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What ARE attitudes?

 Evaluations of people, objects, events, places, ideas
(e.g. Ajzen, 2001; Eagly and Chaiken, 1998)

Three elements of an attitude:

1.   Affective component – emotional reactions towards attitude object

2.   Cognitive component – thoughts and beliefs about the attitude object

3.   Behavioural component – actions/observable behaviours toward the attitude

                                                                                                           object



Where do attitudes come from?

 Tesser (1993) – genetic origin of some attitudes

Martin et al (1986) - Identical twins share more attitudes than fraternal twins

                                  even when raised in separate homes

 Olsen et al (2002) – Predisposition - not specific genes but relationships with characteristics that are 
directly related to genes (e.g. temperament)



Cognitively based attitudes

 Based mainly on relevant facts  

e.g. number of calories; knowledge that intervention will escalate or hasten the end of the dispute

 Classifying the pluses and minuses

 How well, cheaply, quickly something will work

 Not how it makes us feel



Affectively based attitudes

 Based on emotions and values

    e.g. We should always act to ease the suffering of innocent people
           Chocolate cake tastes good and makes me feel happy
          

 We can feel good about something despite holding some 
     negative beliefs about it -  

     ‘Guilty pleasure’ – Cognitive Dissonance

 Politics, sex, religion

    e.g. Redlawsk (2002); Wattenberg (1987):

          People often have strong feelings about politicians but 
           usually know very little about them
   

    



Affectively based attitudes

 Variety of sources including:

 Values, basic moral beliefs – reaction rather than examination

 Expresses and validates own value system (e.g. Maio and Olsen, 1995)

 Sensory reaction – the taste, the scent, the sound, the look, the feel of something



Conditioning Attitudes

 Classical conditioning

e.g. childhood – friendship playing with friends in garden with rose bushes
Sight/smell of roses now makes you feel carefree, reassurance, happiness…..

 Operant conditioning

    Behaviours - usually increase/decrease according to responses they elicit

    Attitudes can also be also shaped by responses from others

     e.g. parents’ responses to different playmates – child learns to view  
                        certain people with disapproval (racist, classist, sexist etc.)

 Attitudes – positive or negative affect through either type of conditioning
    (e.g. Cacioppo et al, 192)

 



Behaviourally Based Attitudes

 Self-perception theory (Bem, 1972)

 We know how we feel once we see how we behave

 Ambiguity or weakness of initial attitude

 Behaviour used when there is no other plausible explanation for the attitude

    e.g. disapproving of ‘unhealthy’ calorie-laden desserts because trying to lose weight

           If no other explanation, must dislike them because usually don’t eat them

           



Explicit and Implicit Attitudes

 Explicit attitudes 

  - consciously endorsed

  - easily reported

 Implicit attitudes

                     - involuntary, uncontrollable

                          - sometimes unconscious

e.g. Genuine beliefs regarding equality of all people - Behaviours that support this

       But – negative ideas without full awareness (Devine, 1989a)

       - influences behaviour around certain groups of people



Implicit Association Test

 e.g. Greenwald, McGhee and Schwartz (1998)

 Argued to access implicit attitudes through rapid response to stimuli

 Computer-based test 

  - categorize words or pictures - positive/negative associations

 Example tests http://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit

http://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit


Measuring Attitudes

 Explicit measures of attitude

 Measures that directly ask the participants to think about and report an attitude

 Implicit measures of attitude

 Measures that assess spontaneous evaluative associations with an object, without 
relying on a verbal report



Measuring Attitudes – EXPLICIT measures of attitude include:

 Likert scales (Likert, 1932)

    e.g. 

For each statement, indicate the number that best represents your personal opinion by 
using the following scale:

If you strongly disagree with the statement, indicate 1

If you disagree with the statement, indicate 2

If you neither disagree nor agree with the statement, indicate 3

If you agree with the statement, indicate 4

If you strongly agree with the statement, indicate 5

1. The death penalty should be reintroduced by law    …….

2. I would support a referendum for the reintroduction of the death penalty …….

3. The death penalty should never be used     …….

               



Explicit measures cont’d

 Semantic differential scales (Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum, 1957) 

     e.g. 
                           Death Penalty
             Bad I……I……I……I……I……I……I Good
      Negative I……I……I……I……I……I……I Positive 
         Dislike I……I……I……I……I……I……I Like

 Bipolar adjective scales – general evaluative terms (e.g. favourable-unfavourable
 Typically 5, 7 or 9 categories – middle category = neutral point
 Response that best represents their opinion

 Correlations among items should be positive (to the extent that they measure the 
same attitude)

Both Likert and SD Scales – if the correlations are sufficiently high they can be combined to 
form a single attitude score



Concerns regarding explicit measures of attitude

 Lack of awareness of attitude towards an object (Fazio et al, 1995; Greenwald 
and Banaji, 1995)

 Differences in the way in which items are presented (Haddock and Carrick, 
1999; Schwartz, 1999)

 Motivation to give socially desirable responses (Paulhus and John, 1998)

 Guided by social appropriateness



Measuring Attitudes: IMPLICIT measures of attitude: include

 Evaluative Priming (Fazio, 1995)

 Fazio – Attitude: an association in memory between an attitude object and a summary 
evaluation – variations in strength

 Association influences accessibility

        e.g.

 Hate cauliflower  - immediate and strong reaction

 Real dislike of broccoli – reaction less automatic

 Negative attitude towards cauliflower more accessible – association in 
memory between cauliflower and dislike is stronger 



Implicit measures cont’d

 Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, McGhee and Schwartz, 1998)

‘s’ key responses

1.    White faces

5. White faces OR 

       negative adjective

2.    Positive adjectives

3.  White face OR

      Positive adjective

4.    Negative adjectives

5. Black faces OR 

       Positive adjective

4.    Positive adjectives

3. Black faces OR

       Negative adjective

2.    Negative adjectives

1.    Black faces

‘k’ Key responses



Critique of IAT

 Increasingly popular – do not require direct questioning

 Less likely to be influenced by socially desirable responding

BUT

 Low correlations might mean that they assess different constructs 

(e.g. Karpinski and Hilton, 2001)

 Use of un-personalized versions of IAT (e.g. ‘pleasant’/’unpleasant’) are more open to 
influence of cultural norms than personalised versions (e.g. ‘I like’/’I don’t like’) 

(Olson and Fazio, 2004)



Reliability and Validity of Attitude Measures

Reliability

 Internal consistency – do items assess the same psychological construct?

 Test-retest reliability – similar scores across repeated measures

 Explicit measures - generally high reliability 

    e.g. 

 High internal consistency (Huskinson and Haddock, 2004)

 High test-retest reliability (Lord, 2004)

 Implicit measures - reasonably high internal consistency and test-retest reliability  (Cunningham, Preacher 
and Banaji, 2001)
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