contexts).

Fourth, our analysis voluntarily omitted respondents who changed their opinion against the
direction of the counterargument. While such “polarization” is a change in opinion as much as persuasion
is, the root mechanisms leading to stronger instead of weaker opinions are likely quite different. Further
research on attitude polarization, as a complementary process to persuasion, seems necessary—especially
in light of the current disciplinary interest in the affective components of attitude polarization (e.g.,
Levendusky, 2018), the structuring effects of partisanship on exposure to congruent information (e.g.,
Stroud, 2010), and the rejection of incongruent messages (Taber & Lodge, 2006).

Finally, our study could not test for the underlying causal mechanisms associating personality traits
and message evaluation and persuasion. Yet, proximate phenomena, such as the need for cognitive closure,
are likely to play a role and foster resistance to persuasion (e.g., Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993).
Further research should consider the intervening and mediating role of such proximate phenomena toward
an integrated model of individual dispositional differences and susceptibility to persuasion.
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Implications

From a theoretical standpoint, our results indicate that opinion change is (also) a function of
individual differences. Existing work has granted extensive attention to the intervening role of factors
associated with the specific persuasion dynamics including message, source, channel, issues, and
respondent idiosyncrasies (Cialdini, 2007; O'Keefe, 1990). However, research showing the intervening role
of higher-order personality factors is relatively scarce. Focusing on such drivers is not simply an academic
exercise in filling blatant gaps. Individual differences are assumed to be mostly stable over time (McCrae &
Costa, 1982; but see Ardelt, 2000), which makes them relevant for social dynamics beyond suspicions of
endogeneity—in the short term, at least. In this sense, the results presented here offer an important missing
piece—and, potentially, an exogenous one—to the puzzle of individual drivers of persuasion.

From the practitioners’ standpoint, our results suggest that silver bullets in persuasive campaigns are
unlikely to exist and that persuasive campaigns are always destined to fail for some. Recent research by Hirsh,
Kang, and Bodenhausen (2012) shows that tailoring the message to the personality profile of the targets
increases its persuasiveness substantially. Our results contribute to the emerging research and practice on
“tailored persuasion” (e.g., Rimer & Kreuter, 2006) by showing that personality differences are likely to set up
a baseline for general persuasiveness of the messages—something that existing studies have not yet adopted.
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