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Ratings of perceived message effectiveness (PME) are commonly used during mes-
sage testing and selection, operating under the assumption that messages scoring
higher on PME are more likely to affect actual message effectiveness (AME)—for
instance, intentions and behaviors. Such a practice has clear utility, particularly
when selecting from a large pool of messages.

Recently, O’Keefe (2018) argued against the validity of PME as a basis for mes-
sage selection. He conducted a meta-analysis of mean ratings of PME and AME,
testing how often two messages that differ on PME similarly differ on AME, as
tested in separate samples. Comparing 151 message pairs derived from 35 studies,
he found that use of PME would only result in choosing a more effective message
58% of the time, which is little better than chance. On that basis, O’Keefe concluded
that “message designers might dispense with questions about expected or perceived
persuasiveness (PME), and instead pretest messages for actual effectiveness” (p.
135). We do not believe that the meta-analysis supports this conclusion, given the
measurement and design issues in the set of studies O’Keefe analyzed.

Measurement issues

One of the most vexing issues in the PME literature has been a lack of clear concep-
tualization of what PME is and how to measure it (Yzer, LoRusso, & Nagler, 2015).
To examine this, we recently conducted a systematic review of the PME measures
used in tobacco education campaigns (Noar, Bell, Kelley, Barker, & Yzer, 2018).
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Across 75 studies, we found substantial heterogeneity in PME measures, including
(a) use of 16+ persuasive constructs; (b) assessment of message perceptions or
effects perceptions; (c) inclusion of a target referent; and (d) referencing of behav-
ior. In essence, our results indicate little consensus on how to measure PME, even
in a literature focused only on anti-smoking media campaigns. When constructs
are poorly measured, prediction suffers. For instance, poor measurement of atti-
tudes and risk perceptions clouded the association between these constructs and behav-
ior, but when measurement improved, so did prediction (Brewer et al., 2007; Fishbein &
Ajzen, 2010).

In O’Keefe’s (2018) set of studies—spanning at least 18 different topics—there is
similar heterogeneity. Some studies used a single, generic PME item that asked parti-
cipants to rate how “effective” a message was—an item with unknown validity. Other
single items or scales asked about message preference, strong or weak reasons,
expected compliance, willingness to engage in the behavior, predicted purchase likeli-
hood, message satisfaction, importance, or motivation. While several scales included
an item such as “persuasive,” some measures included items with less relevance to
effectiveness (e.g., visibility, understandability, usefulness). Many measures did not
specify a target referent, potentially biasing PME ratings (Dillard & Ye, 2008). Thus,
the PME measures in O’Keefe’s (2018) analysis differ so much that we cannot say—
with any confidence—that they are measuring the same construct. We should thus
interpret the analyses testing the diagnosticity of PME with caution.

Design issues

Several studies in the meta-analysis showed a lack of PME-AME correspondence in
measurement, samples, or design. For instance, several PME measures asked partici-
pants to rate how a message would affect others, while the AME assessment was
concerned with message effects on the participant. In addition, while the PME and
AME studies used the same messages, the samples were sometimes drawn from dif-
ferent sources, creating non-comparability though the use of different recruitment
methods (e.g., MTURK for PME vs. community sample for AME) or entirely differ-
ent populations (experts for PME vs. target audience for AME). The studies were
also not designed to test the diagnosticity of PME, and many of the PME studies
were preliminary, with sample sizes of 40 or less. Further—and perhaps most
importantly—in many studies, only tiny differences in PME means were observed.
For instance, when a message pair scored similarly on PME (M = 3.07 and 3.09), but
with corresponding AME means that differed in direction from PME (M = 3.14 and
3.08, respectively; Pettigrew et al., 2016), this was treated as a failure of PME in the
meta-analysis. This strikes us as an overly conservative test, as PME is much more
likely to provide useful guidance when differences are larger. In fact, O’Keefe (2018)
found that when differences in PME were statistically significant, the diagnostic rate
improved from 53% to 67%. This illustrates a very important point: namely, that
PME studies should include a set of messages or message types with moderate or large

991Journal of Communication 68 (2018) 990–993

S. M. Noar et al. Perceived Message Effectiveness



expected variability, perhaps including control messages, rather than a narrow set of
messages that may all score similarly on PME.

Where we go from here

While we disagree with O’Keefe’s dismissal of PME, we believe he has done the field
a service by highlighting the need for more conceptual, measurement, and valida-
tion work on PME. To date, some PME measures appear to lack the rigorous psy-
chometric work that is needed. More research is needed to understand the role of
underlying persuasive constructs, message perceptions versus effects perceptions,
influence of target referents, and referencing of behavior in PME measures (Noar
et al., 2018). We also need additional, rigorously-designed validation studies of
PME. Such studies will advance our understanding of the role of PME ratings in
message selection, an area that has broad applicability across the communication
field. In the end, improved measures will increase the likelihood of selecting more
effective messages, better realizing the potential of communication to do good.
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